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Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	1837 – The Southern Ocean

	 

	A lunatic's wail.

	Shrill.

	All spit and teeth and closing fast.

	Abbey gasped into consciousness. 

	Save for a sallow lamp glow, the room was in darkness – tombstone outlines of furniture and drapes heavy like Rapunzel braids. She focused on the familiar creak of the ship—an ache in her jaw intensifying, stabbing pokers into her head. It was hard to concentrate, but as the quagmire of her mind released, snippets of recollection grudgingly surfaced. So did the panic. She didn't want to go there, and Abbey forced herself not to scream again.

	She remembered attempting to sleep, but even in slumber, it was impossible to escape the discomfort of her position and the smothering dank that encapsulated the lower deck. Her ankles had been shackled to the bunk, and the irons pressed into her flesh, restricting any movement. She had no choice but to stare at the rotten slats above her—every scratch and nick in the bowed grain. She could almost taste the reek of its occupants' filthy blanket worming through its cracks. 

	It wasn't unusual practice to be chained, and up until then, Abbey had not personally experienced the humiliation deemed a necessary punishment. Not until she had found herself in a scrap – again – but the stupid cow had tried to nick her only spoon. Abbey knew enough about life in incarceration from her father, yeah, right, as if he was, not to draw attention to herself, but she'd been pissed at the old bitch. 

	Getting into my bloody space. Wasn't the first time, neither.      

	She'd been lying prostrate for hours, into what she suspected was well into the night, and was beginning to think they'd forgotten she was even bloody there. No one around her gave a toss, and Abbey imagined she'd be left to starve or drown in her own puke, trapped, like Jonah in the belly of a sea creature, slowly digested into its grumbling innards. But then she recalled being relieved, though a tad nervous, when one of the officers had come to her, unlocking her chains and hoisting her to her feet.   

	'I don't want no flogging. I'll be good,' she had gabbled.

	He hadn't said anything, just shoved her through the stifling interior of the lower deck and toward the narrow stairwell.

	'Up,' he had muttered, 'Capt'n wants to see ye.'      

	Maybe it's a good thing, she had thought. At least she was heading upstairs. 

	'Whew-ee.' How much sweeter the air had smelled on deck away from the stench below. Abbey had hungrily filled her lungs and squinted out over the expanse of ocean. Though not disposed to profound contemplation, she had been awed by a sense of insignificance, how she and all those on board this shit bucket were mere hitchers riding precariously upon the back of some massive beast that was the Southern Ocean. 

	But none of that had mattered to Abbey. The captain himself had summoned her. She had been noticed by the captain. She felt no shame in that; the young men at home were always noticing her. Her long auburn hair fell in seductive ringlets around a heart-shaped face; her lips were small and pert, and her eyes a light blue that the boys would tell her were pretty when they wanted their way. She knew she could hold her own, yet after weeks on this stinking ship surrounded by vomit and the reek of excrement, then with minimal water for personal hygiene, even she found herself a little self-conscious that, well, that most unpleasant odor was coming from her.

	Nevertheless, the captain had asked for her. Things might be looking up for Abigail Jones.

	And about bloody time.  

	It was stupid to be here in the first place. It had just been a bit of petty stealing; though not her first time, it was still her first time to get nicked. Then the prisons had to be full, and then that pompous arse of a judge, and now, here she was, in the middle of some God-forsaken water on route to imprisonment on a desolate colony.

	She had been led to the captain’s cabin, a room with heavy mahogany furnishings and drapes of a crimson brocade. The table was set with plates of bread and potatoes and cured meat. Fruit even, apples that were mottled and shrunken like her grandmother's gums, but still bloody 'ell it'd been a while since she'd tasted an apple. 

	The captain had looked handsome in his uniform, standing there to greet her. He was tall, and his body fit, a bit old for her personal taste, but it wasn't the first time Abigail Jones had given out to make good. 

	He wore his hair long. Dark, with a sprinkling of grey around the temples, it fell to his shoulders in waves. When she had seen him before, he'd had it tied back under his hat, but it looked good hanging loosely around his rugged face. Not handsome in the traditional sense, he had a strong jaw, a nose that bent a little too sharply over a sculptured mustache, but his lips were full, and his eyes like chipped coal. She had stared into the depths of those eyes and felt her first trickle of fear.

	Dark and dead, they were—like an empty grave. 

	But he had offered her food and given her wine. She had drunk, and he had refilled her goblet. It had all tasted good, the wine a little sour, but it had spread a pleasant buzz in her head and a tingle in her groin.

	Then he had struck her. 

	She remembered how the cup flew across the room, and she'd watched the tiny particles of wine separate into rosy drops, suspended, before they'd fallen, with her, backward from the chair. When she had risen to defend herself, he had hit her again, hard across her jaw. She had cried out, staggering toward the cabin door. He had dragged her by her petticoats, a clip across her ear, and she had collapsed, fighting the blackness, knowing that survival lay in consciousness, yet plummeting into an oily pit of oblivion.

	Abbey moved her head tentatively to the right and winced as pain and confusion wove through her. Beside her was a long, ornately carved mirror. Set back against the heavy décor of the cabin, it ran almost the length of the bed and tilted down on swivel posts of polished wood. The figure she saw within its frame was a young auburn-haired woman splayed out upon tousled sheets. She had been stripped of her outer clothing, wisps of undergarments hung loosely upon a pale body, ample breasts hung bare upon a chest painted a gaudy shade of red. 

	How strange, her mind registered sluggishly, but then the realization dawned, a fear wavering with renewed clarity, that the semi-naked figure was her.

	Abby reared up. Her body jerked backward.

	'What the …?'

	Struggling to control her breathing, she refocused on the mirror. 

	Her arms had been raised above her head, wrists shackled to the headboard posts with cuffs like the ones she had been forced to endure below deck. Tugging at her restraints, a tepid, sticky sensation welled as the garish paintwork upon her bosom blossomed.

	Sweet Jesus!

	It was blood. Carved into her chest was the capital letter H.

	'What the bloody hell,' she mumbled.      

	'Silence, harlot.'  

	 'I ain't no harlot.'

	'You are a whore and a harlot,' boomed the voice of the captain.

	'I never, I never—'

	'Silence. You are a convicted criminal under my authority, sentenced to a penal existence for your crimes.' 

	'Yeah, fucking unfair that was one time only—'

	'Enough.' He loomed over her.

	Out of the corner of her eye, the figure on the bed writhed. Of course, she knew it was her, yet in the moment, she felt disembodied, the scene so fucking surreal—ivory flesh, blood soaking her chest, staining the sheets. For the first time, Abbey felt self-conscious of her nakedness, her vulnerability, and another ripple of panic racked her body. Her guts felt loose, her muscles shuddered. 

	'Let me go, ye bugger.'

	He backhanded her again.

	When Abby regained her senses, he stood bare-chested in britches and boots. His back was to her, but she could see his image in the mirror. He appeared not to be looking at her body, interested only in himself, puffing out his chest, twirling the waxed ends of his mustache, and flexing the muscles in his upper body. She watched as he primped, preened, and strutted before the mirror, turning and pulling at the large, buckled belt around his waist. 

	He approached the bed, smiling seductively. She could tell he was aroused, yet whether from her nakedness or his own vanity, she could not be sure. Not that it mattered much longer for Abigail Jones and her short, wretched life. Restrained by shackles, she could only stare wide-eyed in horror as the belt flicked upward and the buckle came down toward her.  

	The scream rang out into the night, stark and guttural, only to be swallowed up by the brisk easterly winds and the slapping of waves upon a creaking hull.

	'That didn't last long.'

	'Captain must be in a good mood tonight.'

	The wizened deckhand adjusted the ropes on the winches and stared into an inky blackness. The night watchman whittled absently on a piece of wood. Soon, they would be called to clean up. It would take the rest of the night. The captain was a meticulous man, and there would be no evidence of the carnage and bloodlust when the sun kindled the eastern horizon: another corpse, bits of chum for the sharks and monsters of the deep. 

	They were sea-faring men, superstitious and wary of the myths surrounding them. Yet, mostly, they feared the man they served. As captain of this God-forsaken convict ship, he was the real and present monster to endure and appease. They would clean up, and when the hunger overcame him again, his officers would return from the bowels of the ship with fresh meat. After all, here was easy prey, always more where that came from.

	Poor bloody wenches. It wasn't right, but what were they to do?

	This time, the scream lifted the hairs on the old man's arms, but it too was gone soon enough, carried away on the wings of demons, through the salt-crusted porthole, onto the breeze, and down into the pits of hell.

	'Nope, guess that mood ain't so jolly.' The old man chuckled, but it was grim and humorless. 

	The younger man crossed himself as the ship lurched on, caught upon a mighty rip on an endless ocean.
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	December

	
Present Day - Northern New South Wales, Australia

	 

	A metallic chime and the door swung inward, merging the day's humidity with the cool interior of the antique store. Dust particles, lifted from inertia, speckled the triangle of light that cut through the dimness. A middle-aged woman sitting low behind a rear counter looked up from a crumpled newspaper and eyed her potential customer with sanguine interest. 

	A handsome fellow, tall, well built, with sandy-brown hair, mid-thirties, she surmised. In his pressed chinos and pale blue button-down shirt, he looked like many of the affluent weekend visitors, up from the city for a weekend's getaway. She got a few of his kind coming into the shop for genuine bargains, but most dropped in out of curiosity or had simply lost their way. Usually, that type preferred the more upmarket retailers further up the coast, overpriced stores, and nouveau restaurants that dotted the coastal drive. She was grateful but not hopeful of any business. Things tended to move slowly within her domain of antiquity. 

	The man shouldered the door, jostling its weight with a couple of embossed carry bags – local merchants but still pricey, the ones who reckoned it was okay to charge muggins prices and get away with it. The woman behind the counter smirked, pleased with her accurate evaluation. 

	She was about to turn her gaze back to her reading when the man pushed his back into the door and allowed a petite young woman to enter. Pulling a baseball cap off her head, she was pretty in a no makeup, no fuss way, her blonde hair in a ponytail and dressed casually, in a pair of khaki pants and a printed t-shirt. The woman behind the counter raised an eyebrow. Not the match she would have expected of Mr GQ, and she was rarely wrong. A detached smile acknowledged their presence before she immersed herself in the weekly horoscopes. 

	 

	Flattening flyaway strands around her ears, Charlotte perused a room filled to capacity with furniture and assorted bric-a-brac. 

	'Holy crap,' she muttered.

	A scent of sandalwood and age enveloped her. Daylight was all but obliterated by artifacts piled around windows and over the expanse of floor space. Narrow alleyways had been cleared through which a person could squeeze, while any flat surfaces held ornaments and curiosities, not necessarily displayed but scattered wherever they could be fitted in.

	'How fantastic is this?' Sam exclaimed.

	'Smells like death.' Charlotte wrinkled her nose.

	'This could be great. Just what we need for the house.' Sam ignored his wife's brooding stare. 'We can finally make the break, Char. Stop trying to live in two places. We're trying to un-complicate our lives, remember.'

	Charlotte sighed. She knew he was right. Why was it so hard for her to break those final ties? Ties and dependence, though in her defense, to a life she knew she was successful at and the one thing she felt she could do right. She regarded Sam's face, features beseeching once again, and, dammit, she didn't want to keep disappointing him. Wasn't this what she wanted as well? 

	'Yeah,' she muttered, fiddling with a small pewter figure in a ballerina pose. 

	They had been married for seven years, sharing hectic lifestyles and maintaining demanding careers; he at a successful law practice, she for a large multinational company. The hours were long, but like most young professionals, the financial rewards outweighed the times they couldn't spend together. The unspoken truth was that the last few years had taken its toll on their relationship. 

	That, and the other unspoken. 

	Charlotte glimpsed a bassinet in a shadowed enclave of the room. Approaching, she timidly traced the ridged edges of its wicker texture. The mattress had been made up with cotton sheets, and a frilled pillow now tinged a buttery yellow. Charlotte wondered how long ago that had been done ... and for whom? A tattered, one-eyed teddy bear stared up from its cozy niche.

	Someone sure loved you. Charlotte sensed Sam close behind her. Without a word, he placed his hand around her waist. 

	Just over a year ago, she had fallen pregnant—unexpected, but Sam had been ecstatic. What the heck, she had rationalized. She was a capable woman. She would juggle it all. When she had lost the baby toward the end of her second trimester, it had been an emotional blow and a huge wake-up call for them both. Charlotte took a breath, eased it out, and blinked back the sting of a tear. 

	The loss of a child and the failings of her marriage had become a tragic part of her that she internalized and never spoke about, yet carried with her like a savage wound each day and each night, infecting her being, encroaching their most intimate of times. Sam remained stoic, but she knew if they didn't make changes, their relationship and habitual hiding from each other's pain would eventually end what she believed was and still could be an enduring love story.

	Enough already. Why was she still doing this? She needed to stop with the self-pity. 

	'You okay, Char?' Sam whispered, his breath warm on her cheek.

	'Yeah,' she murmured, squeezing his hand. 'Just, you know ... All good.' She smiled at him before stepping away, careful not to be a downer.

	It was Sam who had initially broached the subject of leaving. "For the sake of their marriage," he had said, and any chance of a family in the future – was what he hadn't said. 

	Of course, Charlotte had felt defensive. It was simpler for her to continue with what she was comfortable with, hide behind her workload, and grow her reputation and career successes with fearsome determination. It had been essential to prove that she could be good at something, and, essentially, it had come to disguise the failures she had felt in the wife and the motherhood department. Making changes terrified Charlotte, but so did not having the guts to change. And with that, her decision had become just as much practical as it had emotional. 

	Sam had thrown himself wholeheartedly into the project of moving on. Within a month, he had come across a "perfect" property. A deceased estate that he had managed to secure a viewing before it officially went on the market. 

	'So where is this then?' Charlotte had hesitantly asked.

	'Saviour. It's a little place on the coast. About six hours or so from here.'

	'Saviour. Ain't that the bleeding truth, she thought. 'Who calls a place Saviour?'

	'Intense, huh?' Sam had beamed. 'Look, it's not far from Byron if that makes you feel better.'

	That right? She knew Byron Bay. On the northeastern corner of New South Wales, about eight-hundred kilometers north of Sydney, its lighthouse marked the most easterly point on the Australian mainland. 

	Famous for its Haute-boho lifestyle, a mixture of laidback hippy and trendy chic, the area was a mini mecca for surfers and hippies, backpackers and celebrities, all drawn to the sub-tropical haven of pristine beaches and coves, whale watching and sunsets. Named Cavvanbah, meaning meeting place, by the Arakwal Aboriginal people, it became Cape Byron in the eighteen hundreds, taking the name given by Captain Cook to honor world circumnavigator, John Byron. The area had a history of cedar logging, gold mining, and cattle grazing, and even though its seaport was hazardous, with shipwrecks still littering its seabed, the bay had become significant for fishing and a whaling industry that had continued up until the sixties. Not long after, longboard surfers descended, alternate retreats and hippy communes sprung up, setting the vibe and establishing the core that remained today – a "meeting place" for an eclectic crowd of tourists and locals alike. 

	Maybe, Charlotte had considered then, she needn't fear change. This wasn't the outback, for crying out loud. On the contrary, this was the thriving central east coast. She had nothing to fear.

	 'Yeah, alright then,' she'd conceded. 'I'm up for checking out "intense." And checking out,' she had stressed, 'didn't mean commitment.'

	Then she'd seen the house—a turn-of-the-century homestead, complete with gables, shutters, and a fancy wrap-around porch. The paint peeled around the borders of the windows, the gutters flecked with rust overflowed with leaves, and the porch railing, on closer inspection, wobbled precariously, but its charm was undeniable. Set upon acres of hillside overlooking the ocean and surrounded by massive Norfolk pines, palms, and a myriad of assorted fruit trees, it reminded her of a mini grand estate. Dense hedges and creeping vines overran much of the unkempt rose garden, while the remnants of herbs and stray edibles hinted at an overgrown vegetable patch. 

	Charlotte was enamored. Though hardly a homemaker type, she had surprised herself, actually looking forward to restoring the place to its former grandeur, becoming healthy and holistic – it looked like anything would thrive in that garden. The township of Saviour, however, was hardly thriving, but it was quaint. Set back off the main highway, along a picture-perfect coastline, easy-going locals, genuine smiles – she would do this thing. Sam and she would reconnect here, fall in love all over again.

	Now, as she stood within the confines of the antique store, Charlotte was beginning to feel a tinge of excitement. She had spied a massive oak dining table with matching chairs, timber bookshelves, and a cluster of carved side tables inlaid with mosaic glass. She ran her hands possessively over a set of lamps which were quite remarkable. A tag read circa late thirties, yet their cut glass bases and ornate lamp shades appeared in pristine condition. Even for a perfectionist like herself, she couldn't imagine anything she owned remaining immaculate after all that time. She dared to feel confident; perhaps she could be good at this.

	They had been in the house on and off for several months, mostly on weekends, arranging the necessary renovations and getting a feel for what needed to be done in the future. Much of the furniture from their city apartment had arrived but had proven ridiculous in its new setting. Stark, modern, and fabulous for a city apartment, it looked gauche in the surrounding timber floors and cottage quaintness. 

	'We have to get rid of it all,' Charlotte had said. 'It looks like George Jetson meets Little House on the Prairie.'

	'No, no,' Sam had insisted, 'we'll mix the old and new. I've seen it done. We just need a few older pieces to quieten down the other bits.' 

	She could see Sam now, in her peripheral, smirking as he watched her scurry about, dropping to her knees for detailed inspections and rummaging through the assorted memorabilia she was grouping into piles.  

	'Great acquisitions, Char,' he said as he checked the price sticker on a ceramic bulldog head, complete with a tongue that bobbed up and down.

	'Like that one?' Charlotte grinned.

	Sam put it down with an embarrassed cough.

	'Oh,' she exclaimed. 'This is pretty.'  

	Charlotte smoothed a layer of dust off the surface of an ornately carved vanity. How she had even spotted it was a miracle. Pushed into a corner and buried behind a wing-backed couch and pair of towering chests, how long it had sat in shadowed obscurity was anyone's guess. 

	Around its edges and down its bowed legs, florets and swirls had been carved into the timber; its whitewashed stain highlighted the cutting's ridges and depths. Charlotte traced the ornate design down the embellished framework surrounding the beveled mirror. The shimmering translucence of its depths was mesmerizing, different from anything she had ever seen.

	'Bit creepy,' Sam exclaimed.

	Charlotte flashed a frown in exasperated amusement.

	'You know, in a Miss Havisham pretty-but-creepy sort of way.'

	She rolled her eyes. 'I think it's lovely, and it will be perfect in the bedroom beside the corner window.' 

	Sam gave her a quizzical look, then he shrugged. 'Why not,' he said. 'Does that mean we're going for the lace and floral curtains now?'

	With an affectionate smack across his chest, she said, 'Not quite, but you can take me to lunch. A glass of wine, perhaps.'

	'Come on then, let's get the old duck over here, and you can tell her what you've decided on.'

	'Okay, but the bulldog stays.'

	'Stays?' he answered in mock disappointment.

	'Here!'
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	The day had been spent arranging and rearranging furniture. In with the old and out with the new this time. It was as exhausting as it was satisfying, Sam almost as pedantic as Charlotte in achieving perfect composition. The antiques were damn heavy, too, so different from when she had decorated her first house. Straight out of university, it had been about hand-me-downs and flat packs. Then, years later, she and Sam had pretty much allowed their Sydney waterfront apartment to be hijacked by the tastes of a prominent interior designer, too afraid to make judgment calls for fear of stepping on his delicate Louboutin-ed toes and an ego that was anything but. 

	As Charlotte perched on a cushioned stool in front of the new vanity, she felt a weary tightness in her muscles, a burn across her shoulders, obviously not incorporated in her usual workouts. She gazed at the mirror, still flawless "after over a century," the man who'd delivered it had said, and toyed with an ornate handled brush. She had found it, along with a comb, in the rear of one of the dresser drawers.

	'Ah, those are exceptionally old pieces,' the man had stated. 'Those certainly wouldn't be allowed these days. Real ivory, very unusual.'

	'Don’t know how I feel about that,’ Charlotte had said.

	‘Keep them. They go well together, and Bev probably didn’t even know they were in there. Besides, looks like you bought enough to warrant a bonus,’ he’d winked.

	And so Charlotte had accepted them, unique pieces from a bygone time. They did look pretty, perhaps a bit theatrical for her taste. After all, she pondered as she studied her reflection; for a girl who shampooed and air-dried, the most exotic thing she’d ever used was a hair tie. Her thoughts were broken as Sam entered the room. 

	‘Looks like a movie set out of ...’

	‘Yeah, yeah, Great Expectations.’

	‘What?’

	‘Miss Havisham, remember.’

	Sam laughed. ‘Valley of the Dolls, I was thinking.’

	‘Stop.’

	‘You want to come here for a sec?’ He propped himself on the bed. ‘I’ve been at the fuse box, and this circuitry is ancient. Let’s turn these lamps on together and see if we don’t blow a fuse or electrocute ourselves in the process. Some of these connecting wires look a bit dodgy.’

	‘You turn them on then. I’ll sit here and enjoy the fireworks.’

	‘I’d rather you come here, and we can make our own fireworks,’ Sam teased as he patted the mattress and wiggled his eyebrows in a somewhat suspect attempt at a Groucho Marks’ impression.

	Charlotte smiled shyly. Things had been a bit strained in that department of late. She knew it wasn’t about not loving him. It was just that somewhere along the way, she had lost that lack of inhibition and the unbridled passion that had consumed their earlier days. 

	 Of course, she could rationalize a thousand reasons – the arguments and accusations that had been hurled, the periods of silence and avoidance, of course, she would feel some reserve from the intimacy of before. She’d hidden it behind hormones, the loss of the baby, and her stubbornness. Then there was the seven-year mark. Didn’t it have a reputation for being the killer number in your love life? She certainly didn’t want to suppose that kind of rubbish reasoning was true. Sam had always been a gentle and considerate partner, and it wasn’t fair to put the onus on him. Maybe it was all her fault, and it wouldn’t hurt for her to try and show a little more enthusiasm.

	Or maybe it was because, deep down, she never felt good enough for him or pretty enough. She knew he was a desirable man, the strength of his physique evident even under the expensive suits he’d wear. Women were constantly checking him out, even when she was with him, yet, in her attempt to climb the corporate ladder and compete in a “man’s” world, she supposed she’d neglected her feminine side. Or perhaps that was just an excuse to hide from her insecurities. She looked down at the oversized t-shirt hanging loosely over a pair of boxers. Here she went again, berating herself for all of their shortcomings. 

	‘Mickey Mouse again.’ Sam grinned.

	She pulled self-consciously at the old t-shirt.

	‘I dress for comfort, Sam.’

	‘It’s the fact you are dressed at all that bothers me.’

	She smiled. He really deserves better.

	Charlotte eased the stool back, and dammit, her usual overthinking was exhausting. There was nothing wrong with how she looked, only how she perceived herself. Let it go, she scolded, giving herself a hard stare in the mirror. 

	Her features blurred. She rolled her neck, easing the tightness. She was tired, in need of a massage or, squinting at her reflection, an optometrist, which she doubted they had in town. ‘Coming.’ She swiveled off the seat. 

	There!

	For a split second, out of the corner of her eye, she had caught a flash of her reflection as she rose—only it had remained seated as if when she’d moved, her likeness had wilfully stayed put. Charlotte turned and, bent at the knees, peered into the mirrored frame. She was a pragmatic person, yet what had she seen? 

	Tilting her head one way, then the other, her reflection moved in sync. She raised and lowered her shoulders, and they moved with her. Of course, they would.

	Just then, Sam switched off the main lights. Charlotte flinched. 

	She couldn't be sure, but in that moment between light and darkness, she thought she glimpsed her blue eyes turn black.

	 

	Charlotte woke later than usual. She wasn’t typically someone who slept in, but after a dream that had taken her from the depths of unconsciousness to her waking moment, she felt a little spacey. And, not that she ever felt compelled at dream analysis, but this one’s realism remained doggedly fused to her psyche like shredded tinsel.

	 There had been a war. A battlefield extended in carpets of ruddy fields for as far as the eye could see. Around me lay the discarded corpses of the dead and the dying. Torn and mutilated, the stench had been horrendous, and I could hear the suckling sounds of something beneath me as it gorged on the entrails of the victims. The battle was important. I had known that, but instead of armies of musket-bearing soldiers, it had been a tug of war, and I was the sinewy twine of humanity being pulled from two outstretched ends. Charlotte strove to remember more but not so hard as to lose the connection. On one end, Sam was heaving on the cord that was me, and I couldn’t see who was on the other side, something indistinctive that felt threatening. I wanted Sam to win, not just wanted … he had to.

	Charlotte tiptoed her toes onto the floor, just a dream – nothing to lose sleep over. Hah, see what I did there. She pulled on a pair of jeans and yet another of her generic t-shirts, pausing by the mirror to apply a strawberry glaze of lipstick before padding into the kitchen. With one hand, she attempted to grapple the nest that was her hair into a ponytail, while with the other, she managed to pour coffee. She sauntered over to Sam, who sat at the far end of an expansive kitchen table. It looked good, even though she didn’t think she could ever find enough people to fill it. 

	She hadn’t seen her family in years. Nothing sinister about that—she just hadn’t made the time, she reflected a little guiltily. There was always Sam’s family, but they were a rowdy lot. She’d pass on that. And friends, well, she could count them on, maybe, a single hand. Actually, she amended, what she had were colleagues who weren’t really friends at all. Damn, it wasn’t like she was unpopular or anything. She supposed she’d just learned to keep everyone at arm’s length, separate and compartmentalized to suit her career path—which she didn’t have now, anyway. 

	Beaming a winning smile, Sam looked up from a pile of papers and file folders. 

	‘Great table,’ Charlotte remarked.

	‘What’s that you say?’ Sam held a hand behind an ear. ‘I can’t hear you over here.’

	She laughed. Sam was always good at pulling her out of her reverie. ‘Still defending the world?’

	‘It’s a weaning process. I can’t ditch these ongoing cases. You?’

	‘I thought I’d go down to the marina. I’m a bit late, but I want to see what the catch of the day is.’

	‘I know what my catch of the day is.’ He grinned lecherously.

	She rolled her eyes at him. ‘Just don’t do that Groucho thing again. It’s too weird.’

	‘Is that lipstick you are wearing?’ 

	‘Yeah, well, more like a gloss,’ she stated defensively. ‘I thought it looked good.’

	‘Looks great,’ he answered. ‘Which one of those old fishing blokes do I have to be concerned about?’

	‘You need only fear their fish after I’ve finished cooking it.’

	‘You’re doing great in the kitchen.’ He abruptly stopped. ‘Ow, that sounded sexist.’

	She smiled. ‘It’s a challenge I’m quite enjoying.’

	‘Hmm. The office called. Asked if I would check over some paperwork for an upcoming litigation.’

	‘What happened to “weaning?”’

	Sam looked contrite.

	‘It’s okay,’ she mumbled this time. ‘Good for you, Sam.’

	‘What about you, Charlotte?’ Concern edged his tone.

	They had agreed that they had more than enough of a nest egg between them to leave their jobs and make the move without financial worries. Still, when Sam’s firm was reluctant to let him go, he had agreed to continue with cases that could be worked on remotely until, he had assured, he could establish a little law practice of his own. While this had instilled some confidence, Charlotte still wasn’t sure where she fit into the grand scale. She’d been responsible for herself and her finances for as long as she could remember, and now she had thrown it all away. 

	Charlotte had kept her doubts from Sam. She had reasoned that the unhappiness of “before” was a far more pervasive matter, as was the guilt of having encouraged the jet-setting lifestyle that had led to the loss of their child. It wasn’t hard to convince herself that she wanted this life with Sam, but it was still a daunting prospect to reinvent oneself and resurrect a relationship that, let’s face it, they both hoped was still there. 

	‘Stop worrying, Sam,’ Charlotte said. ‘This is great. I know it took a bit to get me around, but, really, it’s wonderful here.’ She put her hand on his shoulder and leaned in to kiss his cheek.

	As she reached the door, Sam called, ‘Maybe you should get two lots of snapper, you know, just in case. I still remember the last two you cremated.’

	‘Bastard,’ she teased as she grabbed her handbag and keys from the hall table.

	 

	A velvety mugginess bathed the evening air, the debut of an enduring summer, and Charlotte felt contentment for the first time since she could remember. 

	That afternoon, she had swum in the ocean, jumping waves and exploring the coastline. From now on, it was going to be her favorite workout, and she couldn’t imagine ever going back to the sterility of a gym for an endorphin fix. She had pottered in the garden, clearing weeds and vines and planting seedlings with methodical accuracy, convinced they would have a bumper crop of vegetables by next spring. Her dinner had been a success. She just might be mastering this cooking thing after all.

	As she sat with Sam, wine glass in hand, staring into a star-freckled sky, even the silence between them did not seem uncomfortable. At that moment, Charlotte had never thought that being away from business and boardrooms, airport lounges, and red-eye specials could be so satisfying.

	Damn, she thought playfully, I’ll have to admit to Sam that he was right all along. 

	‘You look tired,’ Sam broke her reverie.

	‘Yeah. A little.’ Charlotte stifled a yawn. ‘But in a good way.’

	‘I’ll handle the dishes. You head off to bed.’

	‘Sure?’

	‘Sure.’

	Imagination or not, the hesitation was there—disappointment? Charlotte should do something seductive—an immodest move to seal a perfect night for her perfect husband.

	‘Thanks,’ she said instead. ‘Owe you one.’ It sounded lame. 

	Cursing the irrationality of her reserve, she kissed him on the forehead.

	

	A side lamp bathed the bedroom in a rosy tint. Thankfully, the wiring was holding up, and Charlotte braved flicking the main switch. Hands together for Sam, if his career as a lawyer fizzled, he could always fall back on electricals. 

	She flopped in front of the vanity, brushing out her shoulder-length hair. After her swim, she had tied it in a top knot. Now dried and salty, it fell around her face in wavy tangles. She stared despondently at a particularly tricky clump.  

	Like an out-of-focus picture, the edges of her face shimmered. A little like the night before, she conceded, only this time not as much as a blur but tiny fuzzy movements. With it came a tinge of vertigo, a touch of queasiness, but gripping the stool’s edge and keeping herself perfectly still, she rode it out.

	From behind her reflection, a shimmering refocus, or it might have been a shift within her image. She widened her eyes and swallowed. Unblinking, she peered into her eyes—a stormy indigo. The problem was her eyes were light blue. 

	Charlotte lurched backward, almost toppling from her seat. 

	This was way beyond the pay grade of an optometrist, and like a rabbit caught in the headlights, she knew she should move, get the hell away. That was what she should do, only, like the stupid rabbit, she couldn’t say what exactly the danger was. And danger was a pretty strong word.

	She took a breath, stock still, waiting for her heart rate to calm before she willed herself to reassess her face. Her eyes had returned to an acceptable cornflower blue. She cocked her head. Her reflection did as well.  

	Charlotte dragged her fingers through her hair. Perhaps she should be afraid, but apart from the initial surprise, she hadn’t felt any malevolent presence. If anything, she felt more fascinated than scared, a buzz of excitement and an odd sort of familiarity. Well, yeah, it’s your face, stupid. Or was it?

	It looked like her, but there was a difference. Did her cheeks glow a little pinker? And her lips darker, stained like ripe cherries? She grimaced at the cliché. Her eyelashes looked thicker than before.

	A day in the sun? 

	Too much wine?

	She wriggled forward, balancing on the rim of her seat. Attempted a smile, and her reflection smiled back, recognizable—of course, it would be. She tilted her head from side to side, just to make sure—I don’t know—to make sure she was connected to reality. Otherwise, she would have to go and tell Sam what she’d seen and how she was feeling, which she should. But a voice in her head stopped her, and her feet remained flattened to the floor. Charlotte didn’t want to risk hearing what she knew he would say. That she was crazy, and that was not a place she wanted to revisit. 

	There was a time during her manic immersion into her job when he had called her crazy. “Crazy and irresponsible. Death by workload,” he had yelled in fits of anger and remorse. “Your long hours, drinking with the guys. You’re delusional to think that any of that matters, and you only see things the way you want them to be. You don’t have to do this,” he would bluster. “And you don’t have to make me the enemy. Let me take care of you.” “What?” she had snapped back. “So I don’t kill another one of your babies.” 

	Charlotte shook the memory from her head. It had been one of their lowest points. She’d told him to go away then, to leave her alone. In many ways, he had, not literally but emotionally. But then, she’d asked for it, hadn’t she? She felt her breath catch. They had survived it, but they had a way to go, and now, she didn’t ever want to appear vulnerable or be called crazy again. 

	She gave herself an appraising stare. Charlotte wasn’t going to rock the boat. After all, she had learned to be careful about what she asked for.
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	A pastel light filtered the room, which meant the sun had already shifted away from its easterly naissance. It had been over a week since they had officially moved in. Once again, Charlotte found herself sleeping late. Rather than battle it, she’d given herself permission for the indulgence. She had read that somewhere in a self-help book—that’s right, after the loss. She felt the stupid lump catch in her throat. The author maintained that you should be kind to yourself and allow leniency, even though she still felt guilty – lazy – and didn’t want it to become a habit.

	She had dreamed again, too, powerful and poignant imaginings that, this time, left her beaded in sweat and more than a little emotionally exhausted. Staring at the friezes on the ceiling, she tried to recapture the story. Assign some significance before the imagery retreated into her subconscious.

	This time, she was leaning on the railing of a ship, one of those early timber ones with billowing sails that creaked and pitched on vast ocean swells. Her hair was long and whipped around her head. It was corkscrewed and auburn, and the salt parched her lips, and the sea winds cracked them into bloody fissures. Then she was lifted, pulled forward, and out over the ocean. She had tried to call out, but those desiccated lips wouldn’t function, and she had gripped the rails so tight her fingers bled. It was like being pulled downward by a giant vacuum, thunderous and relentless, and she feared her limbs would be torn from their sockets—the marrow sucked from her bones. Again, she had called out, screaming for Sam. God Almighty, she knew she was heading for the water. She could already feel the clutch of its frigid depths, and then … and then? Charlotte had willed herself awake, gasping and clutching at the sheets. 

	Charlotte rolled over and stuffed her head in the pillow. The weight and the residual emotion remained – like being lost. Like not existing anymore.

	Enough. 

	The day was not going to be dictated by a dream.

	She stretched and padded over to the vanity, shaking out an exceptionally unruly version of the bedhead. Charlotte had gotten used to the shifts in her reflection, the little tinges of unsteadiness from her vanity’s mirror. She put it down to it being old, some warp in the makeup of the glass. Or she was getting old—perhaps she had floaters. She had Googled it: small spots in her vision, age-related changes brought on by scattered collagen fibers within the vitreous casting tiny shadows on the retina. Caused by exertion and stress, well, there you go. They usually calmed down eventually, but she should see a specialist. Everything else she reckoned was residual tension, the whole move-thing anxiety. 

	And that was probably the dream’s significance. Some subconscious letting go of the past. An attempt to stop existing in regret or guilt and certainly not living as the ball of stress she had allowed herself to become.

	Charlotte had not been unaware of her addiction to a self-destructive work schedule and an over-zealous commitment to do anything except face her sorrow. And Sam? She had put him through a lot. Perversity, she guessed. She knew it had to hurt him, but that was her space then – to make him hurt like she was hurting but could never articulate. But you could only hide and lie to yourself for so long before you wound up a basket case. She had been burning herself out and frightened that she already had one foot in the damn basket. 

	She picked up a brush and pulled it through her hair. But that was “before.” She was here now, letting go of the guilt and everything from the past, and the dreams and sleeping in were her subconscious kicking that basket right out of the ballpark, even if she had to endure a bit of weirdness.

	She applied a dab of lipstick, a sweep of pink blusher from a makeup bag she kept for formal occasions. She liked the look and added a swish of grey pencil to her lash line. It intensified the blue of her irises and made her eyes pop. Thank you, she thought light-heartedly, a flattering mirror at last. Someone’s on my side.

	She was, of course, kidding, and if this was about new beginnings, perhaps it was time she got more in touch with her feminine side. Yet, it was still there, the old feelings—the old Charlotte. She swiped the backs of her hand across her face – too pink, too silly. She sat back on the bed, puffed out her cheeks, and gazed at the vanity. The intricate curvatures and ornate details of its woodwork were not lost on her, but it was the mirror that drew her. A plane of infinity so flawless that it was as if within the frame was a world of its own. A depth unlike any other reflective surface she’d ever seen that meshed with subtle diffusion, but in a good way … in an enhancing way.

	There was that tiny electric buzz she would feel sitting before it. A similar sensation to walking under electricity wires, when there’s not so much a sound surrounding you but a kind of hum in the air. Wordless whispers that lifted the veil off the tangible. 

	She liked that analogy, yet how would she explain that to Sam without letting on that she might be imagining things? 

	She should be honest with him. After all, that was the basis of a healthy relationship, and Sam had remained committed to making things work. She should be able to be open and forthright. Though what would she say? 

	‘Sam, I think I am seeing things—hearing things. Or, the house has a ghost. Or, I have a magic mirror.’ 

	Knowing how well that would go down didn’t take a creative imagination. Charlotte tried the sentence out again, this time substituting magic for haunted. 

	Maybe it was a haunted mirror? Sam wasn’t the most superstitious person around, but she doubted he’d be any more chuffed with the idea of having a possessed piece of furniture in the house as he would a ghost or a crazy wife. Then again, he could always throw the vanity out—probably along with his crazy wife. And she cared because—because she liked the vanity and, frankly, she was intrigued, and who didn’t like a bit of intrigue in their lives? Lord knows there was little intrigue in watching seedlings grow and deciphering the tide turns. She gave herself a final stare-down before unhooking a short floral dress from its hanger, a throwback from when the waistband of her trousers had become too tight – from when she had been pregnant – that gave her pause but oddly not the sting it usually did. She tested the emotion. Seemed okay with it. It was a hot day, and practicality dictated a garment other than jeans. She tugged at its hem before heading to the kitchen. 

	Sam was at the dining table, his head down and scribbling furiously along the margin of a page. It was the right thing that Sam hadn’t thrown away his old ties completely. He was a damn fine lawyer, and even with all his talk of going smaller, he loved the corporate stuff. Mostly, though, if he didn’t have that, she would
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