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			Dedication

			I dedicate this book to my mother, Beth, whose kindness knew no bounds. Despite facing many hardships, she never uttered a complaint. Her absence is deeply felt.

		

	
		
			Author’s Acknowledgement

			Content Note

			While this novel avoids harmful language, it covers sensitive topics such as childhood trauma, kidnapping, parental loss, and emotional abuse, which some readers may find distressing. Emotionally difficult material (grief, trauma, estrangement, and deception) within the story is set in a sensitive and responsible manner without relying on gratuitous or inflammatory language.

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Growing up in a modest sawmilling town in Southeast Queensland, I lived with my family in a humble, weathered three-bedroom house with a sleepout. My father worked at the local sawmill, and our home, while run-down with doors that wouldn’t lock and a less-than-ideal kitchen, was still filled with nourishing meals my mother prepared on an old wood stove. 

			I was one of five children, sharing a bedroom with my sister while our three brothers had their own space. Severe eczema marked much of my childhood, treated back then with a sticky, strong-smelling cold tar ointment. Naturally shy and self-conscious, I struggled to assert myself, which sometimes made me vulnerable to people who took advantage of my quiet nature.

			Subsequently, my personal life has been marked by significant turmoil and pain. I endured the heartbreak of three failed marriages, two shadowed by domestic violence. Yet, from these difficult relationships, I was blessed with five wonderful sons who have brought light into my life.

			My journey as a parent has not been without its own hardships. Drug addiction was one of my son’s greatest struggles, and for eight months, I dedicated myself to trying to help him overcome this battle. Through this experience, a painful truth came to me: genuine help requires the recipient’s willingness and participation. This insight, along with the emotional toll of the situation, unfortunately, led to a personal breakdown. Ultimately, I was faced with the agonising decision to cut ties with him completely. It remains one of the most difficult choices I have ever made.

			Throughout my life, caring for others has always been at the heart of everything I do. I dedicated myself to foster care for 14 years, providing a safe and nurturing environment for children in need. Throughout that time, I learnt a great deal about how humans behave and treat one another.

			My passion for supporting others extended into my professional life. I worked in both disability and aged care, making a positive difference in the lives of vulnerable individuals and learning to understand the daily struggles many of them face. But most did it with a smile and a positive attitude. I believe that a lot of the undisabled [my word for average people] out there could learn a lot from the disabled.

			My commitment to care did not end with my professional responsibilities. I devoted myself to looking after my father during the final stages of his battle with pancreatic cancer, ensuring his comfort and dignity in the face of illness and death. For 12 months, I assisted the blue nurses with my father’s toileting while my mother had a break outside. I did not wish for her to have the memory of him wasting away under the bedcovers.

			Soon after my father’s passing, I cared for my mother as she lived with dementia, helping her navigate daily life with patience and empathy. My mother taught me that we get what we give and there is always someone whose circumstances are worse than ours. Her caring, gentle nature contributed to my character, regardless of the experiences I endured. I have always remained positive and optimistic and believe that those experiences have also made me a much stronger person today.

			Now, after years of placing the needs of others above my own, I recognise that it is finally my turn. I owe it to myself to pursue what I truly want and need. My focus is now on finishing one of the several books I have been writing over the years—a long-held aspiration that I am determined to achieve.

			At 65 years of age and currently not employed, I find this situation offers me the valuable opportunity to devote time to my long-standing goal of completing my manuscripts. My work on Sisters in Dust draws on personal experiences that have been instrumental in shaping the narrative of my story.

		

	
		
			Book Description

			A missing father. An agitated daughter. An enthralling search for answers.

			“Promise you’ll be careful, Sarah.” Those were her father’s last words.

			Five years ago, their mother died of a heart attack, or so they were told.

			Now their father has vanished. 

			As the sisters search for clues behind his disappearance, they are stunned by what they uncover. Piecing the truth together demands all their perseverance and a capacity to cooperate that has never come easily.

			Was their father really a retired farm machinery salesman, or something far more sinister?

			Sarah believed her marriage to Charles was solid, built on love and trust. She was wrong. When she discovers his betrayal, she banishes him from her life. But as questions multiply, she begins to wonder: could his betrayal be connected to her father’s past? 

			Poets describe love as an uncontrollable force, one that crushes logic and common sense.

			Charles once drew her in, wrapping an arm around the small of her back, fingers firm and warm against her skin. The feelings he awakens in her are impossible to ignore. As Sarah is pulled back into Charles’s life, long-buried tensions within the family rise to the surface. 

			In a family layered with secrets and lies, what can be real?

			And who can you trust?

		

	
		
			Synopsis

			Sarah is a family law lawyer with her own practice, and Elizabeth runs a financial consultancy firm. The sisters have been estranged for five years, since their mother’s funeral. Their relationship has always been complicated, fuelled by Elizabeth’s cruelty and lack of remorse. They are opposites in every way—personality, appearance, goals, and responsibilities. Sarah is married but, after several miscarriages, is told she cannot have children. Elizabeth is also married and has two children. 

			Their father was often away for work, travelling as a farm machinery salesperson, or so they were told. The sisters reunite at the old family home when their father goes missing.

			As they search the farm for clues to his whereabouts, they uncover shocking secrets. During the search, they grow closer and begin to repair their fractured relationship. They discover evidence suggesting their father was an agent for a government agency, not just a salesman. More disturbingly for Sarah, they find information indicating that she may not be their biological daughter, but a child her father brought back from one of his operations after two people, believed to be her parents, were killed.

			Eventually, they locate their father in a safe house.

			This revelation sparks Sarah’s desire to uncover her true identity. She learns that she was a child kidnapped for ransom before the kidnappers were killed, and the child was never returned. The discovery places further strain on her already tenuous relationships, particularly with Elizabeth, who remains distant at times. As Sarah delves deeper into her past, she discovers another devastating truth: her husband, Charles, has been deceiving her. He is revealed to be a foreign agent placed in her life to track her down and marry her to retrieve a notebook held by her adoptive parents. 

			During a confrontation at a family gathering, Elizabeth destroys the notebook, which contains information crucial to the foreign entity Charles works for. Betrayed and disillusioned, Sarah ends the marriage and turns her focus on caring for her elderly father and continuing her search for her birth family. Her father later dies, but not before revealing more details of his secret life to Sarah.

			In an unexpected turn of events, Sarah learns that Charles has genuinely fallen in love with her and wants to reconcile. Though she harbours deep feelings for him, she remains hesitant, torn by the complexity of their relationship and the emotional weight of their shared past, including an intense and intimate encounter they recently shared.

			Instead, Sarah embarks on an exhaustive search through archives and records to piece together the mystery of her identity and how she became part of the only family she has ever known. Her search leads her to an old newspaper article about a baby found alone in a cabin after a man and a woman were killed. Sarah realises she is that baby. While the truth brings clarity, she still longs to know more about her biological family. She reaches out to numerous avenues and eventually makes contact.

			In the end, Sarah meets members of her birth family and begins forming new connections, while reconciling with aspects of her old life that still matter to her. As she embraces the identity she has fought so hard to uncover, she finally begins to heal from a lifetime of secrets and deception.

			Sarah and Charles reunite, despite Elizabeth’s disapproval. Sarah purchases Elizabeth’s half of the farm and moves there full-time, restoring both the house and the farm, bringing them back to life.

			The story concludes with Sarah’s birth family, adopted family, and close friends gathered at the farm, where she and Charles reveal another secret.

			In summary, this is a story about the secrets families keep and the cost of those secrets. It is also about how we navigate forgiveness, grief, growth, and genuine love.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The screen door creaked on its hinges as I stepped inside, the sound echoing through the silence of the old farmhouse. Apprehension weighed on me, yet some forces defy our will. Time, after all, remains unconquerable.

			My husband, Charles, and I arrived at my childhood home, the old ‘Worthington farmhouse’ in the early afternoon on a cold winter Friday in July.

			My mother, Margaret, was a caretaker at heart, always finding ways to help in the everyday turmoil around her. My father, John, had a fondness for grand stories and eccentric ideas, often leading the family into lively debates and off-the-cuff adventures. My sister, Elizabeth, was the leader—the conquering general—her constant need to be in control made her hard to know. Together, we lived a reasonably happy, if somewhat chaotic, life on our farm in rural Queensland. 

			Dad’s eccentricities created chaos at times, but there was always love and laughter to be found inside these walls. But these walls were now dusty, neglected, and eerily quiet. 

			Charles and I were worn out from the journey, and we both looked forward to a hot shower before bed.

			As soon as I stepped inside, memories rushed back without warning. The dry, sharp smell of old wood and the musky scent of aged potpourri filled the air, clinging in the corners where shadows stretched like ghosts.

			Dust specks floated in shafts of light, alighting gently on a cracked picture frame, a poignant reminder of years gone by.

			I could almost recognise a whiff of my mother’s lilac perfume mingling with it all, a faint reminder of the life that once filled these walls.

			The farmhouse felt empty and forgotten, which made my mood even worse. Dust floated in ribbons of the afternoon sunlight, and the air smelled stale and unused. The front hallway was still dim, no matter how often we changed the bulb in the loose socket.

			My father loved metaphors and hated direct sunlight. He liked to say the place had ‘character’ while my mother, being more direct, called it a dump with an inferiority complex.

			I smiled at the thought of her saying that.

			Still, she took pride in her home and kept it spotless and organised. Every room looked frozen in the late twentieth-century style. 

			I stopped in the front hall, holding a box on my hip, feeling almost overwhelmed by memories. I was so anxious. My heart raced as I walked into the dark, dusty house, and I could barely think. I loved my father so much, and I couldn’t imagine losing him. If he’s gone, then who am I now?

			I tried to regain my composure; the intensity of my emotions posed a significant challenge to my well-being.

			I recalled mornings illuminated by sunlight, characterized by my mother’s distinct laughter and the reassuring warmth of her embrace. 

			I found solace in the distant echoes of laughter, which offered a fleeting comfort.

			On top of my worry for my father’s health and safety, I was still trying to come to terms with how Mum died suddenly five years ago.

			Charles, bless him, said, “You’re worrying needlessly, Sarah, and you should try to think positively.”

			As he spoke, his reassurance conflicted with my persistent anxiety.

			He’s right, I knew, but it was hard. Still, for him, I tried.

			In the uneven light, the entryway was just as I remembered. The table by the door—slightly tilted from a bum foot—sat beneath a lopsided, primitive mirror that had been there forever.

			I heard Charles before I saw him; his steps were dignified and careful on the loose veranda boards.

			“You could just set it down,” he said from the veranda, voice muffled, “if you want to do a walkthrough first. I have the mail from the letterbox; there are quite a few. Looks like it hasn’t been collected for a while.”

			I looked at him and at the envelopes in his hand, further testament to Dad’s disappearance. I turned and set the box down on the entryway table, which wobbled under its weight. Instinctively, I reached out to steady the box, bracing the table with my free hand as it shuddered. For a split second, I imagined the box tipping, the contents spilling across the floor.

			But the table held, and so did I.

			“I’m fine,” I forced out, voice too brittle.

			Inside, the memories felt almost too much. Every creak and familiar shape made me feel comforted one moment and unsettled the next. Charles appeared behind me, leaning on the door jamb as always. Tall and lean, his hair touched with grey.

			He hadn’t spoken during the drive, and I was grateful for that. He knew I was nervous about seeing my sister, Elizabeth. 

			Elizabeth and I hadn’t talked in five years, not since Mum’s funeral. That break still hurts even now. The ache of losing her on top of losing Mum went deep. A tension between us had always hung in the air, heavy with old arguments and memories. We had never been close, and our childhood was riddled with torment and angst, mainly on her part.

			Charles looked up at the ceiling, squinting at the questionable wiring and the uneven paint. “It’s not as bad as I pictured,” he ventured, which for Charles was high praise.

			I hesitated, searching for signs of new leaks in the corners, and saw nothing immediate. “He never threw anything away,” I said, as I scanned the piles of mail and expired coupons on the hallway table.

			Charles moved carefully through the hallway, the low light that streamed through the doorway barely enough to see by. He picked up a letter from the floor and inspected it thoughtfully. His brows slightly knitted in concentration as he felt for the light switch, and he flicked it on.

			“That’s better,” he said, quite happy with himself, and placed the mail and letter on the table with a gentle touch.

			The act wasn’t just about the mail or letter; it was as if he were piecing together fragments of a larger story. Watching him immerse himself so naturally in my family’s world, I realized how fortunate I was to have someone who understood and supported me so deeply, even in the silence of these walls.

			I started a slow walk down the hallway. Each time my foot pressed on an old board, the floor creaked and seemed to acknowledge my presence, almost as if the house remembered me, too. The kitchen window was over the sink and looked out on the property: three acres now gone wild with burrs and thistles.

			The old tool shed was now doomed by an overgrowth of untrimmed vines. The sky was a solid grey, and a late-winter storm had started to roll in from the west. The light in the kitchen felt muted and eerie, making the house seem even more claustrophobic.

			I pulled my cardigan tighter and tried to get used to the changing shadows. Standing at the kitchen sink, I looked out at the sky, letting the sound of the fridge and the ticking clock calm me down.

			Despite the stillness, worry gnawed at me.

			Dad never missed the Sunday breakfast phone call. But now it had been two weeks since I’d spoken to him.

			That thought, so jarring against the quiet, made my decision clear. After repeatedly trying and failing to reach my father, I contacted his colleague at the local garage, his neighbour, and several other acquaintances who were familiar with him. None of them had seen him in over a week; they assumed he was away visiting family or something similar.

			I finally called the Millers Creek Police and asked them to conduct a welfare check. The police officer, Sargent Mike Folby, called back the next afternoon to report that there was no sign of my father, the house was unlocked, and there was no indication of disturbance. However, he added, the house being unlocked was not a worry, as many folks in the country don’t lock up. His car was gone. He suggested we wait a few more days to file a missing person’s report, as Dad was an adult and possibly out visiting or on holiday.

			The kitchen was filled with memories. Every surface reminded me of late-night snacks and my mom’s cooking disasters, which usually ended with pizza, a treat we never minded.

			Every drawer and handle held the trace of a family that sometimes broke apart and came back together. The kitchen held our history and showed how much we had changed over the years.

			Looking around, my eyes landed on my father’s favourite coffee cup, still sitting on the counter. It grabbed my attention! It was full, cold, and untouched.

			Was he interrupted suddenly?

			I couldn’t shake the fear that this might be the beginning of a deeper loss. I dreaded the thought of never seeing my father again, of having to face the reality that he, like my mother, might only endure in my memories. But I clung to a hope that he would walk through the door, bringing comfort and familiarity back into my life.

			The phone in my pocket vibrated—hard, insistent, as if someone on the other end desperately needed to break the spell.

			I fumbled it out, expecting a message from Hannah back at the office, but instead it was Elizabeth. A single message: Leaving now. See you soon.

			So, she had decided to come.

			Her impending arrival hung in the air, a mix of anticipation and apprehension. I stared at the screen for a moment. The thought of seeing her again after so long stirred a whirlwind of conflicting emotions through me.

			Resentment? Inevitable.

			Anxiety? Always.

			Maybe, buried somewhere under the ice, there was a flicker of relief, also, a flicker of hope for reconciliation.

			It has been too long.

			I had set the phone on the table, careful as if it were a landmine, and breathed through my teeth.

			Charles poked his head into the kitchen, brow furrowed. “Is Elizabeth on her way?”

			I nodded and resisted the urge to throw the phone out the window or burst into tears.

			“Yeah. Should be here soon.”

			He gave me a look, half supportive, half full of questions he knew better than to ask.

			After a moment of silence, he tried again. “Want me to start upstairs? Bedrooms?” he said with a sly grin.

			“No,” I said. “Liz and I can tackle it when she arrives,” I replied with resignation to the thought.

			He moved closer and wrapped his arms around me and leaned me against the wall, kissing my neck.

			“Come on, Sarah. Let’s pretend we are a pair of naughty teenagers, and the parents are away,” he murmured in my ear.

			“Charles, what has gotten into you? You’re acting like a schoolboy.”

			“Well, you have to admit it’s been a while. We’re both so damn busy lately.”

			“I know, but now is not the time,” I said, as I pulled away. “Elizabeth could be here any minute.”

			As much as I would have loved to be in his arms, feeling his warm body against mine, I resisted.

			“Okay,” he said. “Raincheck.”

			He left me alone with my thoughts and the increasingly present ticking of the clock. I heard Charles’s feet retreat down the hallway, and then the careful click of the front door, followed by the taut hush of a house in winter.

			Timing can be so damn hurtful, I reflected.

			He’d beelined it for the barn in back, predictably, because that’s where the router lived, a relic of when Dad had insisted “no wires through the living room—it cheapens the architecture.”

			An hour. That’s how long I’d have before Charles returned, full of polite questions, or worse, attempting to help.

			My eyes wandered around the kitchen, I reacquainted myself with its topology—the old, mustardy-yellow-coloured cupboards, the battered canisters, the ancient wall phone from the 1980s, the yellowed strip of masking tape still clung to the fridge from a birthday party in 1997 (“Happy Sweet 16, Lizzie!”). Everything was so exactly itself, as if the house had waited, unchanged, for my return. It made me think of our place in the city. The flat Charles and I rented, just off Main Street, featured sleek grey accents and an open concept. Every piece of furniture purchased in the last five years had no sentimental value or weight of memory. I had spent my adult life constructing an environment of pure utility, something that could be wiped down and sold off without a second glance.

			But in this kitchen, no matter how many years passed, I was always ten and always with my head buried in a book, scrutinising its contents.

			I looked up at the kitchen window again. The sky had darkened; the clouds were a thick, almost blue-black mass. I remembered the way Mom would say, “Storm’s coming, time to batten down.” And then she would hurriedly gather flashlights and candles and a week’s worth of canned food, as if we might be marooned here for eternity.

			For a brief, unguarded moment, I wondered what it would have been like if things had gone differently—if Mom hadn’t died, if Dad hadn’t withered into his loneliness, if Elizabeth and I hadn’t torn the last seam between us on a cold August Tuesday five years ago.

			“But time only moves in one direction, and regret is just an extract of memory you learn to live with,” so Mum used to say.

			I walked back through the corridor of my childhood; the old floors groaned under my step. I took it all in and stood there in the stale hush of the entranceway and tried to remember how to be the version of myself that belonged here.

			I stood at the foot of the staircase, my hand rested on the solid, lacquered stair post. The staircase itself was a time capsule, unchanged in fifty years except for the carpeting. The third step sagged, not a little but a lot, so that it always groaned under your weight. At the top, Mum and Dad’s room to the right, the landing bent left to the other three bedrooms, all lined with that same faded carpet, with the bathroom at the very end of the hall.

			I half-expected to see my father silhouetted there, as he’d sometimes be—arms folded, mouth fixed in a thin horizontal line, waiting for my post-midnight return like a soldier on watch. But all I saw that day was the familiar dust specks in the cold sunlight and the faint, ghostly shadow of a parent who had, for the moment, vanished. I shook myself from the nostalgia and wiped the tear from the corner of my eye.

			Not helpful, not today. I reminded myself that there were things to do. It was tempting to blame Elizabeth for my procrastination; after all, she was the one with the controlling streak. But that was an old script, and I was sick of reading from it. I had called her, which was the grown-up thing to do, and now all I could do was wait for her to arrive and prepare for the inevitable collision.

			The study was a typical man’s workspace, with no sign of a feminine presence anywhere. It felt strange being there with Dad not at his desk. I remembered how he used to look up at me with his funny, wide grin.

			One complete wall was lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, packed so tightly that the spines formed a continuous, undulating surface, like a living organism trying to contain itself. Most were reference books, history digests, and thick volumes of encyclopaedias. I spotted the occasional pulp detective novel or battered science fiction paperback snuck in like a note of rebellion.

			The large roll-top oak desk dominated the side, like a dignified old elephant at rest, covered with untold mysteries. Every available flat surface was colonized by paperwork, pens, and mysterious objects whose purpose was known only to their owner.

			Behind was a large window that overlooked the landscape. The shades were drawn tight, but the overhead fixture cast enough light that made the room seem smaller and denser.

			Memories flooded back of times spent with my father. I would sit on his lap in his old leather desk chair, and the lingering scent of musty old books was not unpleasant. 

			The wall opposite the bookcase comprised a set of vintage French doors with beautiful stained glass. They lead out to the veranda and had remained closed for many years, dust-covered and dulled in colour. Positioned before the doors was a recliner chair, adorned with a crocheted rug and several cushions. Above the desk loomed ‘The Duck,’ a mallard with glassy yellow eyes and a beak forever poised in mid-quack, its wings spread as if to take flight and escape its wooden plaque. Dad used to claim that it watched the room for him. 

			I leaned back in the tattered leather desk chair and closed my eyes, focusing on my breath. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there before I noticed the letter. The corner of a crisp white envelope protruded from beneath the blotter, foreign among all the older, yellowed papers.

			I extracted it gradually, as though it might explode, and saw that it was a newly written letter addressed to me.

			I could hear the thudding of my pulse, the quick, shallow breaths I took when something felt dangerous but necessary.

			“Don’t even think about it,” said a voice in the doorway, sharp as a slap.

			I spun around on the office chair. My older sister, Elizabeth, stood in the hall, tall and blade-thin, her hair pulled back tight.

			Bang! There it was, the thing I had been expecting and loathing.

			The smell of her strong perfume churned my stomach, and the sight of her was like a dark presence, shattering the fragile peace I had managed to hold until now. The fear of what would happen with Liz here tangled my emotions. I wasn’t fully prepared for the way I felt. Unnerved, shaky, and guilty, for reasons I didn’t yet understand. That was the effect my sister had on me.

			She glared at me in the way only older sisters can glare, with the conviction that you have always been, and will always be, a disappointment. 

			There’s a particular rhythm to how siblings communicate after years apart, a dance of feints and parries. We hadn’t spoken aloud in half a decade, but the scripts were still written in our bones. I had been so immersed in my memories that I had not heard her arrive.

			“Oh, I didn’t realise you were…” I started.

			She cut in, “I can see that. You’re off to a running start, as usual.”

			She stalked into the room, crowded the air with her perfume, and dropped a set of keys on the desk so hard the glass paperweight shuddered.

			“How long have you been here?”

			“Just got in,” I lied, feeling the old, automatic urge to diminish myself in her presence. 

			Nearby, the envelope softened under the heat of my palm, dampening slightly.

			“I was just… organising things.”

			“Of course you were,” she said, then turned to the window, then back to me.

			We stared at each other for a few long, uncomfortable seconds. Elizabeth was almost exactly as I remembered: sharp-shouldered and supernaturally confident, with a beauty that had only grown more severe with age.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Elizabeth had the ability to make you feel less than her with no effort at all. 

			Her gaze flicked from the envelope in my hand to my face, then back.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” I muttered, as if that would have softened anything.

			“That’s patently obvious. What are you doing in here?” Her tone was the same as when we were kids and I’d touched something in her closet—possessive, accusatory. But now we were both adults, and the old hierarchy felt less like law and more like a habit neither of us could break.

			“I thought I might start by going through Dad’s…” I started again.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Sarah. Can we not do this now?” She cut me off and leaned heavily on the back of Dad’s chair and stood over me as a form of intimidation that she had used in the past.

			Did she think that it would still have the same effect on me?

			“It’s been a hell of a drive, and the storms have already started. I haven’t eaten, and I’d kill for tea—or a drink,” she ordered. She wandered around the desk, ready to leave the room.

			“I can make tea,” I said and stood so quickly the chair nearly toppled behind me. “There’s some left in the kitchen.”

			I promptly replaced the letter in its original resting place. It would have to wait. She gave me a long, appraising look, then turned and swept out into the corridor, as usual, every inch the conquering general.

			“Bring it to the dining room,” she called back over her shoulder. “We should talk.”

			I trailed after her, down the familiar hallway lined with family photos—every Worthington milestone and failure immortalised in 4x6 frames. The storm outside had picked up, and the windows rattled as gusts from the west swept in, stirring the curtains. I could hear Elizabeth’s heels striking the floorboards in crisp, angry punctuation marks. 

			She was already seated at the table when I entered the dining room, scrolling rapidly through her phone. She didn’t look up as I set down two mugs and poured the tea; I did not ask if she wanted sugar or milk—she never did, and I wasn’t in the mood to break tradition.

			We sat in silence, the only sound the occasional buzz from her phone. I watched her in the reflection of the window, the way she held herself stiff and apart, and wondered if there had ever been a time when we’d been close. 

			The steam from the tea rose between us, a hazy wall that neither of us seemed willing to breach. 

			Elizabeth finally set her phone aside and fixed her gaze on me. “So,” she said, drawing out the vowel. “How’s the law practice?”

			The question was both a compliment and a trap. Liz had never understood why I’d gone into family law.

			“You’re negotiating with the dregs of humanity,” she had told me once. “And for what? Court-mandated child support?” 

			But she couldn’t resist the urge to measure me against the version of success she’d curated for herself. She had her own financial business, which I’d heard was doing quite well.

			“It’s fine,” I said, deliberately vague. “Busy. A lot of custody cases lately.” I sipped the tea and scalded my tongue in the process.

			She arched one eyebrow, the same way our mother used to when she caught us lying.

			“Charles is here with you?”

			“Yes,” I said. “He’s out in the barn.” I paused. “Phone calls. Business calls, I think.”

			Elizabeth made a sound that might have been a laugh or just air escaping.

			“He always was a sweetheart. You’re lucky.”

			She didn’t say it sarcastically, but I heard the venom in it anyway. Elizabeth had always known how to mould silence to make it hard and sharp as the edge of a knife. She wielded it now, letting the quiet between us stretch until the only sounds left were the storm’s animal whine outside and the faint, panicked pulse in my ears.

			“So why do you think something has happened to Dad?” Elizabeth asked, tapping her fingernails anxiously against her mug.

			I felt my throat constricting as if it were being squeezed by an invisible hand, and the room’s chill seemed to seep into my bones, even though my palms were slick with sweat. But I forced myself to meet her gaze.

			“I’m not sure. Dad hasn’t answered the phone. We talk every Sunday morning.

			Now it’s been over two weeks. Last time we spoke, he seemed... strange.

			He never breaks routine, and I can’t shake the thought that something has happened.”

			Elizabeth’s eyebrow twitched. “Strange, how?”

			“He sounded distracted. Nervous. Like he was being careful with what he said.”

			She snorted. “You’re overthinking it. Dad’s always jumpy. Remember Y2K? He thought all the computers would crash and planes would fall from the sky.” She rolled her eyes.

			“Other people did too, Liz,” I shot back. “Anyway, his mail was stacked up, unopened. He never lets it pile up, not even the junk mail.”

			I wanted Elizabeth to understand how unsettling this was for me and why I was so worried.

			Every Saturday, without fail, Dad had a ritual of sorting through the week’s mail while having his mid-morning tea break. It was a small, comforting routine that was suddenly absent, and it amplified the sense that something was wrong.

			Elizabeth’s hand shook as she put her mug down, the faint clink gave away nerves she tried to hide. For a moment, I saw something in her eyes—maybe fear, maybe denial—before she covered it up.

			“You think Dad’s been abducted by aliens? Or the cows staged a coup?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

			I grimaced. “Aren’t you worried? I wouldn’t have called you unless it was serious. This is no joke, Liz.”

			Liz pressed on. “Maybe he just wanted to get away from this house full of memories. He’s been like a ghost since Mum passed; everything’s been different for him. People act erratically when they lack direction.” She paused, as if the weight of her own words bore down on her. “He was never the same after we lost her so suddenly,” she added, her voice tinged with defensiveness and resignation.

			I regretted bringing it up, but the words had already crawled out of me.

			“Dad would have told me if he was leaving. That’s not the kind of thing…”

			“Maybe he tried, but you didn’t hear,” she shot back.

			“What does that mean? When did you last talk to Dad?” I snapped. I didn’t usually challenge her. But this was different. My throat tightened, and fear and regret pressed so hard in my chest that it felt hard to breathe. My heart pounded.

			Elizabeth shrugged. “Not sure. Maybe two months ago.” She sounded indifferent.

			I looked at her in shock and disbelief. “Liz, really? Why so long?”

			Elizabeth replied, “Life is busy, Sarah. Work, kids. Time is precious when you have a family. I don’t expect you to get that, though,” she said.

			The rhythmic tap of Elizabeth’s spoon on her mug spoke louder than words, echoing her perpetual avoidance of anything truly uncomfortable. She fidgeted with her fingers as she scrolled on her phone and half-listened, her mouth set in a thin line. She acted indifferent, but I saw her jaw tighten when she thought I wasn’t looking. I knew she cared more than she showed. She just hated admitting I might be right. There was a tension, almost like static in the air. Old memories and resentments seemed to spark between us. 

			After a moment, I let my shoulders relax and shrugged back at Liz, mirroring her detached posture. Old animosity had resurfaced; it was pointless to continue.

			I stood up, ready to finish the conversation.

			“Fine. I’ll call the police and file a missing person’s report this afternoon.”

			Elizabeth’s expression flashed. “A missing person’s report?” She laughed.

			“What else can I do?” I snapped.

			I turned to leave, but the sound of the front door interrupted: a click, a cold gust, and footsteps on the wood. My heart pounded, and a cold feeling spread through me. 

			Charles appeared more as a silhouette than a person, the veranda light outlined him in pale blue as he stepped inside. He shook the rain from his shoulders and entered with his usual, calm assurance. He took in the scene: two women circling an old grievance, untouched mugs, tension in the room.

			“Hello, ladies,” he said evenly, with that half-cocked smile I adored.

			Elizabeth’s face didn’t move, but her voice warmed. “Charles, you look good.”

			He shrugged and sent water droplets flicking from his sleeves.

			“So, talking about your dad?” He leaned in the doorway and let the question hang.

			Elizabeth’s tone was lighter with him. She said, “Sarah thinks Dad’s missing. She wants to file a report.”

			He turned to me, “Yes, she’s worried. Aren’t you?”

			I was ready to downplay everything; I expected Charles to remain neutral as he usually did in our family matters. His support surprised me. Maybe he saw how desperately I wanted someone else to take my fears seriously.

			“Not until I saw Sarah upset. Maybe something’s wrong, but let’s not panic,” Elizabeth replied.

			Charles listened, slow and attentive. “Sarah hasn’t heard from him for two weeks. His mail hadn’t been collected either. I think that is cause for worry,” he said. Charles glanced at me, gentle and steady. “Let’s check his study. There might be something we’re missing, something that could point us in the right direction.”

			Charles looked so sure, so quietly confident, that I believed him. If we worked together, the answer may reveal itself.

			“Thanks,” I said, barely above a whisper.

			He looked at Elizabeth, then at me. “If it’s all the same, I wouldn’t mind something stronger than tea,” he said. “Anyone else?”

			Elizabeth raised her mug like a toast. “I thought you’d never ask.”

			I exhaled. “Sure, I’ll have one too. Something nice and strong please, Charles.”

			The air felt a fraction lighter. The house seemed a degree less haunted. We sat in front of the living room fireplace and enjoyed our drinks, sharing some memories of life on the Worthington farm.

			When we finished our drinks, I went upstairs and enjoyed that long-awaited hot shower. Elizabeth curled up in front of the fire with a book, and Charles proceeded to the den and organized himself. He pulled out a pad of paper and his favourite pen, which I had bought him for our fifth wedding anniversary. He compiled a list of everything we knew, as well as everything he believed we needed to know. 

			He opened the mail, sorted the accounts from others, and checked the letters for anything that may help in our search.

			There were several accounts with due dates from last week, and a calendar note with today’s date circled in red. These discoveries turned the abstract worry into a ticking clock, adding more urgency to the search. Dad was meticulous with his accounts; they were paid on time, if not before. 

			As he worked, Charles’s fingers brushed against an old leather bookmark protruding from one of the books on the side table. It was a remnant from their last fishing trip together. John, my father, had purchased it from a small gift store near the lake. The bookmark had a carving of a fish.

			Charles and John would often go fishing. Charles had told me that on the last trip, they shared laughs and quiet, deep conversations by the lakeside. I knew of Charles’s bond with my father, a mix of respect and longing for deeper understanding. He told me of his talks with Dad about his past adventures and days when he had been a man of action, supposedly, even if it was in a secretive manner. 

			My father had confided in Charles about his hopes and worries for his children, a conversation that had deeply touched him. Was that the reason he stood by me—a promise to protect what mattered most to the man who had trusted him with secrets and dreams?

			Charles was careful and organized, traits for which he was well known, which likely contributed to his success in the financial sector. He never made me feel silly for being scared or worried, which I appreciated. His support in front of Elizabeth meant a lot. It made me feel less alone and reminded me why I trusted him. Charles’s calm and confidence gave me hope, even as my doubts grew.

			We retired early, exhausted from the drive and the emotional rollercoaster of the day. I laid awake most of the night, my muscles tense. I listened to the old house creak and the wind whistling through the eaves. Thoughts of Elizabeth and Dad wouldn’t stop.

			Racing.

			Circling.

			A cold sweat broke out on my skin. Caught between worry and exhaustion, sleep slipped away.

			The next morning, Elizabeth appeared in the kitchen wearing running clothes, her hair cinched even tighter than it had been the day before. She poured herself coffee and stood at the sink, staring out at the sodden fields.

			After a short while, she turned and spoke, her voice low. “Do you really think something horribly bad has happened?”

			“I do,” I said. “I think there’s something we’re missing. Something Dad didn’t want us to previously know.”

			My hands shook as fear overtook my desire to keep the peace with her. The conversation hung in the air and made the kitchen’s silence feel even heavier. The morning was filled with an uncomfortable truce. 

			Eventually, Elizabeth nodded, as if she’d expected this answer. She looked at me, not with the usual pity or exasperation, but something like respect. “Then I suppose we need to figure it out, don’t we?”

			That was it. She had decided to go along with my concerns.

			We searched the house quickly, turning up nothing, and doubt began to creep in. Outside, we moved through the sodden paddocks and darkened sheds, our footsteps thudding against the old timber floors, echoing our shared determination. The quiet was unsettling, broken only by the mournful, persistent caw of the local crows.

			Later, back in the kitchen, Charles’s voice was calm; he could see that Elizabeth and I were fighting off the urge to argue.

			“We just all need to stay calm and work together. We didn’t find anything in the sheds or the surrounding paddocks. I suggest we start looking within the house for some clue as to why John disappeared.” He managed to sound both reasonable and exhausted simultaneously.

			“We have already searched the house, though,” I said.

			“What I mean is a more thorough search, through cupboards and filing cabinets,” replied Charles.

			Elizabeth stood over the table, arms crossed tightly in front of her, casting a shadow across me, contemplating her next move. “Let’s get to it then, shall we?” she said, not unkindly. “I’ll start in Dad’s study, and Sarah, you…”

			“No!” I said, louder than I meant. It came out raw, the unfamiliar taste of my backbone. For a second, all you could hear was the refrigerator’s low moan and a kookaburra outside, laughing at everyone’s expense.

			Elizabeth and I had always had a strained relationship, even through childhood. Her authoritative tone was a constant source of tension between us.

			Her mouth hung open for just a moment. A flicker of shock passed over her features before she regained her composure, shifting from disbelief to restrained acceptance.

			Charles blinked, shocked at the abrupt change in my demeanour.

			“I’ll do Dad’s study.” My voice wavered slightly, determination merged with uncertainty. I needed to stand my ground in the tug-of-war of our strained sister’s dynamic. This was an opportunity to reclaim a part of me I had lost long ago in my childhood.

			A part that I had let my sister take from me.

			The weight of the task seemed lighter than the burden of unresolved questions.

			I recalled Dad teaching me how to ride a bike, and the way he had held onto the back of the seat, running alongside me until he finally let go and trusted me to maintain my balance. That moment was pivotal, a symbol of trust and independence that I had long since lost amid our family’s turmoil.

			Avoiding conflict with Elizabeth was no longer my priority. I faced her, hoping the resolve in my eyes would be enough. “I’ve already started anyway.”

			I folded my arms, imitating Elizabeth’s stance without meaning to. Elizabeth and Charles exchanged a look, the kind where every small expression seemed to carry a silent message between them. Elizabeth was the first to recover, her face settled into a resigned expression. She seemed a bit stiff, as if she’d decided to let my challenge go without arguing. The mood between us changed, something quietly gave way in the silence.

			“Suit yourself,” she said and fanned her fingers in a feathery wave. “I’ll take the bedroom. Let me know if you find anything.”

			Her footsteps clicked decisively on the old hardwood floor and faded as she went to our father’s bedroom. Once she was gone, I let go of the breath I’d been holding. The tension in my shoulders eased, relief mingled with lingering anxiety, marking a clear shift from confrontation to compromise. My throat had tightened, and my heart pounded so hard I worried someone might notice. Charles lingered in the doorway, his shoulders relaxed, one foot crossed over the other.

			“Well,” he said, with a sly half-smile, “I must say I am surprised. Where did that come from? You’ve never spoken to Elizabeth like that before. Bravo to you.”

			I tried to laugh, but it came out more like a wheeze. “I don’t know. It just sort of spilled out.”

			I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead; I could practically feel the old eczema patch flare again. I felt tired, weighed down by everything.

			Charles’s face softened. “Will you be okay?” he asked, quieter now, as if the question was too fragile to say out loud.

			“Yeah. I’ll be okay. I’ll be in Dad’s study.” I was determined to find the truth about Dad’s disappearance, no matter how difficult it might be. There was a reason why Dad left me a letter.

			He nodded. “I’ll go back out to the barn. Call me if you need me.”

			After he left, the house seemed vast and silent. I waited a moment, then wandered back to the study. I slumped into Dad’s cracked leather chair, and it felt familiar under my fingertips. 

			The tears started streaming down my cheeks, hot and unstoppable. I had been holding them back for too long. But alone at last, I could finally let them flow. The privacy brought an overwhelming sense of both release and vulnerability, and deepened the contrast with my earlier efforts to remain composed.

			The scent of leather from Dad’s chair, mingled with his cologne, wafted around me and grounded me in my storm of raw emotion. A cool draft slipped through the fissures around the window frame and brushed my skin like a ghost of past embraces, while the soft rustle of papers shifted on the desk, and a faint creak from the old floorboards whispered through the room.

			Once more, I picked up the letter, and I moved my finger along its edge. As I felt its significance, a memory flickered—during a school fete, sharing fairy floss and laughs, Dad holding my hand.

			My anxiety and fear of what may have happened to Dad, and concern for his well-being enveloped me, but I knew I couldn’t let it consume me. I needed to remain focused. But I feared what the future held for our family.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The letter pulled me back into the present. Its contents were obscure, startling in their simplicity.

			My name was written across the front in Dad’s all-caps—SARAH. 

			Inside, the message was brief: If you’re reading this, it means I’ve failed to shield you. I am so sorry. Please forgive me. Dad

			I slumped in the chair, breathing hard and unable to move. The whole house seemed tense and uncertain with me.

			Sorry? 

			Shield me?

			Failed me?

			What does he mean about shielding me? How did he fail me?

			I reread the brief message and sat in silence. The room felt vast. Time barely moved.

			Was there another letter—or perhaps some other information—to explain what this means? Should I search for something more? Is there anything that can clarify this unnerving message?

			I pulled the top-right drawer out—the only one that didn’t lock. It was crammed with so much stuff, as though Dad had just kept shoving stuff in it.

			I began sorting through the mess inside: receipts dated back a decade, faded photographs, keys to the other drawers (typical of Dad to leave the keys to the other drawers in there). There were safety pins, an old watch that didn’t work, a packet of thumbtacks, a teaspoon, and more random stuff. Lord knows when it was last cleaned out! Among the mess, I found a pad covered in Dad’s handwriting—lists, reminders, phone numbers, cryptic notes in the same looping scrawl as his signature on the letter.

			I set it aside, intending to look through it later, and turned back to the drawers still waiting to be unlocked. The second drawer was far more organised, filled with bills and tax records neatly sorted by year in inexpensive pastel folders—a stark contradiction to the chaos above. In the next drawer, I found a small metal box, locked, of course. It was old, the kind meant to hold a few hundred dollars or a bit of family jewellery, wedged behind a stack of envelopes. When I finally pried it loose, it was heavier than expected, its contents thudding dully against the metal.

			The box felt strangely cool in my hands, almost as if it held onto a chill. The thought of what might be inside made my hands shake. I turned the box over and felt its cheap weight. The lock looked breakable, but before I could even try, I realized the key was taped underneath, labelled in Dad’s handwriting: S.T. (for me), again typical of Dad. I peeled away the tape and slotted the key in. My hands were shaking, and my heartbeat intensified. The lock surrendered after a few cautious turns, followed by a gentle click. The box eased open with a faint sigh—a release of years’ worth of stale air and secrets. My hands shook so much I nearly dropped the lid. Inside, an unruly mass of index cards spilled out, some yellowed and curling at the corners, each one crammed with Dad’s unmistakable blocky handwriting. A battered black address book was nestled at the bottom, cover scarred, spine barely hanging on. The address book looked ancient, the kind with tissue-thin pages and metal-tipped corners. It felt heavy with the weight of time and intent.

			I sat on the floor; the desk shielded me from the open study door, and started leafing through the address book. The names were written in all caps: some with Australian cities and U.S. cities, others tagged with foreign places—Budapest, Lagos, Tel Aviv, Lima, even a couple of cryptic entries that simply read ‘Field Office’ or ‘Safe House – Ask JH.’

			Most of the names meant nothing, but a few caught at the edges of memory. ‘Lucien DeWitt’ was scrawled next to a Melbourne number. I remembered Dad mentioning a Lucien, once, at a barbeque—something about a poker game gone wrong in university.

			‘Marta Szabo, Budapest’—a name I’d heard in passing when I was a child, sung in a lullaby of stories Dad told when he was half-asleep or half-drunk, stories Mom always shushed away.

			Then there were the wild cards: ‘RHINO’ was listed only with a string of digits, no address, and ‘Big Red’ had a post office box in Sydney.

			The further I went, the more I realized how much of Dad’s life existed in code and shorthand, as if he half-expected someone to be reading over his shoulder, even now. I flipped to the back and found an insert of onionskin paper glued in, with a page of writing in block letters, but not in English. It looked like Hungarian, the language of my grandparents, but with a scattering of unknown words that made it almost gibberish.

			I traced the lines with my finger, imagining Dad as an old-world spy, scribbling messages meant to be uncrackable. I almost laughed at the thought of it. The script seemed to pulse with energy; every pen stroke was a small rebellion against the neat lives we thought we led.

			I turned to the jumble of index cards. Most were mundane: a dentist’s name, the code to the shed alarm. But a handful bore a tiny red dot in the corner—Dad’s marker for ‘critical’ information. Tax reminders. Safe deposit box numbers. Important birthdays. 

			I riffled through them and began to read. 

			Some were straightforward:

			‘Samson’

			Worthington, J

			Agent: A36589

			Field Phone:0835689707 (emergency only)

			Others were stranger:

			‘Joyride’

			Maddock, T

			Agent: B2667

			If contact fails, use fallback #2, see ‘Marta.’

			One card, barely legible, stopped me cold:

			Operation: Heaven’s Pick

			Away team lost. Only one survivor. 

			Never speak of it to anyone—especially not family. 

			Truth is poison.

			I stared at it until it burned into memory. The handwriting trembled, as if Dad had written it in fear—or anger. Or both.

			A few cards seemed entirely out of place.

			One listed a series of airport codes with dates next to them: ORD, SEA, BOS, LHR, then simply ‘unlisted.’ Another held only a five-digit number—73419—which might have been a PIN, a lock code, or nothing at all.

			But the card that really caught me was the last one.

			It was labelled ‘Sarah,’ my name underlined three times. Beneath it, a single instruction: If you’re reading this, you know what to do. Tell her the truth, even if it hurts.

			I felt the blood drain from my face. Was this a message from Dad to me? Or to someone else about me?

			The weight of it pushed me back against the side of the desk, my heart hammering. For a moment, I was a child again, hiding under the kitchen table while Mom and Dad fought in the next room, their voices leaking through the floorboards. 

			It was as if Dad had left a trail of breadcrumbs, knowing I’d be the one to follow them.

			I shuffled the red-dotted cards into chronological order, hoping a pattern might emerge. The earliest entries dated back to the mid-nineties; around the time Dad had begun easing back from work.

			One card sat at the start of the sequence read: Operation Singing Bird. The notes beneath it were spare:

			Start 24/8, see Lucien for details.

			Marta and John on-site. Confirm extraction before escalation.

			Collateral damage unacceptable. If compromised, abort.

			Regret.

			I read the sequence again, and then once more, until the significance began to settle. 

			Operation Singing Bird.

			A covert event involving at least three
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