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			For my granddad, who always believed that I could.

		


		
			 

			Alice Montgomery goes missing on Tuesday, 30 June 2015.

		


		
			 

			‘But it’s no use now,’ thought poor Alice, ‘to pretend to be two people! Why, there’s hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person!’

			Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 1, ‘Down the Rabbit Hole’

		


		
			Chapter One

			Hannah Shean is packing her life into a suitcase. Among the few pieces of clothing, shoes and toiletries, there are the only two items she has any personal attachment to. One is an A4 spiral notebook adorned with scribbles in blue pen. The other is a smaller notebook printed with roses that have been graffitied with barbed wire and blood drops, because at sixteen Hannah couldn’t bear any prettiness in her life. They are the teenage diaries of her fifteen- and sixteen-year-old self.

			The entries in the latter notebook end abruptly, only a quarter of its pages filled with scribbles. The last entry, in her second-last year of school, is 30 June 2015.

			Hannah knows this from memory. She has not opened the diaries since she wrote them. Sometimes she likes to think about this philosophically – perhaps in not opening them, she is preserving their contents. The memories recorded in their pages will never be tainted by her older mind. They will remain as they were written. It is in the reliving of memories that we begin to change them, as if they’re moulded from clay and each touch leaves a smudge, until years later we don’t know what is real and what isn’t.

			Hannah picks up the smaller notebook. She hesitates, then opens it, just a crack, maybe because she’s going home tomorrow and the thought fills her with terror.

			– don’t know why Alice is being so weird –

			Hannah shuts the book, the words burned into her retinas.

			This is why she hasn’t been back home in five years. This is really why she hasn’t re-read her diaries. This is why.

			Alice. Always and forever, Alice.

			***

			When people – work colleagues, roommates, acquaintances – ask Hannah how she handles living on the other side of the country to her mum, she tells them it’s fine. She likes to add advice: how it’s all about communication and regular check-ins. Then she usually shrugs and says, ‘I guess my mum and I have that kind of close relationship that isn’t affected by distance.’

			What none of these people know, of course, is that Hannah is an excellent liar. She is adept at telling people what they need to hear and creating images of herself that suit whatever purpose necessary. But she doesn’t like to think of herself as a blank canvas for others to paint on, because it is never others who shape her facade – that is, and will always remain, under her tight control. She sees herself as more of a mask-wearer.

			This isn’t to say, though, that Hannah thinks she and her mum have a bad relationship. At worst, they have a superficial one. Hannah pays lip-service in the form of a once-a-month phone call, and her mum kindly acts like this is sufficient. It might sometimes be pushed out to once every two months, but Hannah considers the intention of a regular schedule to count as much as following through with said schedule.

			Hannah uses a variety of techniques to keep Jamie Shean at just enough of a distance to ensure that Hannah can’t feel her mother’s fingertips poking and prodding into her life. Since her hurried departure from her small beach-side home town hours south of Perth for the cafe-lined streets of Melbourne, she has imparted only certain details of her current life, like a pool cleaner skimming across the surface without pushing into the depths. Jamie, if she has cottoned on to her daughter’s evasiveness, has never demanded she share any more than she is willing to. This drives Hannah mad, despite the fact she would, she knows, emphatically shoot down any requests for additional information.

			‘It’s the disinterest that it implies though, you know?’ Hannah told her uni friend Lainey one night, tongue loosened enough by cheap red wine to prompt a rare moment of vulnerability, lamenting Jamie’s indifference.

			‘Maybe your mum’s just respecting your boundaries …?’ Lainey suggested.

			Lainey was only nineteen and still lived at home with her own mum. When she and Hannah were out at clubs, she texted the woman updates as to her whereabouts because ‘Mum worries about me’. Hannah has since distanced herself from Lainey, who is simultaneously too young to fully grasp the complexities of the world and filled with the self-importance of youth, leading her to think she’s wise enough to dish up psychoanalysis at 2 a.m. in a dingy bar in North Melbourne.

			In any case, the calm stillness of the surface-level relationship Hannah has with Jamie has functioned without misstep for the past five years. It’s only when Jamie, in the once-a-month phone call, mentions she is packing for her upcoming trip that Hannah experiences a slight stumble in the road.

			Hannah has, as per her usual routine when talking to Jamie, set her mother on speakerphone and placed it to one side of her open laptop. It is always a phone call, never a video chat, something Hannah has managed to orchestrate through a number of different excuses, the majority of which rely on Jamie’s general technological ineptitude. ‘Unstable wi-fi’ is the current excuse Hannah is using, but in the past she has claimed that video calling chews through her data and she is low this month, her camera is broken or, simply, she’s in various public areas not conducive to FaceTiming.

			She’s in the kitchen, an outdated space of beige cabinets and vinyl floors, the only redeeming feature the impressive breakfast bar countertop she is sitting at, which partially makes up for the house’s lack of a dining table. She is in the middle of eating a paltry lunch of 2 Minute Noodles, the bowl held in one hand to minimise the drip of the broth onto the counter. A lecture is playing on her laptop on mute, with captions flying across the bottom of the screen. Her uni notebook is open, and her pen is resting on the blank pages. The merging of tasks has always been a way of making the time she commits to Jamie seem worthwhile; she might as well attempt to get some work done as Jamie speaks.

			There is a part of her that acknowledges this behaviour is spiteful. She spent most of her childhood sharing Jamie with a multitude of other obligations, so it seems a fitting bookend to their relationship that it is she who now portions out fragments of attention.

			But then, out of nowhere, Jamie mentions a trip, and Hannah takes notice. ‘A trip where?’ If there is a challenge in her voice, then she figures who could blame her. If there is a smidgeon of resentment that Jamie might be jet-setting across the globe while Hannah flounders in Melbourne, she will not, she decides, confront it. If she wonders where that kind of money for holidays was when she was growing up, she doesn’t voice it.

			‘Well, not a trip.’ Jamie chuckles at the miscommunication. ‘Sorry, wrong choice of words, hun. I just meant packing for the hospital, you know?’

			The combination of a sickening flash of relief that there is no holiday and heartbeat-skipping concern makes Hannah put her noodles to one side. ‘Hospital?’ she echoes, and there is an odd buzzing of terror in the back of her mind. ‘What do you mean? What’s wrong?’

			The fear must have slipped into her voice, and she dislikes that Jamie has to take on a soothing tone like she’s calming a baby or a wild animal. ‘Nothing serious, love, don’t worry. I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just for my hip. You know how I’ve had so much trouble over the past few years with it …’

			Hannah didn’t know this. Did she? She racks her brain, then recalls allusions to aches and pains, and warnings of hereditary osteoarthritis. Hannah had dismissed this because she believed Jamie’s bone density issues were more linked to her lifetime of aerobics classes and failed restrictive diets than a nefarious gene. Jamie was a woman of the SlimFast shake and soup-diet era, graced with the kind of thighs that featured in ‘before’ shots.

			‘… hip replacement surgery.’

			Hannah drifts back into the conversation.

			‘Like I said, nothing too serious. I’ll be in hospital only a few days, I think.’

			‘What about George?’ Hannah asks.

			There is a lapse in the conversation. She realises that after being told Jamie is going into surgery, she has – as a first instinct – just asked what’s going to happen to their eleven-year-old tuxedo cat.

			Hannah looks at the lecture on the screen, registers ‘gender binary’ and ‘Judith Wright’, and thinks, I should write that down. Her brain is grasping, she recognises, for different things: for George, for her lecture, for whether she knew Jamie’s hip-related history. Because the feeling of worry being attached to Jamie has thrown Hannah, and she feels unsteady.

			‘Ginger is going to look after George,’ Jamie says eventually, and if she is disappointed in her daughter she, as ever, doesn’t reveal it in her voice.

			Jamie has never revealed much, in either voice or face. Hannah takes after her in that way.

			‘Ginger?’ Hannah picks up her pen and settles on scorn, an easy default for her. ‘Ginger is going to look after George …?’

			‘It’s only for a few days.’ Jamie sniffs. ‘George will be fine.’

			Ginger is Jamie’s next-door neighbour. She moved in when Hannah was ten, a big busty woman with a bright, if a little vain and flighty, temperament. Over the years, Hannah witnessed Ginger transform from a woman whose forgetfulness was a cute personality quirk to one whose absent-mindedness was the result of the Valium and vodka she knocked back each morning as her marriage deteriorated around her. Her husband left with his much younger PA and granted Ginger the house in the divorce. There she stayed, in a state of semi-living, perennially detached from reality and getting by on the stipend her husband gave her, probably because he felt guilty for the way he had more or less ruined her as a human being.

			The notion of Ginger remembering, even for a few days, to feed and give water to their indoor cat was laughable. Hannah briefly conjures an image of the woman, and she can see clearly – even though she hasn’t been back home since she left – the blown pupils and vacant smile, and the way Ginger’s hair, high in a bun, always sloped to one side as if representing the way its owner was sliding off the planet.

			‘You can’t let Ginger look after George.’ Hannah scribbles ‘gender binary’ in her notebook even though she has no context for this term, having barely paid attention to the lecture. ‘That’s basically neglect.’

			Another thought occurs, and Hannah pauses midway through her writing. The house is two storeys, a fact that was very exciting when the three of them moved in. Hannah, at five, had never lived anywhere with stairs, and she spent the first few months terrifying Jamie as she created increasingly elaborate games that required her to slip, tumble, roll, run and crawl up and down them. The bedrooms and main bathroom are on the top floor, while the bottom floor contains the kitchen, games room, lounge, and a single toilet and washbasin.

			‘How are you going to get up and down the stairs?’

			‘I’ll set up in the games room. And –’ a pause ‘– well, Ginger is going to stay for a while, just to help with other things while I’m in rehab, driving me to appointments and all that.’

			Hannah frowns. ‘Ginger doesn’t have a licence.’

			‘The physio isn’t too far away,’ Jamie hedges. ‘She won’t be driving that much.’

			‘Isn’t there someone else? Someone who doesn’t spend their entire day completely out of it on drugs and alcohol …?’

			‘Listen, Ginger isn’t as bad as you remember, hun. And besides, there isn’t anyone else.’ Jamie sighs. ‘Honey, I wouldn’t be bothering poor Ginger if there was somebody else.’

			And, of course, Hannah knows this. She knows Jamie’s parents are long gone and that the rest of her extended family are back in England. She knows that the tentative friends Jamie made when they moved to their coastal town, when they followed her dad’s job, all drifted away in the aftermath – the friendships dying of neglect as Jamie scrambled to assemble a life as a single mother to an eleven-year-old. Jamie’s days were spent driving forty-five minutes out of town to her job as a carer in a nursing home, returning, making dinner, sleeping. Rinse and repeat the next day, and the next, and then on Saturdays and Sundays she’d work at the local IGA because her carer wages were eaten up by mortgage repayments and the cost of living. The family’s savings had, when Jamie checked them after Hannah’s dad had passed, been significantly diminished, more so than she had realised – a lesson, Hannah supposes, in what happens when you relinquish financial matters to your husband, particularly when said husband is not of sound mind. What little was left was either spent on the funeral or gradually dwindled away as life’s expenses overwhelmed a single-income household.

			Life has left little room or time for Jamie to make more friends or forge a support network. Even after Hannah upped and left at eighteen, as fast as she could scrounge the money and secure a place to crash in Melbourne, Jamie has kept driving those long distances to her nursing job each day. She no longer needs to work extra shifts on the weekends, but she hasn’t used that time to expand her horizons. Old habits die hard, Hannah supposes.

			Silence hangs now, the phone still on speaker on the counter and Hannah’s laptop flickering away. She can’t remember whose turn it is to speak, if anyone’s. Their interactions have always been punctuated by pauses filled with things they don’t, won’t or can’t say. They don’t know each other well enough to carry a conversation, and Hannah wonders if that’s a strange thing to think about your relationship with your mum.

			Hearing her front door open and the shuffle of footsteps, she picks up the phone and switches it off speaker. She moves it to her ear as she stares at the kitchen doorway, the bubble of middle-of-the-day privacy abruptly popped.

			A figure appears and gives her a cursory glance, eyes tracking the laptop and food, before giving a genial nod in greeting. Hannah relaxes. It’s Anna, or maybe Annie … or Leonie? Faces and names change rapidly in the share house – all that matters is that there are worse people who could be shuffling into the kitchen at that moment, and Anna/Annie/Leonie is almost welcome – in the way that anyone interrupting what Hannah thought would be at least two solid hours of alone time could be welcome.

			‘Hannah, love?’ Jamie asks. ‘You still there?’

			‘Yeah, still here.’

			‘Listen, I’ve got to get going. I’ve got two days to sort out the packing, and Ginger is coming round soon to help me set up the games room as a bedroom. Besides, I’m sure you’re busy. You’re on your lunchbreak, right?’

			‘Yeah.’ This is not completely a lie, because Hannah was having lunch – she just was not on a ‘break’ from anything in particular.

			‘All right, well, I’ll let you get back to work then. Talk soon, sweetheart. Love you.’

			‘Same,’ Hannah replies automatically, and Jamie hangs up.

			Anna/Annie/Leonie is taking bread and tuna from the pantry. ‘That your mum?’ she says, which startles Hannah because normally the unspoken rule within the house is that no one interacts with anyone else beyond the first day they arrive, when whoever has been there the longest gives the rundown of the rules.

			Anna/Annie/Leonie must be new, Hannah thinks. ‘Yeah.’

			‘Cool. Can’t call my mum often. She’s back in Germany, and the time difference can be a bitch. She’s at work, or I’m at uni, or she’s tired, or I’m tired. Too hard to coordinate.’

			Hannah wonders how she can extract herself from the conversation without seeming rude. She starts to close her laptop as a cue.

			‘What’s your mum like?’ Anna/Annie/Leonie asks, and she opens the tin of tuna, expelling the scent of fish and oil into the air.

			Hannah’s stomach turns. ‘She’s fine.’ And then, without knowing why, Hannah says, ‘She’s going to get a hip replacement.’ Perhaps it’s to prove to herself that she knows things about Jamie, things a daughter should know. That she isn’t neglectful or terrible. That she doesn’t seemingly care more about an old cat than her mother’s wellbeing.

			‘Oh damn.’ Anna/Annie/Leonie is draining the oil into the sink. ‘My mum broke her leg a while back and, like, I know it’s not exactly the same, but still – the whole rehab and lack of mobility thing. It’s tough. Dad and I had to help out for a while.’

			Hannah pauses midway through shuffling her laptop and notebook into her arms. She is watching the golden viscous liquid pour from the tuna can in a steady stream. ‘I’m going to go and help too,’ she says, out of nowhere.

			‘Yeah?’ Anna/Annie/Leonie shakes out the last drops of oil. ‘Cool. So, you’re leaving then?’

			Hannah stands up. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Yeah, I am.’

			And so, Hannah packs her life into a suitcase to return home for the first time in five years.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Hannah has moving down to an art. She’s moved so many times in the past five years that she’s culled her belongings to the bare minimum. She’d call her wardrobe a capsule, like the TikTok influencers do, but that’s giving it too much credit. It’s the wardrobe of someone with no room and no money, the scavenged discards from an op shop.

			She has never decorated any room or house. It’s not because she finds it boring or subscribes to a minimalistic aesthetic: she feels the opposite, in fact. When she allows herself to consider what her perfect home might look like, she pictures artwork on walls. She thinks of shelves cluttered with vases and books, and photos in frames – though when she tries to conjure a face on each amorphous body in the images, there is nothing but a smudged blur. There is no one, she thinks, that she would put in a frame. To place someone on that kind of pedestal is to watch them fall from it.

			To Hannah, it feels fake to claim a room as your own when it’s not. It’s impossible for her to forget that her existence in these places is temporary and dependent on the whims of an owner. Why form an attachment to something you know you have to leave? The rug has, time and time again, been pulled out from beneath her feet. Although it’s usually her own hand doing the pulling.

			When Hannah calls Jamie to tell her that she will come home to help out for the five-week rehab, the delayed response that follows speaks volumes. Jamie is cautious and questioning, and this makes Hannah even more irritated, as if her motives are under scrutiny. Even if she herself is unsure what her motives truly are.

			Hannah has never thought of herself as the selfless type who drops everything to race to someone’s side in their time of need, but she’s never been in a situation that has called for it. Now that she is, Jamie’s implication that she isn’t this sort of person has her struggling to prove otherwise.

			Never mind that she hasn’t stepped foot in her home town since she left. Never mind that she hasn’t even been back to Perth in five years. Never mind that she has done all in her power to avoid returning, has manipulated every invitation from her mother so that the times she’s seen Jamie face-to-face over the past five years have been, at best, in Melbourne on her own terms or, in desperate situations, at some middle point like Adelaide under the guise of a shared ‘getaway’. A part of her even found relief in the pandemic that forced border closures for a couple of years.

			Perhaps Jamie’s scepticism isn’t entirely unwarranted. ‘What about your degree?’ she asks. ‘And didn’t you just start your job? What about your lease?’

			‘I’ll take care of it.’ And Hannah will, and it will be easy, because two out of those three things don’t exist and the third is hanging by a thread.

			Hannah doesn’t consider what she has told Jamie to be outright lies. What makes Hannah such an expert liar is that she builds each lie around some foundation of truth. Jamie thinks her daughter started as a receptionist at a brokerage two months ago. Hannah did apply for this job. She can describe the layout of the breakroom and the floppy curl on the forehead of one of the accountants, because she went for an interview. She just didn’t get the job.

			Jamie also thinks that Hannah, upon getting her new role, snagged a lease for a cute little one-bedroom apartment in Fitzroy for an absolute steal because her uni friend knows the landlord. Jamie thinks that the apartment came partly furnished, with a blue futon couch that her daughter likes to transform into a bed to watch television while studying. She thinks that last month Hannah had to follow YouTube instructions to reattach a curtain rod to the wall after it fell on her in the middle of the night. Hannah did have to do this, and she was in a one-bedroom apartment, but that apartment belonged to a guy named Brad; she’d been hooking up with him on a casual basis – until he asked if they could see each other properly for a date and not as midnight fuck-buddies, and she immediately ghosted him.

			The reality is that Hannah is surviving off Centrelink payments, has no job and lives in a share house that will be easy to leave, because there is no real lease agreement. She and everyone else who lives there found the house the same way: a Gumtree ad, posted by the homeowner Adam, which read ‘cheap rent for students, cash only, females preferred’.

			(Hannah sleeps with her desk against her door, just in case, and gets up at four-thirty every morning to shower before Adam wakes up – after one of the housemates told everyone that he’d walked in on her in the bathroom. Hannah tries to only go to the toilet on campus, dresses in her bedroom under the covers, and has checked the roof and walls for cameras many times because she just can’t shake the weird hair-on-her-neck sensation that someone is watching her. Each time a new girl shows up, Hannah gives her the lowdown on their leering landlord, because she is both the one who has lived there the longest and usually, depressingly, the eldest one.)

			There is something else that makes Hannah’s lies believable to her mother – the thing that makes Jamie swallow her stories greedily with a wholehearted need to believe them. Jamie wants to think that Hannah has finally got her shit together. Jamie wants to relieve the burden that is Hannah weighing on her mind, so she believes that each day her daughter dresses in a pencil skirt and pretty blouse to greet customers at a brokerage. That each night she returns to her dainty apartment, curls up on her futon couch and expands her mind with stimulating study.

			Even though Hannah has given Jamie only glimpses into her life in Melbourne, her mother does know that she has drifted from place to place, job to job. Each job lasts a few months, a year maybe, before something – a niggling restlessness, an unsettled feeling that manifests as an intense dislike of whatever she is doing – drives her to move on. With each change of jobs or period of unemployment, she has shifted from couch to share house to Airbnb to three-month lease to five months as a cat-sitter that she views as the highlight.

			At uni she has switched majors from Marketing to Journalism to Modern History to Anthropology to her current jaunt into the world of Creative Writing. She does not entertain the notion of pausing all higher education pursuits until she has worked out what she really wants to study, because studying makes her feel like she is working towards something, like she has a career path in mind, like she has peeked into her future and is taking steps to make it happen. If she removes study from her life, then she is nothing more than a woman in her early twenties with no job and no apartment.

			Hannah doesn’t know why she keeps moving, changing, switching directions. She’s read about animals who run from predators in zigzag patterns to tire out their hunter so they can escape. She isn’t quite sure who she is running from, but she has a pretty good idea.

			Alice.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Hannah declines Jamie’s offer to pick her up at Perth airport. The trip to her home town takes almost four hours, and the thought of spending that time in a confined space with Jamie after disembarking the plane is enough to give Hannah a pre-emptive headache.

			The other reason is that Hannah loves driving. Well, she loves certain kinds of driving. She doesn’t love the tight-knit suburban manoeuvring or the bumper-to-bumper traffic of a major city; she likes long drives and open stretches of road, the kind that seem to melt into the horizon, the kind where your foot lies flat on the floor as you push your vehicle past a hundred kilometres per hour. The windows-down, music-loud kind of driving on roads where Hannah doesn’t have to think about left turns or other drivers or traffic lights.

			She rents a two-door Suzuki Swift, sleek and compact, and picks it up at the airport, then throws her suitcase in the back and gets in to start her journey. The lack of time for contemplation is the common thread of this trip: she booked the flight within an hour of her decision, with a next-day departure. She is fairly sure that if she stops to think about what she’s doing, she will realise how utterly stupid it is.

			Right now, she is repeating to herself that at least she is doing something, because she has been feeling the dreadful malaise of stagnation lately, with nothing to occupy her time but a course she is growing uninterested in. She has been ready for her next move for a while, and she likes that this one sounds altruistic, because that’s a mask she hasn’t worn before. She likes that she got to tell her other housemates that she is returning to Perth to look after her mum, which meant they stopped looking at her with an expression questioning why this 23-year-old was without a job, doing a pointless degree and living with a creepy old man. Now she is the selfless daughter to them, and she likes that she got to leave that final impression.

			When she chooses her playlist for the drive, she bypasses her usual Top 50 chart pop music and finds herself searching through playlists that shout ‘Past hits!’ and ‘Tunes of the 10s’. She cues up one that is solely hits of 2015 and doesn’t stop to think about why she chose that year for her drive home. She just starts her car, turns up the music and heads off.

			The drive begins with plains of grass broken occasionally by puffs of bushes and twists of eucalypts. Some trees are eerie, ghost-grey and bare of leaves, their branches like clawed skeletal fingers clutching at the sky, portents of death warning her away. The roads are dotted with billboards that direct her to the next KFC, service centre or famous bakehouse. Government signs ask if she’s taken a break yet. Hannah thinks, No, never.

			The bush thickens on either side into walls of trees interrupted only by the occasional expanse of farmland. Many broad trunks are blackened at the bases from the last burn-off, a reminder of the ever-present threat of bushfires. Houses appear with letterboxes and the sudden cut of driveways into the trees, and then the trees recede, but only a fraction, and the world opens up into the main street of Hannah’s home town where the bulk of its amenities cluster.

			There are some places that are ever-changing, landscapes frequently eroded by nature and the touch of humans, or cities always progressing, growing outwards and then upwards and then inwards, and to visit such places again and again is to begin anew each time. But there are some places that time doesn’t seem to touch. They exist tucked away in remote pockets, unaffected by the rapidly changing world beyond.

			To return to her home town, Hannah thinks, is to find everything exactly as she left it, to feel as if the wheels of time are churning backwards as her car drives onwards. To feel as if the years are being stripped from her skin, leaving her as raw and fresh and vulnerable as the girl who escaped all those years ago. She realises her folly in thinking she could ever return as someone else to this place that demands that things remain as they are.

			There is the old pharmacy, the same newsagency, the enduring bakery, and the little boutiques that smell of lavender and sell billowy pants and kaftans with bold patterns, tea towels depicting magpies, and homemade wares from local artists. There’s the ornate church that spreads across two blocks, still the biggest and most well-maintained building in town.

			When Hannah winds down the window she can smell the waft of seaweed, the pungent odour of the bay, and the scent of perennially cooking fish and chips. And she can hear … well, nothing. Because it’s quiet, so very quiet. There is no constant traffic, no music blaring from shops, no loud conversations, no throttle and thrum of souped-up cars. The town is still and hushed, and she can’t quite put her finger on whether this ambience is sleepy – the kind generated by a population of empty-nesters and retirees – or whether it’s oppressive. Maybe it’s a little of both.

			Hannah turns down her old street and parks in front of the house. It’s a jarring sight.

			Rustic timber cladding once gave the house a sense that it belonged somewhere in the woods, and she liked that it seemed more at home with the bush than the bay. On the front patio, there was always a small table and three chairs, the table with wrought-iron legs and a mosaic top, picked up at a local weekend market, shoddily made so the surface was uneven and every beverage placed atop was subject to a precarious tilt. The poky front yard, filled with large rounded shrubs, was closed off by a wooden fence that Hannah’s dad had built with inexperienced hands, its raw edges forever catching on clothes and skin.

			But Hannah’s childhood home has not stood still over the years. For a moment, she wonders if she has the wrong place. The house has been painted white, the roof trimmed in blue, the fence shorn and made safe, painted the same startling white and finished with a slick polish that makes it shine. The table and chairs are gone from the patio, replaced by a brown wicker egg chair with white-and-blue striped cushions. From the slightly rough-edged home she somewhere, sometime loved, the house has transformed as though an amateur decorator had been given a beach-house aesthetic brief and told to run wild.

			The sun peeks meekly from behind greyish clouds and glances off the stunning white of the exterior, and it lights up like a flare across her vision. She rubs the white away and gets out of the car.

			As she straightens, her gaze locks straight ahead at the closed external garage door. It is the same grey it has always been, but its singular sameness is not a comfort. Because it’s not about the door, or how it looks. It’s about, she knows, what lies beyond. What the door opens into. The enclosed concrete space, the workbench along the side, the smell of petrol, the exposed wooden beams across the ceiling. Her vision tunnels, and it’s as if the chilly, salt-tainted wind dies away to an unnatural stillness, and there is nothing but the roller door expanding in her vision, pulsing in time to her heartbeat, thump, thump, thump.

			‘Hannah!’

			Filling her suddenly starving lungs with an inhale, she looks away from the roller door and sees a listing bundle of bottle-blonde hair atop a sagging but familiar face. Ginger is next door on her patio, a cigarette pinched between curved manicured nails painted the same signature garish red that is slicked across her lips. She is leaning on the patio railing, and even stationary, there is a sway to her body as if she’s in a constant battle to stay upright. Her house, Hannah notes, is largely unchanged, the only obvious difference being that the yellowed front yard has finally succumbed to the woman’s neglect, reduced to dirt and a tumble of weeds.

			‘Hey, Ginger,’ Hannah greets with a half-hearted wave.

			Ginger takes a drag of her cigarette. Her face is heavily made up, with red rouge high on her cheekbones, dark eyeshadow dusty on her drooping lids, and her eyebrows – the real ones long since plucked into oblivion – pencilled in by a noticeably shaky hand. In Hannah’s memory, Ginger’s face was always kept high and tight by endless procedures that she had done in Bali; that her face has taken on the appearance of a half-melted candle leads Hannah to surmise that her ex-husband’s stipends have been dwindling.

			‘Long time no see.’ Ginger has never needed to raise her voice to be heard, the cadence naturally booming. ‘What’s it been? Few years, huh, since you’ve been to visit your mum …?’

			The accusation in her tone rankles Hannah. ‘It’s just easier for her to come visit me.’

			‘Is it now?’ Ginger seems sceptical.

			Hannah doesn’t remember the woman being so switched on, or there being an uncanny and unnerving sharpness in her eyes or a sardonic lilt to her voice. Her version of Ginger was sloppy, vacant, never quite aware of what was going on around her. It was always impossibly easy to pull one over her. This Ginger, though, is coherent and – if Hannah had to hazard a guess – perhaps even totally sober. The thought that Ginger, of all people, would find the reserves to better herself, to get clean, to move on, is vaguely alarming.

			‘Anyway, I should –’ Hannah waves a hand at the house. ‘It’s … good to see you.’

			‘You’re going to take good care of your mum while she’s recovering?’

			Hannah is making her way to the door. ‘Yeah, of course.’

			She thinks she hears Ginger snort.

			At the door, Hannah sees that the old knocker, an ornate golden fixture, has been replaced with a sleek, compact white doorbell. She unexpectedly feels out of step, off-balance, as if something that was solid and steady beneath her has been removed.

			The door opens before she can press the bell, and she’s glad, unsure if she could have brought herself to push the grey button.

			From the doorway, Jamie beams at her.

			To look at Jamie, Hannah thinks, is to look into a distorted mirror, to see a future where life has drawn lines into the corners of her eyes and dug them deep into her forehead. The similarities between them drove her crazy when she was a teenager. She has a sudden memory of her own head tilted over the metal laundry sink, of black soap suds dripping past her vision, pooling in the drain, her fingers digging into her scalp, massaging the dye into the mousy strands of her hair. Smearing layers of foundation into her skin to erase the scattering of freckles across the snub nose she shared with Jamie. Drawing black rings around her eyes to obscure their shape and darken their colour.

			You look real goth.

			The echo of Alice’s voice in her head sends a cascade of goosebumps across her skin. She marvels at how crystal clear the voice came through – with that slight deepness, that huskiness – and feels dizzy with the recollection. But as quickly as that familiar cadence entered her mind, it is swept away by a clutching hug from Jamie. Hannah decides the lingering goosebumps are just from the cool breeze.

			Jamie draws back with a squeeze to Hannah’s hip, and the dig of those fingers into her flesh makes her feel like she’s a prize pig. ‘Oh, honey, don’t you just look so good!’

			Although Jamie is bright-eyed and has a genuine smile, all Hannah can think of is her mother telling her teenage self ‘skinny doesn’t look good on you’ in a way intended as a compliment because Jamie only loathed curves if they were her own. Now every nicety that trips off Jamie’s tongue, every smiling appraisal, feels like confirmation that Hannah has gained weight. She never pays much attention to her size until she is in Jamie’s vicinity, and then it’s all she can think about.

			Jamie is surprisingly energetic for someone going in for surgery the next day. She shuffles past Hannah – ‘Did you bring in your suitcase?’ – then backtracks into the hallway – ‘Never mind, you can grab it in a second, it’ll be fine’ – and veers into the kitchen – ‘Come in, come in, I just put the kettle on.’ Hannah has no alternative but to follow along dutifully, shutting the door behind her and walking down the tiled hallway, her sneakers squeaking.

			She pauses where the hallway branches: up the staircase, right into the kitchen and left to the lounge room that is linked to the games room. She pauses because the wall alongside the staircase has changed, the once bare surface now graced with framed photos sloping upwards with the trajectory of the stairs: black-and-white photos of Jamie’s parents, colour photos of Hannah as a child, and family photos of their little unit – before. Their little unit of Jamie and Hannah and – tall, his shoulders tucked forward to underplay his height, and with a swathe of dark brown hair connected to a big bushy beard – Hannah’s dad.

			Hannah hasn’t looked at photos of her dad since the funeral. A framed photo sat in front of his casket, and the funeral director handed her a pamphlet with his face smiling out from the front, like this was the most accurate portrayal of him. Like those pearly whites peeking from his beard were a common sight towards the end. Like Hannah’s lasting mental images of her father’s face weren’t of a blank slate and twin pools of emptiness staring at her as though they didn’t recognise who she was.

			After the funeral, when the people had vacated the house and Jamie had gone to bed finally, late at night, Hannah snuck out of her room and went through the house methodically removing every photo of her dad. The day spent with his smiling face boring into hers, frozen in time, in falseness, in lies, smiling, smiling, smiling – Hannah couldn’t bear it anymore. She had been driven from her bed to remove his Cheshire grin because it wasn’t real, had never been real, was nothing but a mask slipped on for the click of a camera, and why would you want to adorn your house with someone pretending?

			When Jamie asked her about it the morning after the funeral, her mother’s eyes were sad and watery, and Hannah told her she didn’t want to see her dad ever again. Jamie left it, at that moment. After a year, she put out a photo on the mantelpiece. Hannah was seized with such fury she smashed it on the floor and left the shattered glass for Jamie to find.

			Jamie didn’t try again while Hannah lived at home, but Hannah knew she kept a stamp-sized photo of his face in her wallet, saw a flash of it each time Jamie went to pay for something. Hannah took to averting her eyes when her mother brought out her purse – and if Jamie noticed, she never said anything.

			Hannah stares up the staircase and her dad stares down and she rocks back on her heels, and bites her lip hard.

			‘Hannah, love, everything okay?’

			Hannah doesn’t answer the shouted question, but she tears her eyes from the photos and makes her way to the kitchen as her fingers curl and uncurl with the urge to pull and break. But it’s not her place, she thinks, because this, as Jamie has made abundantly clear, is no longer her home.

			***

			After their cups of tea and stilted conversation, Jamie spends the afternoon reacquainting Hannah with the house. The white paint, the blue trimmings – all were, Hannah discovers, Jamie’s idea, and she is proud as punch. She has, Hannah thinks, stripped every last bit of originality and personality from the house, scouring away any scuffs and marks or covering them in slick-shiny newness.

			The beach theme of the exterior continues throughout, from the fake oars mounted on the wall to the faux anchor leaning in a corner. There is a white couch with striped throws, rattan chairs, seashell prints, plastic palm trees gracing corners, and a games room that no longer contains games but instead houses a rowboat against the wall as an ‘art piece’.

			‘Are you planning on renting it as an Airbnb?’ she asks Jamie, who is in the process of excitedly revealing what used to be Hannah’s bedroom, now resplendent in blues and whites.

			Jamie frowns. ‘No …?’

			‘Oh. I just thought – you know, given all this kind of … touristy decoration you have going on …?’

			The deflation is instant, and Hannah simultaneously feels ashamed at her impulse to destroy Jamie’s excitement and vindicated by opening her eyes to the mess she has made of a house that Hannah once loved. Jamie says something about letting her get settled and leaves the bedroom, and Hannah can tell her mother’s feelings are hurt.

			She walks to the window, places her fingers on the frame and traces the faint bumps beneath the blue paint. Under those layers are her and Alice’s names carved into the wood with a metal compass.

			There is no hint of Hannah left in this room. Maybe her feelings are a little hurt too.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			The next day, Hannah drops Jamie at the hospital. A part of her wonders why her mother didn’t get the surgery at a hospital in Perth rather than rely on regional services, but Jamie insists that her surgeon is as good as ‘any you’d get in a big city’.

			Ginger invites herself along, though Hannah is at a loss as to why. The woman spends most of the drive glaring at Hannah, trying to catch her eye to deliver a piercing, knowing stare, and in general ratcheting up the tension level several notches.

			Hannah wonders if this is what happens when someone removes drugs from their lives, the absence of the soft pink cloud across their world leaving them harsher than the average person. It must be hard, Hannah thinks, to exist in a bubble for so many years and then to have it burst so spectacularly. It must be hard to wake up one morning sober and have to confront that what you see in the mirror – the melting mishmash of rapidly dissolving plastic surgery – is your true face.

			‘You don’t have to wait around for me during the surgery,’ Jamie tells them as they sit together in the waiting room.

			‘Okay,’ Hannah says.

			‘Of course we’ll wait,’ Ginger says at the same time.

			It’s awkward for a few seconds, and Hannah tries not to let her irritation show on her face. That Ginger seems determined to paint herself as the dutiful friend, the faithful companion, the one who will do anything for Jamie seems painfully obvious to Hannah, who wonders why the woman is putting in so much effort trying to show her up. Is it because she cast doubt on Ginger’s ability to take care of Jamie?

			‘Well, there’s a nice cafe on site.’ Jamie, ever polite, tries to move the conversation onwards. ‘You guys can get a coffee and something to eat.’ Then she takes Hannah’s hand, and Hannah actively stops herself from jumping in surprise. ‘And don’t you worry about a thing,’ Jamie tells her, giving her fingers a squeeze. ‘This is routine surgery. I’ll be fine.’

			Hannah had not been concerned at all. Jamie smiles reassuringly, and she smiles back and wonders if she should have been – and if there’s something wrong with her that she wasn’t. She decides it is Jamie who is being dramatic, fuelled by Ginger’s overbearing demeanour, and internally rolls her eyes at the two of them. It feels both childish and satisfying.

			***

			The hospital cafe is larger than Hannah expected, with a cabinet of assorted pastries, cakes, sandwiches and wraps, and a hot food section of chips and deep-fried goods glistening with grease. There is even an alfresco area, where Ginger snags herself a table, dumping her purse on the chair. ‘Coffee?’

			Hannah, determined to minimise one-on-one time with Ginger, makes a vague excuse of getting Jamie a get-well present and flits away to the gift shop as fast as she can. She trawls the store, examining every item with such singular focus that it must seem to the attendant that she takes her gift-giving extremely seriously. The young woman approaches her a few times to ask if she needs help; the sixth time, Hannah eventually relents, leaves the shop, and feels the burning gaze of confusion and irritation that follows her.

			For a while she sits in a bathroom cubicle and scrolls on her phone. She watches a YouTube video compilation of bloopers from a 00s sitcom on silent with captions while sitting cross-legged atop a closed toilet, her back against the cistern. When she can’t bear the enclosed space anymore, she finally trudges back to the cafe and begrudgingly takes a seat opposite Ginger. If the other woman notices the distinct lack of a gift for Jamie, she doesn’t mention it.

			‘You really gonna be okay looking after your mum for weeks on end?’ she asks instead.

			‘Yes. I’ll be fine.’

			Ginger is drumming her nails across the plastic tabletop. ‘It’s just weird,’ she says, ‘you volunteering. Coming back after all this time. Suddenly jumpin’ at the chance to look after your mum.’

			‘Of course I was going to come back – she’s having surgery, after all.’ Hannah bristles.

			Ginger fixes her with a look. ‘Two years ago, your mum broke her wrist. Fell off a ladder while she was painting. She went to hospital, even had surgery to set the break. You didn’t race back then.’

			Hannah loses her breath, catches it. ‘She … I mean, I didn’t know,’ she says, because she hadn’t known. Jamie had never said, or had she? Hannah isn’t sure, suddenly. ‘I would’ve come if I’d known, obviously.’ Would she?

			‘That’s when I got sober,’ Ginger carries on, not acknowledging Hannah’s protest. ‘Because I couldn’t drive her and she couldn’t hold the steering wheel properly. Scared the shit out of me, and I decided, you know, I wanted to have a clear head from then on. Make sure I could always be there for her.’

			Hannah’s brows draw together. ‘I didn’t realise you guys were so close.’

			‘Of course we are. She’s my best friend. We’ve lived next door to each other for over a decade, or don’t you remember?’

			Hannah doesn’t point out that proximity does not necessarily mean friendship – but perhaps it does in remote towns where everyone knows everyone else.

			‘Anyway, I just thought it was weird, you coming back now. I just thought, if it’s because …’ Ginger pauses. ‘Well, yeah. You know. Just, don’t … If it is because of what’s going on, then that’s pretty shit, because your mum’s going to need you around, not off chasing … ghosts or whatever.’

			Hannah is lost. ‘Because of what?’

			Tilting her head, Ginger asks, ‘You don’t …?’ Surprise flickers in her eyes. ‘Shit, I thought Jamie must have told you.’

			‘Told me what?’ The frustration leaks from Hannah’s voice.

			‘Well.’ Ginger rubs at her saggy cheeks. ‘Marnie Montgomery got diagnosed. With, you know –’ a bite to her lip ‘– with cancer.’ She whispers this like the very word is cursed. ‘The terminal kind.’

			Hannah can’t speak. Her vision is filled with images of a scrawny woman, of blonde hair and pockmarked skin. Green eyes and the scent of whisky. A pool of vomit, and Alice’s hands pushing her towards a door. Just go, it’s fine, I’ll deal with it, see you tomorrow –

			‘I just thought maybe you were coming here to stir shit up.’ Ginger settles back in her chair. ‘While Marnie is still up and moving.’

			Marnie Montgomery was questioned by the police, Hannah remembers. A few times.

			It took her days to report Alice missing, Hannah remembers a girl in her class saying. Like, how fucked is that?

			Was Marnie just questioned for her failure to report Alice missing? Hannah heard, on the grapevine, whispers of Marnie being issued a fine for her negligence.

			A fine, said one gossiping teacher to another while on duty at recess, can you believe? She should have been locked up. That’s the justice system for you.

			‘I’m just glad you actually came back for your mum.’ Ginger is nodding with firm approval.

			But Hannah is barely listening. She’s back in time, she’s sixteen again, she’s hearing the whispered gossip across the school yard, all the rumours that specifically pertained to Alice’s mum.

			My neighbour said his cousin’s boyfriend saw Marnie toss something in the bin near the fish and chip shop, honest to God – apparently it looked like a meat cleaver covered in blood.

			I heard she got her pimp to do it, and they drove the body out of town.

			My dad says he thinks Marnie Montgomery wheeled Alice’s body to the beach and dumped it in the water weighed down with stones.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			After ten minutes of Hannah trying subtly to wrangle more information about Marnie Montgomery from Ginger, they pass the remainder of the time in a painful awkward silence. It’s broken up briefly when they duck in to say hello and goodbye to a groggy Jamie after the surgery, then resumes when Hannah drives them home. Jamie, of course, will be staying in hospital a few days for monitoring and recovery, and Hannah almost envies her dodging the tension in the car.

			‘Thanks for the ride,’ Ginger throws over her shoulder as she exits the car when they arrive home. ‘Let me know when you head back, and I’ll tag along again.’

			Hannah had assumed the next visit would just be to pick Jamie up. She goes to clarify what Ginger means, but the other woman has already vanished into her own front yard. Hannah sighs, decides it’s not worth worrying about and heads inside.

			The house, with its uneasy familiarity, unsettles her still. She spends the rest of the day distracting herself with Netflix sitcoms, before she raids Jamie’s freezer for dinner. She goes to bed early, because there’s nothing else to do, and lies on her back, staring at the ceiling.

			In the end, Hannah only spends an hour in bed in the-room-that-is-no-longer-her-room before she bundles the doona into her arms and heads to the lounge. It feels too unnerving to be in a place once known intimately, now rendered unrecognisable; a place where she would shut the door and block out the world and exist in a cocoon of safety. Now it’s as if the room wants to eject her.

			The white couch in the lounge is new enough that the fabric is scratchy on her skin, not quite worn into comfortable softness, but has had sufficient time to acquire a layer of George’s black fur. It is abundantly clear that Jamie didn’t consider the dark hair of the indoor cat before she filled her house with pristine pieces of light-coloured furniture. In a vindictive sort of way, Hannah finds it comforting that George has dusted his hair across her mother’s décor.

			The tuxedoed feline is curled up beside a nautically striped cushion on a rattan armchair, and he lifts his head as Hannah comes in. He greets her with a sleepy prrp and a stretch, then resettles into his bundled ball of sleep. On her way past, she drifts her fingers over his fur. She remembers him as a kitten found abandoned with his brothers and sisters in Ginger’s front yard. They were distributed across town to willing homes, save for him in all his gangly, tiny glory, because Hannah fell in love with his orb-like yellow eyes and the distinguished white on his chest. He sleeps a lot now, Jamie has told her, and there is grey threaded in his dark fur, a cloud creeping into his left eye, and it makes Hannah’s heart ache to know that one day the fur embedded in her mother’s couch will be all that remains of him in this house.

			Hannah settles on the couch, drapes the duvet over her body and stares up at the ceiling. The new location, she knows deep down, will not fix her inability to sleep. Her brain is buzzing with memories she hasn’t touched in a long time.

			Marnie Montgomery is dying. According to Ginger, Alice’s mum has been given six months to live, her lungs filled with a cancer that has rapidly spread through her body. Hannah isn’t surprised; she can’t think of a memory of Marnie that doesn’t involve a cigarette dangling between her fingers, or the smell of smoke at Alice’s place, or the butts ground into the front lawn and littered throughout the house. She knew Alice tried to sweep them up and tidy them away if people were coming over, but sometimes the butts would be in random places, dropped into bathtubs, tucked under pillows, as if they would slip from Marnie’s fingers without her noticing, and Alice would miss those.

			Alice.

			Hannah screws her eyes shut tight. She can see blonde hair, green eyes and a round face, can see the way Alice always bought her uniforms a size too large, so they swamped her frame and hid her curves. Marnie’s clothes, on the other hand, never hung right on her body. They would be too large or too small, and there was always an arm hanging out, a breast half exposed, tops of thighs, a flash of underwear. None of it ever seemed intentionally provocative, just the style of a woman who wasn’t cognisant of how she came across.

			Now Hannah wonders if that’s why Alice hid her body away, because so much of Marnie was exposed and Alice never wanted to be like her mother, took such lengths to be set apart from her. It was one of the things Alice and Hannah had bonded over, this desire for difference, the pressing urge to be their own person.

			Hannah opens her eyes. How ridiculous that they thought this was a unique experience. How self-important of them to think that their craving to be seen in their own right was their problem alone to tackle, as if that isn’t how every teenager feels. It wasn’t what had brought her and Alice together, though – the shared disdain for their mothers had come up later.

			She sits up on the couch, thinking of the first time she saw Alice and then of the first time they talked, and she tries to recall specifics, wants to play the scenes with clarity, but she can’t. Memories are fallible, especially if they haven’t been accessed in a very long while.

			The first time Hannah saw – saw but didn’t talk to – Alice was on the first day Hannah started at the local high school. No, the first time was during the second week. Alice was in the third row from the front in Mr Syme’s maths class, and her hair had been pulled into a ponytail. Hannah was struck by the flyaway strands that sprang from Alice’s scalp like she was a mad scientist. The students were quietly working on set questions in their textbook, and Mr Syme interrupted to ask Alice what she was up to, because he’d caught her looking out the window. She said question five, and he told her she was ‘quite slow’ and needed to ‘catch up’. Right after, he asked Hannah what number she was on, because he had caught her staring at Alice. Hannah said question ten, and Mr Syme was pleased. But she’d been on question five too.

			Hannah remembers feeling sorry for Alice. Feeling bad that the girl got caught, that she was called ‘slow’. Hannah remembers that.

			She slips the duvet cover off, and she’s leaving the lounge before she can second guess her movements. She heads back upstairs to the-room-that-isn’t-her-room, digs around in her suitcase and pulls out what she’s hunting for. She is opening and flicking and scanning. She finds:

			… she is so stupid. Why wouldn’t she just say another number? Like, of course five is gonna annoy Mr Syme. And like he would even check if she lied? What a goody-two-shoes. Maybe he’s right and Alice is a bit slow, lolllllllllllll probs.

			Hannah closes the diary. She is sure she felt sorry for Alice. Was sure.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			Hannah knows she and Alice went to primary school together, but she doesn’t recall noticing the girl back then. Admittedly, though, many of the years prior to her eleventh are blurry and fragmented because Hannah has buried them deep inside. Those are the years when her dad was still around, and those are the memories that make Hannah spiral into a darkness where her body seizes up and she can’t breathe and there is a sense of loss so consuming it threatens to break her apart. She has built a dam between herself and those memories, and the waves that crash on the other side and press and press are the kind that would wreck cities.

			Hannah’s room was not the only one she had as a teenager. When she was thirteen, her mother decided she would go to school in Perth, where she stayed with her dad’s older sister, Aunty Faye. In whispered conversations Hannah eavesdropped on while crouched in the hallway, Jamie said she thought her daughter wasn’t coping in the house, with all the reminders, and that she was deteriorating. Hannah thought that Jamie was the one not coping, because she was perfectly fine. But if her mother wanted to send her away, she would go, because she understood even at a young age that it was human instinct to grow tired of the things you loved.

			If you love something, let it go, a mourner had said to her at the funeral. There was another sentence to that old adage, but Hannah didn’t recall it: she just internalised that first part. She made sure to remember that loving something meant it was going to leave.

			In Perth, Hannah didn’t thrive. Most of her things were at home and some were with Aunty Faye, and she drove back for weekends and holidays, and during the week Jamie cried on the phone and said she missed her but never asked her to come back. Jamie would change things in the house, and Hannah would scream at her mother because it made her too aware of the passing of time in her absence and the sense of a landscape being altered in order to prevent her from feeling like she could slot back in when she returned.

			When she was fifteen, Hannah’s school attendance became sporadic. She is sure that Faye and Jamie conjured images of nefarious activities: Hannah swathed in smoke or on the precipice of a pregnancy. The reality was that Hannah – with a hoodie pulled over her uniform and her school bag stashed in the public toilets so as not to scream to the world that she was a truant – usually went to the public library, which was split level, and hid herself away upstairs in a cluster of booths.

			She’d pull her limbs up onto a chair, legs tucked beneath her, and curl against the wall, hidden from prying eyes behind the dividers. Sometimes she’d sleep, because she was a teenager and could sleep anywhere, anytime, and because her dreams at night were vivid and technicolour and drove her into wakefulness anywhere from five to ten times per night, leaving her with a permanent sense of being just-not-quite-refreshed-enough for the day ahead. Sometimes she’d read – magazines, mostly, because the glossy colourful pages went down as easy as a sugary soft drink.

			And sometimes she’d just sit. Her brain would fill with a static buzz, and she’d feel distant from her body and its sensations. She liked to think she was really good at meditating, but now she’s fairly sure what she was good at was dissociating from herself. Potato, potahto.

			With her attendance flagging, the school reached out to Jamie and then to Faye, and there was much fuss kicked up, and Hannah let them think she was out being a delinquent because that felt easier to explain than what she was actually doing. In the end, someone asked her if she wanted to go back to living with Jamie. Hannah said yes, because she was tired of being split in two and wanted someone to claim full responsibility for her – she wasn’t entirely sure if she cared who did.

			She went back and enrolled in the local school midway through year 10, and Jamie cried with happiness and kept saying how glad she was that Hannah was there, hugging her and following her around the house with this expression like something that had been missing had returned. ‘Are you happy you’re back home?’ Jamie asked her, and Hannah didn’t answer.

			When she was twenty and Aunty Faye, then in her seventies, passed away from a heart attack, Hannah volunteered to say a few words at the funeral. She told the assembled mourners, ‘Faye was like a mother to me, the closest thing I ever had’ – really, their relationship had been indifferent at best, that of two people coexisting in a house – but she watched Jamie’s face fall and shatter, and felt a perverse satisfaction. Jamie had her answer, Hannah supposed, just a few years late.

			***

			Alice existed on the periphery of Hannah’s life until they collided and became, for almost a year, wholly and entirely entangled with one another. Alice was her best friend, her only friend. And then, one Tuesday in June, Alice went missing.

			Here’s what Hannah knows about that time.

			She knows that Alice never went to school that day. She knows that Alice didn’t show up to school the next day. She knows that Marnie only called the police on the second day, in the afternoon, and seemingly only after the school made repeated attempts to alert her to her daughter’s absence.

			She knows that in the early hours of Monday, the day before Alice went missing, the girl had sent bizarre garbled messages to strangers on Facebook, asking for help.

			She knows that right before Alice’s disappearance, Marnie was drinking daily, because Alice told her. She knows there were drugs in the Montgomery household because Alice frequently asked to stay over at Hannah’s when the benders were going down.

			She knows that Alice’s dad, Doug, had abandoned her and Marnie when she was little. ‘He didn’t want kids,’ Alice told Hannah. ‘He hated me.’ She also knows, from school, that the son of a local police officer eavesdropped on his loose-lipped dad’s gossip session with his enraptured mum, then told anyone who’d listen that Alice had reached out to Doug a week before her disappearance. She’d asked to stay with him, and he’d replied, not a good idea.

			She knows that Alice was acting strange in those last few weeks. She knows that Alice was around less often, and that she was jittery and on edge. She knows that Alice was keeping secrets.

			Here’s what Hannah doesn’t know because no one knows: what happened to Alice. No one, Hannah believes, except maybe Marnie Montgomery.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			It seems inevitable the next morning that Hannah drives her rental car through town and drifts into streets where houses are interspersed with bushland, all with the carefully practised air of someone trying to be casual, and finds herself in Alice’s street.

			She parks six houses down from Alice’s old abode and sits for a moment, listening to the tik-tik-tik of the cooling engine. Curtains will be twitching, she knows, because she is driving a rental and this is not a street known for Airbnbs – it’s home to the lifers, those who have dug their heels into the soil and rooted themselves deep. Her presence will cause a curious stir. Already, as she climbs from the car, she sees an older woman exiting her front door with a half-filled garbage bag tied and clutched in one hand, moving towards bins tucked away at the side of the house but with her eyes firmly rooted on the vehicle.

			Hannah wonders if anyone recognises her. Doubtless some of the people in these houses would have watched her and Alice, side by side, clad in uniforms, traipsing to Alice’s house or mooching their way around town with no particular destination in mind.

			It’s cold, because it’s July and because of the wind that drifts from the bay and spreads itself across the town. As Hannah walks down the street, it’s enough to have her buttoning her coat but not enough to have her picking up the pace. She is dragging her feet, scuffing her boots along the footpath, letting her gaze drift. There’s a line of houses on either side of the street, and then, beyond them, between them, the bush. It’s always there, on the periphery of every road and every property, as if inching in to reclaim the space that pavement and brick and tar stole from it.

			Hannah isn’t completely sure what she’s doing here or what she’ll do when she gets to the house. Will she knock on the door? Will she ask to come in? Will she share a cup of tea with Alice’s mum, look her in the eye and ask her what she did to her own daughter?

			The last time Hannah saw Marnie, it was from a distance. Two weeks after Alice had gone missing, Hannah had taken to roaming the streets at all hours, school all but forgotten. She didn’t know if she was looking for answers, only that she felt the pressing urge to move, even back then, and so she did. She rode her bike to the beach, she climbed familiar rocks that she and Alice had clambered over together, and she walked barefoot in the ocean with her jeans rolled up until her feet went wrinkly and blue and she could barely feel her toes. She walked around town, which always felt slightly slanted, built sideways on a hill, and skirted the bush, crunching gravel and shrubs underfoot until her legs burned and ached.

			One afternoon, her wanderings took her to the police station, and she saw Marnie emerge, a shambles of a woman with her hair a straggled mess and a frazzled expression on her face. A jumper, stretched at the neck, hung off her body, and a bony shoulder protruded. She was hunched over, and her jeans sat low on her hips, enough that Hannah could see flashes of her belly hanging slightly over the waistband. Hannah had always thought that Marnie’s body was as confused and muddled as she was, with emaciated arms and stick-thin calves but round in the middle and big-breasted.

			Marnie stopped on the footpath outside the police station, fished and fumbled in her pockets, pulled out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter, looked up and saw Hannah. And then, as if they were friends who had spotted each other across a crowded bar, Marnie smiled and waved.

			Hannah left without a single glance back.

			That Marnie smiled, that she waved, that Alice was missing, that Marnie was being questioned – all of this made the entire thing strange enough. But what made it strangest of all was that Marnie had never smiled at Hannah before.

			Hannah has few memories of Marnie. Alice went to great lengths to keep her mum under wraps, to shuffle her out of sight whenever Hannah visited. Looking back before the smile and wave, Hannah recalls three key moments with Marnie.

			In the first few weeks of her and Alice hanging out, Hannah went to Alice’s house, and Alice looked through empty rooms and proclaimed her mum out for the day. Only when they stepped into the backyard with fizzy drinks, wanting to roll up their pants and sunbathe, Marnie crawled out of the straggly bushes. Hannah shrieked. The woman was covered in bruises and scratches, scuffed in filth with twigs tangled in her snarl of blonde hair. As she got to her feet, she cleared her throat and hocked a glob of dirt-coloured spit on the ground, then snapped, ‘I’m moving, okay, you fucking pig,’ and stumbled inside. Alice said, ‘Don’t worry, she just thought you were a cop,’ in a tone that suggested it was a natural mistake to make.

			Three months into hanging out together, they were sitting in Alice’s room, listening to music on YouTube, Alice stretched out on her bed and Hannah on the ground, when Marnie unexpectedly came home and then let herself into Alice’s room without knocking. She wasn’t drunk, Hannah thinks, just mildly tipsy, because there was a hint of alcohol on her breath but she was more together than Hannah had ever glimpsed. Marnie asked what they were doing, and Alice answered, ‘Listening to music,’ in a tone that made it clear she wanted her mum to leave, but Marnie sat on the bed and started bobbing her head to the beat. Hannah was feeling like she might die from the embarrassment of the moment when Marnie looked her dead in the eye and said, ‘You’re the Shean girl, right?’ and then, without waiting for a confirmation, ‘Heard about what went down in your family. Guess you’re just as fucked up as we are.’ Marnie stood, headed for the door and said, ‘So don’t act so high and mighty,’ before she left the room, and Hannah had trouble catching her breath. Alice said, ‘Ignore her, she just likes talking shit.’

			Weeks before Alice went missing, everything felt so messy. That’s how Hannah remembers it: messy and confusing, with events blurring into one another. Sometimes she didn’t know which way was up or how to stand or how to be. Alice had been acting weird and secretive and had stopped coming over in the afternoons. Hannah felt a sudden terrifying sense of something slipping through her fingers, something she hadn’t even considered she might lose. After school one day, she walked like she was just wandering the neighbourhood, like she hadn’t planned to be there at all; she feigned surprise to herself that she was at Alice’s house, acted like she may as well say hi, then knocked on the door. Marnie opened it, and her pupils were dollar-sized and her lips gnawed into a bloodied mess, and she kept swiping at her ear, flicking it over and over so it was bright red. When Hannah asked if Alice was home, something switched in Marnie’s eyes. She yelled that Hannah knew where Alice was, that Hannah knew what she’d been up to. Grabbing Hannah’s arm with bony fingers that dug into her flesh, she shook her so that her teeth rattled in her head, screaming, ‘You’re making my daughter a drug whore, aren’t you?!’ Hannah pulled herself free and ran as fast as she could. She didn’t stop until she was kilometres away and the shaking of her body could be dismissed as the effect of her sprint rather than her heart galloping in her chest with pure fear.

			After Alice went missing, Hannah thought often of that third interaction with Marnie. When the police brought Hannah in to talk back then, identified by Marnie as one of Alice’s friends, she wondered whether to tell them that Marnie suspected her daughter of being on drugs. She didn’t, in the end, because the police seemed to be pushing any angle that spared them searching too thoroughly for Alice – she was a runaway, she overdosed somewhere, she was a messed-up kid who wandered into the bush to hang herself from a tree. Hannah held her tongue, kept her secrets and told the police they needed to keep looking. And besides, Hannah had never thought seriously back then that Alice would turn to illicit substances, having seen what they’d done to her mum.

			Hannah stops walking one house down from where Alice and Marnie lived. She stares at their house and plays with the buttons of her coat. The house is brighter and cleaner, its yard green with lawn and shrubbery, and there’s a new coat of paint on the outer walls. When Hannah goes through the gate and starts up the path to the door, there are no cigarette butts on the ground, no empties tucked into the bushes, no scent of something rotten. As she knocks, she expects that it won’t be Marnie who greets her.

			It’s a middle-aged woman with auburn hair and a polite but wary expression. ‘Hello? Can I help you?’ She hasn’t opened or unlocked the flyscreen, looking at Hannah through the wire with caution.

			‘Sorry to bother you, I just … She probably doesn’t, but does Marnie Montgomery still live here?’

			There’s a flicker of recognition, but whether it’s because everyone in town knows the story of Alice Montgomery’s disappearance in 2015 – Alice was nothing if not a perfect victim, with a baby face and blonde hair that looked spectacular on the front of the local newspaper, that is, until the press realised the type of family she came from and quickly lost interest – or because the woman knows Marnie personally, Hannah isn’t sure.

			‘I used to know her,’ Hannah tries to explain, in case the woman assumes she’s a true crime podcaster dredging up a cold case in hopes of fame and solving the mystery, priorities probably in that order. ‘I used to know her daughter. I was … I was her daughter’s best friend.’

			‘I’m afraid she doesn’t live here anymore,’ the woman says finally. ‘We moved in about three years ago now, so … not for a while, really.’

			‘Right.’ Hannah deflates.

			‘Well.’ The woman moves back from the door to close it. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t –’

			‘Sorry,’ Hannah interjects – and, she thinks distantly, aren’t conversations between women forever punctuated with that word? ‘You wouldn’t happen to know where Marnie lives now, would you? I just … I’m not in town for long, and I really want to see her again.’

			The woman is shaking her head before Hannah has finished her sentence. ‘No, sorry, I don’t know.’ And despite the suspicion with which she is clearly viewing Hannah, her words seem genuine. ‘The house was vacant when we moved in. We came from Perth. We never even met the old owner. We just … heard about her.’

			‘Yeah.’ Hannah feels a wash of disappointment. ‘Yeah, you would’ve, I suppose.’

			The woman pauses. ‘Awful story,’ she blurts. ‘She was so young. She had her whole life ahead of her and just … Anyway –’ a shake of her head, a shake to rid herself of the emotions that discussing any tragedy brings up ‘– anyway, I hope you find her.’

			And then she is closing the door, and Hannah is nodding and smiling back, then walking away and thinking that she hopes she finds her too, but she isn’t sure if she means Marnie or Alice or both.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Back on the main drag, Hannah beelines for the nearest lunch place. The cafe of her childhood now has a more bougie feel – pale pink wicker chairs, new white tiling, an abundance of plants in rose gold pots, and avocado on toast that would set her back eighteen dollars and is served with a balsamic reduction and roasted cherry tomatoes, plated to perfection. But in the front counter cabinet, chunky meat pies, sausage rolls and pasties sit under heat lamps, because you can’t take regional Australia out of everything.

			Hannah parks herself in a corner booth and orders an oat milk latte and plain toast that she doesn’t plan on eating, just so she has a reason to stay as long as she needs. She takes her phone from her bag and holds it to her face like she’s intently looking at the screen and therefore doing more than sitting and staring. She sips the drink as the toast cools alongside her. Carefully, like she is unwrapping a parcel marked ‘fragile’, she opens her mind once again to thoughts of Alice and the aftermath of her disappearance.

			The first few days were confusing. It felt akin to an admin error at school, something simple and fixable and – give it a moment or two – right as rain. Everything would get back to normal. Alice had run away for attention; she’d be back soon. Or maybe Alice was holed up with a secret boyfriend somewhere; she’d poke her head out shortly.

			When days stretched into weeks, the feeling changed. After she’d knocked back the police’s questions about drugs, they’d asked her for another interview. Did Alice have a boyfriend? (Not that she knew of.) Did she know where Alice was? (No, obviously.) When was the last time she saw Alice? (At school, the day before.) Was Alice acting differently lately? (No.) Had they gotten into a fight lately? (No.) How was Alice’s home life? (Crap, I guess.) Had Alice ever talked about running away? (Don’t we all at some point?) Alice was her best friend, right? (Yes, of course.) The questions had been broader this time, more searching. Hannah’s secrets, however, remained tucked away. A necessity, she reasoned, to make sure the police kept their options open, their search ongoing. She was only preventing the police from wasting more time on her. It was, in retrospect, like a game she has played at sleepovers and at icebreaker meetings with co-workers: two truths and a lie. (Only, there was more than one lie in Hannah’s answers.)

			Weeks stretched into months. An unease crept over the town. No one expected Alice to turn up again, or if they did, they didn’t expect her to turn up alive. There was a heart-to-the-throat moment each time Hannah saw lumps of seaweed on the beach or piles of discarded rubbish on the roadside. The rumours and whispers died down. People moved on. Alice’s face relocated from the front pages to somewhere in the middle. The police appealed for information; they received none.

			Hannah remembers a woman in the local IGA proclaiming to a friend, ‘Well, everyone knows the mum did it anyway – ridiculous that she’s still walking around town.’ At that point, Hannah made the decision to disengage with the entire situation. An alarming clarity overcame her, a certainty that she would never see Alice again, regardless of whether the girl was alive or dead. Once Hannah accepted that fact, she refused to think any further on the matter because it would not, could not, would never, could never, bring Alice back and so what was the point?

			Yet here Hannah is, seven years later, now thinking that the point is that Alice was never found, that they don’t know what happened. And the one person who might know what happened to Alice is dying.

			When Marnie dies, the answer to why Alice went missing might go with her. Hannah cares now, in a way that she hasn’t cared about anything in a long time, because the threat of there never being closure had not occurred to her. Now that it is a very real possibility, she feels that she’s in a race against the clock to close this chapter once and for all.

			‘Hannah?’

			The voice startles Hannah from her reverie. Someone is standing over her, she realises, and she tilts her head up.

			It’s always strange to see people from your younger years when they are grown, Hannah thinks. Of course, her former classmates don’t jar her with grey hairs and wrinkles – the change is not that dramatic. But she thinks that the subtle alterations are more disconcerting: a thinned-out face, cheekbones hollowed where puppy fat has melted away, the faintest trace of forehead lines, the pimples eradicated, the youthful outfits and school uniforms replaced with sensible slacks and button-up blouses.

			The woman’s name bubbles to the surface of Hannah’s mind: Siobhan. She has pale skin, black hair, blue eyes, and the lilting echoes of an Irish accent.

			‘Hannah, right?’ Siobhan says. ‘We went to high school together …?’

			Hannah musters a cordial expression and an awkward wave. ‘Hi – I mean, yeah, I’m Hannah, that’s me. It’s Siobhan …?’

			The woman brightens. ‘Yes! I knew it was you! I haven’t seen you around in years. You got into a uni in Melbourne, right?’ She has slipped into the booth opposite Hannah with a presumptuousness that both impresses and irritates her.

			‘Yeah, and I still live there. I’m just here … Jamie is having surgery, so I’m here to look after her.’

			‘Oh yeah, the hip surgery.’ Siobhan bobs her head. ‘Jamie was saying. Did it all go well? Sorry –’ she notes the confusion on Hannah’s face and laughs ‘– I’m not a weirdo stalker. I’m a hairdresser, and Jamie comes in to get her roots done and always gives me the latest. She’s always telling me about how you’re killing it in Melbourne.’ Siobhan puts a hand to her heart and sighs. ‘So jealous. I love Melbourne. The coffee is amazing, and it’s just, like, got a vibe, right? I wish I could live there, but … Ah, I mean, you know how it is. Either you get out straight away, or you wind up pregnant and married, and then you’re here for life.’ A wistful look crosses her face.

			‘You have a kid?’ Hannah asks. It doesn’t quite seem possible to her that someone their age could be responsible for a whole other life.

			‘Yup – two, actually.’ Siobhan is pulling out her phone, and Hannah has a momentary stab of fear that Siobhan is going to subject her to photos of said children and she will have to feign interest. But Siobhan simply clicks the side to check the time, then places it on the table. ‘Sorry, I have, like, so many clients this arvo – I have to make sure I’m back in time. I was just stopping for a quick coffee before heading back, and then I saw you and just … I don’t know, it was a blast from the past! I had to say hi. I mean, it’s just been so long. There’s loads of us still bumming around, the old high school gang.’

			Hannah recalls exchanging maybe three sentences with Siobhan in high school and wonders why she’s speaking like they all hung in a big group.

			‘Ah, I should grab your number, and we should all catch up! Go to the pub or something. I’m due a girls’ night out. You know how it is – or, I mean, actually, I guess … Jamie didn’t mention if you were married or had kids …’

			‘Nope.’ Hannah shakes her head. ‘Just me.’

			‘Aw, don’t worry!’ she assures Hannah. ‘Plenty of guys out there!’

			Hannah says, ‘Girls too,’ because she knows it’ll throw Siobhan.

			The woman wobbles in her stream of chatter, then recovers. ‘I mean, yeah, of course! Right, yeah, totally. Of course!’ There’s a faint pink flush across her cheekbones. ‘That’s – yeah. I mean, Jamie didn’t say you … Anyway. Why would she? Ah, god, never mind. Ignore me! And I –’ A wave of a hand, and she pulls her mobile back. ‘I mean, I should probably …’

			A thought occurs to Hannah. ‘Wait,’ she says, ‘this will probably sound weird but … do you – you don’t happen to know where Marnie Montgomery lives, do you?’

			Siobhan pauses as she’s starting to lift herself from the booth seat. Until now, her expression has been open, if a tad flustered towards the end. Now it shutters. ‘Marnie …?’

			‘You know.’ Hannah takes a breath and thinks, In for a penny. ‘Alice’s mum.’

			‘Right.’ There is a flatness to Siobhan’s tone. ‘Yeah, of course –’ a pause ‘– you wanted to see Marnie?’

			‘I heard the news. About her diagnosis. I thought – I mean … Well, Alice and I, we were best friends and all.’

			Siobhan’s eyebrows draw in ever so slightly. ‘You were?’

			It is Hannah’s turn to be caught off guard. ‘Well, yeah. We hung out all the time.’

			‘I knew that.’ Siobhan shrugs a shoulder. ‘Like, I knew you guys spent time together. But I guess I always just figured …’ She appears to search for the right words, then gives an odd laugh. ‘Look, I mean, I kinda thought you hated her to be honest.’

			Hannah’s mind goes blank. She opens her mouth, closes it. ‘I don’t – that’s not true.’ The words sound angry, defensive. ‘I … She was my best friend.’

			Siobhan holds up her hands. ‘Right, yeah, sorry. I guess – I don’t know. I got it wrong. Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.’

			Hannah didn’t realise she was upset, but she is, and it makes her more irritated. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She doesn’t want this line of conversation to progress. ‘So, you don’t know where Marnie lives then.’

			Siobhan screws her nose and mouth up like she is thinking it over. ‘She is a client,’ she says finally. ‘Gets her hair done every two months. So, I – well, I keep up with her.’

			Hannah waits.

			‘Look, it’s just … why do you want to speak to her?’ Siobhan meets her gaze. ‘She’s not doing that well, obviously. And she doesn’t like people coming around. She really copped it, you know, back when it all happened. People were horrible to her. It ruined her life.’

			Hannah raises an eyebrow. ‘Because she was horrible to her daughter.’

			‘Allegedly,’ Siobhan parries.

			Hannah snorts. ‘You might not think Alice and I were close, but I went to her house. I saw what Marnie was like. She was a terrible mum, and she was awful to Alice.’

			Siobhan deflates slightly. ‘Okay, I mean, she – she made mistakes. But she didn’t – she never hurt Alice, and she never did any of those things that people said. And obviously she didn’t have anything to do with Alice’s death.’ Siobhan is getting fired up. ‘If you just want to go around there to stir things up and make things hard for her, I won’t stand for it, okay? I won’t help you do that to her.’

			‘How,’ Hannah says, ‘do you know Alice is dead?’

			‘What?’ Siobhan looks confused.

			‘You said, “Alice’s death”. It was never confirmed she died.’

			‘Well yeah, but … you know. She was … Things weren’t going too well for her, everyone said, and most of us just assumed …’ Siobhan is moving her eyebrows like she is trying to convey something without outright saying it. Hannah keeps her face blank and does not help. ‘Well. It’s just pretty obvious, isn’t it?’

			‘Is it?’ Hannah pushes back.

			There is a standoff.

			Hannah decides, in the interests of moving things forward, to relent. ‘I haven’t come here to stir things up,’ she says, and she pitches her voice perfectly, calm and soft, contrite and earnest. ‘I’m here to help Jamie, but it’s just – I haven’t been back in a while, and I might not be back again in another while, and when I heard that Marnie was sick, I figured it would be my last chance to reconnect with her. I’m not going to go there accusing her of anything, but I wouldn’t mind … talking to someone about Alice. Remembering her.’ Hannah gives what she hopes comes across as a self-deprecating laugh. ‘I guess I’m just having my own little blast-from-the-past moment.’

			The speech seems to have placated Siobhan. Hannah is pleased but not surprised. She is an expert, after all.

			‘I genuinely didn’t realise how close you and Alice were,’ Siobhan says. ‘I guess it makes sense then you want to see her mum. Not many people talk to Marnie about Alice, you know? Not nicely, anyway. I think – yeah, I think if you wanted to go and share nice memories with her, that actually would be good for Marnie.’ Siobhan is brightening as she warms to the idea. ‘God, yeah, I think it would make her entire year to do that. She’d be so happy. Listen –’ a click of her fingers ‘– listen, I have to get back to work, but why don’t I pick you up tomorrow and take you to see Marnie, we can have morning tea with her, and you two can catch up?’

			Hannah would rather go alone, but she has a feeling that Siobhan is appointing herself Marnie’s protector and Hannah’s chaperone. It isn’t how Hannah wants to do things, but she smiles at Siobhan anyway and figures it is a means to an end. ‘Sure, sounds great.’

			‘Awesome!’ The woman edges from the booth. ‘You’re staying with your mum, yeah?’

			When Hannah confirms she is, Siobhan trills that she’ll see Hannah the next day at 10 a.m. and then leaves the cafe. Hannah drums her fingers on the table, the half-drunk coffee on one side, uneaten toast on the other.

			Look, I mean, I kinda thought you hated her to be honest.

			Hannah leaves the cafe and drives straight home.

			***

			She is flicking through the pages, her eyes scanning, and phrases are jumping out.

			– soooo annoying sometimes, like I just wish she would shut up –

			– has been getting on my nerves sooo much –

			– god she’s such a wimp –

			– god she’s such a –

			– god –

			Hannah is shaking, her heart thundering, because no, they were best friends, they were best friends. And then she reads:

			The best day today. I mean, it was school which was bleugh and boring as hell, but Alice and I were so giggly. Like were we on drugs, did they spike the water fountain lol. It started in science with one of those weird questions where they just like say random stuff and then you have to calculate the science stuff but it used a fishwife. And I was like, what’s a fishwife?? And then I started telling Alice I was picturing like a fish in girl’s clothes and she was laughing so much because obvi that’s not what it is. Mrs O’Connor separated us because we were being so stupid and then at the end of the lesson Alice had written this story about ‘Bob the fishwife’ and it was soo funny, I couldn’t stop laughing. Alice is such a good writer, it’s actually crazy. Then we had phys ed last period which normally I HATE because sport SUCKS and also the girls are bitches and they always choose me and Alice last for teams. But we were doing hurdles and normally I’m ok at that because I’m a good runner but I sucked SO BAD. I was running and I jump the first and BAM the first goes down – then run, run, jump – BAM! The second goes down. And I’m like, this sucks, but then I see Alice on the sidelines running next to me and laughing, but a good laugh, not laughing at me. I’m laughing too, I knock over the next and just stop, because it’s so stupid. Alice runs ahead and just like kicks the other two over, yells, I’ve got you! I’ll get the rest! Even Ms Watson wasn’t mad. Anyway, then after school me and Alice bought LOADS of bad food and sat on the beach just talking for ages and I was telling her she should be a writer because her brain is so good with coming up with stuff and she’s so good at writing and funny. I think Alice was blushing but I think more people should tell her how good she is at stuff because then maybe she wouldn’t be so shy.

			The words are blurring in Hannah’s vision. Her face is wet and her body shaking, and she is crying, crying in great heaves, and she is thinking, See?! See?! See?!

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			The next morning Hannah sits on the porch steps to await Siobhan’s arrival. It’s early enough that the magpies are still garbling and warbling, and the chitter and hum of the other bush birds is incessant. She figures being outside decreases the likelihood of Siobhan inviting herself in, asking for a coffee, prolonging their time together. Already the idea of spending the morning with Siobhan and Marnie has set Hannah’s teeth on edge.

			But now Ginger has emerged from her house, and Hannah, with a sigh, bids a forlorn goodbye to whatever plans she had for a brief interlude of peace before the day ahead. Hannah can hear the woman’s footfall as she crosses her yard. She smells the cigarette smoke before Ginger speaks. ‘Mornin’.’

			Hannah turns her head as Ginger leans against the dividing fence, surrounded by tendrils of smoke. Even at this hour, her face is slick with makeup, and Hannah can see flecks of red lipstick on her teeth when she bares them in an approximation of a smile.

			‘Morning, Ginger.’ Hannah waves.

			‘Busy yesterday?’

			Hannah wonders if someone saw her wandering down Alice’s old street and sent a message around the gossip network, its whispers rustling like wind through the town. She tenses and eyes Ginger guardedly. ‘Just been checking out the old haunts,’ she says, keeping her tone noncommittal.

			‘I assumed you were busy.’ The woman doesn’t seem to register what Hannah has said; she’s more intent on getting her message out. ‘I stopped by yesterday midmorning. You know, figured we’d go together to see your mum. That you’d drive. But, of course, you weren’t home.’

			Hannah sucks in a breath. ‘Ah.’

			‘I caught an Uber instead,’ Ginger carries on. ‘Thought maybe you’d have just gone earlier and that you’d already be there. But I guess –’ a beat ‘– you were busy.’

			‘I didn’t know we were expected there yesterday,’ Hannah says.

			‘The surgery was only the day before.’

			‘Right. And I just assumed she’d be … sitting around in bed or something. Maybe sleeping. Recovering.’

			Hannah is thinking of the few times her mother was under the weather when she was growing up – brushing off any offers of assistance, always insisting, I’m fine, no fuss, not to worry. Hannah is thinking, also, of the times she was sick, peering at her mother from bundled blankets on the couch as Jamie placed a cordless phone next to her and said, I’m so sorry, love, I have to go to work, but you call me if anything happens, okay? In her imaginings, she thinks of herself as a child, tiny and fragile, but she knows this isn’t the truth – the times Jamie left her to work through an illness by herself were when Hannah was a teen, post-Aunty Faye, after she’d moved back home. But all the same, she learned the lesson: in their family, you just got on with things and didn’t coddle sick people.

			‘She was sleeping for some of the visit,’ Ginger says, ‘but she was awake too. She was real appreciative of the company. People in hospital usually are. Usually they like when people who care come round to sit with them and help pass the time, help them feel less lonely.’

			A car has turned into the street, an SUV that screams suburban mum. It must be Siobhan’s. Hannah needs the conversation with Ginger to end, needs the other woman to take her judgemental gaze and pin-prick words and go back inside. She fights the urge to explain to Ginger that she and Jamie have a certain dynamic and it’s theirs and it works. They’re independent; they don’t need people fussing over them. She wants to ask Ginger if Jamie even commented on her absence, because she is ninety per cent sure her mum wouldn’t have. But she holds her tongue, because there’s still that ten per cent, and she doesn’t want to take the risk.

			‘Are you going to visit your mum today?’ Ginger pushes.

			Hannah looks at the SUV. It is slowing as it approaches.

			Ginger notes her gaze. She grinds the still-glowing tip of her cigarette into the white paint of the fence. ‘Right,’ she says, ‘guess not.’

			‘I didn’t think we’d be hanging out at the hospital with her. She didn’t mention that.’

			Ginger purses her lips, the fine lines deepening with the motion. ‘Some things don’t need to be said.’

			Hearing the car door spring open, Hannah stands up.

			‘You do at least remember that she’s coming home tomorrow, right, and you have to pick her up at 10 a.m.?’

			Hannah tries a withering glare on for size. ‘Yes,’ she hisses, ‘obviously.’

			She had actually thought it was three o’clock in the afternoon. Ginger doesn’t need to know that.

			‘Hannah!’ Siobhan is heading up the front path, waving a hand. She notices Ginger and directs the wave at her. ‘Ginger! Hello!’

			‘Siobhan.’ Ginger greets her in a voice significantly more pleasant than she had been using moments prior with Hannah. ‘You hanging out with Hannah here today?’

			‘Oh, yes.’ Siobhan beams. ‘We’re just going to –’

			‘It’s going to be a nice day,’ Hannah cuts over her loudly, ‘to hang out. A nice day of hanging out. Very nice.’

			Siobhan looks confused, and Hannah uses the moment to herd her back towards the car. ‘We better get going then. Thanks for the chat, Ginger!’

			‘I’ll see you tomorrow then …?’ Ginger says pointedly.

			Hannah and Siobhan are out of the gate. Hannah tosses a look back at Ginger. ‘Sure. I’ll be leaving early, though.’

			‘Don’t worry.’ Ginger leans against the fence. ‘I’ll be up and ready to go.’

			‘Nice to see you, Ginger!’ Siobhan trills, apparently oblivious to whatever tension hangs in the air.

			She and Hannah clamber into the SUV. There are two car seats in the back and a layer of toys strewn across the floor, with fast-food wrappers jammed into crevices and coffee cups languishing in the front passenger footwell.

			‘Don’t mind the mess,’ Siobhan says, ‘it’s that mum life.’ A roll of her eyes, and she starts the car. ‘Ah, but that was nice to see Ginger. She’s such a lovely lady. God, growing up I thought she was so glamorous. So lovely, especially now she’s off the drink.’

			‘An absolute peach.’ Hannah shuffles her feet to clear a space for her shoes.

			***

			They drive through town on the thin roads where the speed limits are taken as a suggestion and half concealed by eucalyptus trees. Every so often, the blue bay winks through the bush.

			Hannah stews, just a little. Jamie never mentioned she wanted Hannah visiting every day she was in hospital, and to Hannah that was normal. Well, their normal anyway. Mutinously, Hannah thinks, What exactly were they supposed to do on visits anyway? Sit in awkward silence, with Ginger and the weight of her judgement as the audience …? The fragmented relationship between Hannah and Jamie works only without the scrutiny of others, who bring with them far too many preconceived notions of what a family should be and how they should act – as if there’s a right way to be with family, as if any family out there is truly without some level of dysfunction.

			Siobhan has brought along a plate of home-baked oat and raisin biscuits – because of course she has, Hannah thinks – and two takeaway coffees, one for her and one for Marnie, but nothing for Hannah because she ‘isn’t sure how you take your coffee’. Hannah can’t tell if this is a slight but decides to take it as such, because there’s something about Siobhan that rankles.

			They park in the driveway of Marnie’s new place. The woman has downsized and relocated to the outer edges of town, into a weathered house with chipped paint and draughty-looking windows.

			Siobhan leads the way to the front door and presses the bell. ‘Now remember –’ she spins to face Hannah ‘– you promised that this would be a nice visit. She’s been through a lot, and she’s awfully ill, and I’m doing you a favour.’

			Hannah holds up her hands. ‘I come in peace.’

			The joking edge of her voice does nothing to placate Siobhan, who frowns and appears to be regretting her decision, when the door swings open.

			‘Shrunken’ is the word that springs to Hannah’s mind upon seeing Marnie Montgomery for the first time in years. Marnie’s shoulders are hunched near her ears, and her body is frail and failing, all sharp angles and edges of jutting bones where there used to be the curve of a breast or the bulge of her potbelly. Her sagging skin clings loosely to her bone structure, and her once lovely green eyes are sunken deep in their sockets. Her hair is gone, her skull wrapped in a yellow scarf that does nothing but bring out her sallow skin tone.

			But as the shock fades, as Hannah stares, she can trace the shadows of the old Marnie and the ghost of Alice in the set of the mouth and the haunted nature of those eyes.

			‘Hey-hey.’ Siobhan lifts the plate of biscuits and the cardboard coffee tray. ‘Morning, Marnie! I come bearing gifts and –’ she inches to one side and gestures to Hannah ‘– guests! You remember Hannah Shean, right?’

			Marnie’s face is blank.

			‘She was Alice’s best friend,’ Siobhan ploughs on.

			At ‘Alice’, Marnie’s body seems to tremble from the tips of her toes to the top of her head, and she takes a few rapid breaths from her slightly parted lips. Then it’s over. Her face is even more guarded than before, but there is recognition now. ‘Hannah.’ There’s that husky voice, that deep tone Alice shared, always startling from these cherubic blonde women. ‘Yeah, I remember you.’

			‘Hi, Marnie.’ Hannah keeps her voice neutral. ‘Long time no see.’

			‘Yeah,’ Marnie says slowly, ‘fucken oath it is.’

			There’s a drawn-out moment in which their eyes meet. Hannah holds herself still, and inside she has reined in all emotion into a tight ball that settles itself somewhere inside her chest cavity. She realises she didn’t truly know how it would feel to face Marnie, with everything that would come flooding back and how it would inspire in her a desperate desire to scream, cry or lie down – or all three.

			Siobhan, in that bustling way of hers, ushers them all inside. As she follows, Hannah traces the rigid lines in Marnie’s stance and can tell the woman is holding it as tightly together as she is. But is her tension caused by the shock from the onslaught of memories? Or is hers born from a terror that someone is going to confront her and that this time she might crack? Is she revisiting her story and prodding for holes – making sure, after all this time, it still holds up? Or is her mind a jumble of fragmented past moments blending and crashing together? Is each step compounded with the sense of moving through time – past, present, past, present – like it is for Hannah, or is she walking the walk of the condemned?

			‘– didn’t know what kind of coffee she drinks,’ Siobhan is chittering on, ‘so I was thinking I’ll whip one up for her in the kitchen, if that’s all right?’

			They have moved into the lounge. It is depressingly sparse: two beige pleather couches, off-white walls, chipped paint, a plain wooden coffee table, an old boxy television in one corner perched on a cheap-looking white polyvinyl entertainment unit. There are no bookcases, no shelves with pictures of Alice staring out, nothing hanging on the walls. Hannah has the sense of standing in a room put together by someone who knows that they do not have long to live and has, ultimately, given up.

			She sits on one beige couch; Marnie sits opposite her. Siobhan places the biscuits on the table between them. Her energy is incongruously upbeat, a surge of pleasant chatter, and it creates an unsettling atmosphere that can’t decide whether this is a friendly chat or a confrontation.

			‘So, how do you take your coffee, Hannah?’ Siobhan asks.

			Hannah takes a moment to remember how to speak. ‘Just black,’ she gets out. This isn’t true, but she can’t for the life of her remember how she drinks her coffee.

			‘Ah, easy-as!’ Siobhan leaves the room, but whatever hopes Hannah had of using her absence to talk to Marnie are dashed when she realises the kitchen is right next to the lounge. Siobhan maintains her continuous prattle and is clearly keeping a keen ear out. ‘… getting my coffee yesterday,’ she’s saying, ‘and that’s when I spotted Hannah sitting by herself in a booth. Turns out she’s here in town to look after her mum after her hip surgery. Isn’t that right, Han?’

			‘Yeah.’ Hannah hadn’t realised that she and Siobhan had progressed to nicknames.

			‘I just think that’s so lovely of you. Isn’t it so good of her, Marnie?’ Hannah hears Siobhan clatter a mug onto the countertop.

			‘Real nice.’ Marnie sounds sarcastic. ‘Regular Mona Lisa right here.’

			It takes a beat. ‘Mother Teresa,’ Hannah corrects.

			‘What?’ Marnie frowns.

			‘Mother Teresa. The Mona Lisa is a painting.’

			Siobhan steps into the archway between the kitchen and the lounge to stare.

			Marnie has flushed, ever so slightly, high on those sagging cheekbones. ‘Well –’ her voice is rough with embarrassment ‘– fuck me and my shitty education I guess, right?’

			There is an awkward pause.

			Siobhan feigns a cough. ‘Anyway,’ she says, clearing her throat, ‘I got chatting with Han here, and she mentioned she’s probably not going to be back again for a while, and we started talking about Alice, and Han … She was Alice’s best friend, did I mention that already? I think I might’ve … Anyway, I just thought how lovely it would be to get you together to share some nice memories of Alice. You know, the two people who loved and knew her best and all that.’

			Marnie snorts and reaches for her coffee, and Hannah notes the tiniest of shakes along her hand as she picks it up. There’s a click from the kitchen, the boiled kettle switching off, and Siobhan reappears.

			‘You came here to talk about Alice, did you?’ Marnie asks, sipping her coffee.

			‘Not talk about her,’ says Siobhan, re-emerging into the archway in a flurry, ‘not like that. Share memories of her.’ She seems very keen to emphasise that her intentions in bringing Hannah around are entirely pure and wholesome.

			Marnie’s face is a picture of scepticism. ‘Your idea, was it?’ she directs at Hannah.

			‘Siobhan’s, actually,’ Hannah says, and Siobhan preens and then ducks back to finally finish making Hannah’s coffee. ‘But I was the one who mentioned wanting to talk to you.’

			‘Hmm. Funny timing. Been seven years you coulda swung round to talk to me. Was it the cancer? Just wanted to wait until I was dying to get your shots in …?’

			‘Marnie.’ Siobhan brings Hannah’s coffee into the room and places it in front of Hannah on the table. ‘Don’t be like that. Han isn’t like the others.’ She sits next to Marnie, as if marking where her allegiances lie.

			Hannah feels like she’s the one being interrogated.

			‘You don’t think I killed her then?’ Marnie says.

			Siobhan sucks in a sharp breath.

			Hannah keeps her face neutral. ‘I didn’t say that.’

			‘Hannah!’ Siobhan expels on an exhale, and Hannah notes that the woman has moved back into full-name territory, which didn’t take that long.

			But Marnie just chortles as she tugs the clingwrap from the plate of biscuits. ‘I don’t remember you having a backbone. Don’t remember you saying much at all, really. You just used to sit there all silent, taking everything in. Always felt like you were being, I dunno, judgey. You used to creep me out.’

			‘Mostly I was just too terrified of you to talk.’

			Siobhan looks appalled.

			Inclining her head to concede the point, Marnie settles back into the couch with a biscuit in one hand. ‘Fair enough. I was pretty fucked up back then. I’m surprised Alice even brought people around to be honest.’

			‘I insisted. I made her bring me round. I didn’t really like being at my house.’

			‘And she didn’t really like being at mine.’ Marnie takes a bite of her biscuit, chews, speaks through the mouthful. ‘Christ, where did you two used to go together then?’

			‘The beach, usually.’ Hannah pauses. She looks at Marnie, and an emotion bubbles to the surface, one she can’t quite pinpoint. Is it pity for Marnie, or a strange kind of kinship born of the Alice-sized hole in both of their lives? The emotion feels like a betrayal of her mission, out of sync with the anger she should feel. She tries to push it to one side. Still – she can’t help but add, ‘Alice liked the beach.’

			Siobhan has been watching the exchange on tenterhooks, clearly poised to intervene should Hannah misspeak, but now she looks delighted at Hannah’s mention of something Alice liked. ‘Did she? I didn’t know that! Did you know Alice liked the beach, Marnie?’

			‘No,’ Marnie answers bluntly. ‘I didn’t.’

			Siobhan deflates.

			‘She didn’t really tell me what she was into, much,’ the older woman says, and there’s an edge of regret in there, of genuine remorse, that surprises Hannah.

			‘We were teenagers,’ she finds herself saying. ‘I didn’t tell Jamie what I was into either. It’s all about secrets when you’re a teenager, especially ones you keep from your parents.’

			A darkness clouds Marnie’s eyes. ‘Oh, yeah. I know all about that.’

			Hannah’s heartbeat quickens. She wants to press the point, feels there’s something lurking behind Marnie’s words. What secret was Alice keeping from Marnie, or what secret does Marnie think she was keeping?

			But Siobhan, perhaps sensing the dark turn, leaps in. ‘So how did you and Alice become besties, Hannah? I remember you started at school later than us. In year 10, right?’

			Breathing out of her nose, Hannah wishes Siobhan wasn’t there but reluctantly allows the conversation to be redirected. Patience, she thinks. ‘Yeah.’ She sips the black coffee – it’s awful, and she remembers why her regular order is an oat milk latte. ‘Midway through year 10. Uh, Alice and I, we got paired up for a science experiment. The teacher made us sit together because we were the only ones alone. We got talking and just … hit it off, I guess.’

			Hannah thinks back to that day, recalling the resentment she felt when Mrs O’Connor ordered her to shift from a back-row bench – where she’d mostly been doodling in her notebook – and move alongside Alice. Meek, quiet Alice who hid behind her blonde hair and didn’t meet Hannah’s eyes when she slid into the seat, only mumbling a quiet hello. Hannah felt frustrated because Alice was slow and crap at maths, and that meant Hannah would probably end up doing all the work for the science experiment.

			Hannah is trying not to linger on her teenage angst and the ferocity with which she once judged the world. She remembers Alice catching her off guard with her competency. She remembers commenting that Alice was actually good at science, and Alice replying, ‘I’m okay with most subjects – just can’t be bothered most of the time.’ And that sparked Hannah’s interest. ‘Like,’ Alice continued, ‘school sucks, but learning is fun. Or, like, I think so.’ Hannah, nodding, thought Alice was surprisingly quite wise.

			At the time, Hannah was inflated with a sense of superiority, thinking that she alone knew how things worked. That she was wiser than her classmates because they lived in happy little bubbles of oblivion, while Hannah’s bubble had popped long ago, her skin ripped and shredded raw with the sharpness of life. She felt, watching Alice drop chemicals into a test tube, that maybe she’d found someone on her level.

			‘Alice always seemed older than she was,’ Hannah says finally. ‘I think that’s why we hit it off.’ She pauses. ‘We’d both seen some stuff, so we related to each other.’

			Siobhan stiffens, shoots a glance at Marnie and looks poised to admonish Hannah. But Marnie nods.

			Hannah finds herself talking again, something warming in her chest as she lets the words flow. She hasn’t spoken about Alice in so long, has kept her tightly wrapped inside, but doesn’t Alice deserve to be talked about? Doesn’t she deserve to have more to her story than her disappearance?

			‘She told really good stories,’ Hannah says. ‘They were always ridiculous in some way, completely weird and random. I almost think Alice would’ve made movies. Could’ve made them. She would’ve been really good at that.’

			Marnie appears perfectly still save for the tremor in her hand that clutches her coffee. ‘Yeah.’ Her voice is hoarser than before. ‘Shit, yeah. She’d have been aces at that. A filmmaker or a writer, I reckon. She used to tell me stories, sometimes when I –’ Marnie falters ‘– when I was off my head, seeing shit and freaking out. She’d come in, she would, and she’d sit with me and tell me stories, and they would take my mind off whatever was happening.’

			A pause.

			‘She was only thirteen the first time she did that.’ Marnie’s eyes are wet. ‘Thirteen years old, telling me stories because I kept saying the shadows were going to kill me.’

			She draws a breath, big and shuddering, and Siobhan looks pale, seemingly unable to decide if this is going the way it should. ‘Marnie –’

			Hannah cuts in. ‘Do you remember her singing?’

			As Marnie nods, the first tear spills down her cheek. ‘She was so good.’

			‘I think I liked it best when she didn’t even realise she was singing.’ Hannah looks to the brown liquid in the coffee cup, notes a shake in her own voice. ‘When she’d just be doing something and singing along to herself.’

			Marnie closes her eyes. ‘Christ knows where she got that voice from. I can’t sing for shit – neither could Doug.’

			Hannah’s ears perk up. Alice mentioned her dad only a few times during their friendship, an arrangement that suited Hannah nicely because she mentioned her dad only once, and it was to tell Alice never, ever to talk or ask about him. Alice said that her dad hated her, never wanted to be a dad, and had left when she was young and never tried to make contact since – a fact that made her reaching out to him in those last days before she vanished all the more confusing. Hannah had wondered, back then, What could have been happening to drive Alice towards Doug? She concedes now, though, that she doesn’t recall Alice explicitly expressing anger or sadness towards Doug in response to his abandonment. But then, all Hannah really remembers is bitterly thinking back then, At least your dad is still alive.

			I’m not the bad guy, Hannah reminds herself. The bad guy is sitting across from her, sniffling, swiping at her nose.

			‘I’m sure I told her that I liked her singing,’ Marnie says, and the words are quiet, spoken to herself. ‘I know I did. I must’ve done. I woulda done. I would, I would.’

			Hannah sits forward. She can see the vulnerability in the woman’s face, the new openness. The connection she’s made is solid. Now is her chance to ask, What happened to Alice?

			‘Marnie –’

			‘Okay.’ It is Siobhan’s turn to interrupt, and she does so with a clap of her hands that startles Hannah and makes Marnie jolt. ‘Okay, I think that’s enough for today. I think this might be getting too upsetting. Marnie gets tired easily these days, don’t you?’

			Marnie looks at the half-eaten biscuit in her hand as if she’s forgotten she is still holding it. She gingerly discards it on the armrest, then rubs roughly at her eyes, cheeks, nose. ‘Yeah,’ she mutters.

			‘Time to call it in that case.’ Siobhan nods decisively and looks to Hannah. ‘Short and sweet, I know, but at least you guys got to share some lovely memories, right?’

			The mood is low, no one has finished their coffee, Marnie is still snuffling, and Hannah is a tangle of a tight throat, burning eyes and intense frustration. Siobhan smiles brightly like everything has gone quite splendidly, or like if she smiles big enough, wide enough, she can convince herself and everyone else that it did.

			Marnie’s gaze is rooted to the floor. Hannah senses a wall has come up, and she concedes defeat. There is a rush of disappointment, and with it comes an overwhelming desire to leap across the table, grab Marnie by those bony shoulders, shake her and shout, What did you do, what did you do, what did you do? until something breaks – whether it be Marnie’s bones or her resolve, Hannah doesn’t care.

			She breathes in – one, two, three – out – one, two, three. Puts her terrible coffee on the table, nods and stands. ‘Right,’ she answers Siobhan finally. ‘Some great memories.’

			Marnie rises when Siobhan does, though her gaze does not. ‘I’ll walk youse out.’ She reaches half-heartedly for the plate of biscuits.

			Siobhan waves her hand away. ‘Ah, keep it! I know how you love them!’

			Hannah tries not to look pointedly at the half-eaten one now forgotten on the chair; Siobhan, meanwhile, promises to come by in a few days to collect the plate.

			They move as a group to the door and then out the front. Siobhan turns to envelop Marnie in a hug.

			Hannah is surprised to see Marnie cling to Siobhan, hold her close, before Siobhan is finally released and backs up, fishing in her bag. ‘Thanks for having us, Marnie,’ she trills, drawing her keys out, then casting her eyes back down into the bag as her hand dives in again. ‘It really was – it was … Oh, my phone. I can’t seem to find …’ She withdraws her hand, looking confused.

			‘Maybe you left it inside …?’ Marnie suggests. ‘In the kitchen …?’

			Siobhan frowns. ‘I don’t remember taking it out in there.’ She looks back through the doorway. ‘Ah … look, one sec, I’ll check …’ She vanishes inside.

			Marnie is suddenly right in front of Hannah. Her bony fingers are digging into Hannah’s arm in a move that sends her reeling back to being sixteen, to the smell of whisky and the sight of blown pupils. ‘Come back on Saturday, lunchtime,’ Marnie says, her voice low. ‘I know you didn’t come here to swap bullshit stories. You come back Saturday, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.’

			Then she is stepping back, like nothing happened, and pulling a familiar-looking phone from her pocket, turning as Siobhan re-emerges.

			‘I couldn’t find it – oh!’ Siobhan zeroes in on the phone in Marnie’s hand.

			‘On the ground, right next to the door.’ The lie is so effortless that Hannah is almost impressed. ‘Must’ve slipped out.’

			Siobhan hesitates before taking the phone. ‘Weird. I wonder how –’

			‘Who knows.’ Marnie is dismissive. ‘I’m always dropping shit. Anyway, thanks for coming round.’

			‘Right, yes.’ Siobhan shakes off her confusion, though some bemusement lingers. She offers Marnie an arm-squeeze. ‘You take it easy for the rest of the day now!’ Then she says, ‘Shall we?’ to Hannah as she ushers her to the SUV.

			Hannah allows herself one quick glance at Marnie, then climbs into the passenger seat.

			The moment the doors are shut, Siobhan gives a happy-sounding sigh. ‘Well, that went well!’ she enthuses, and she thrusts her phone at Hannah. ‘Here – I forgot last time – plug your number in. I’ve been chatting to the girls, and we are pumped for that girls’ night! This Saturday maybe …?’

			‘Oh, uh …’ Hannah fumbles with the phone and blinks at the screen.

			‘You know, I appreciate you coming today. Most of the time when I visit it’s just me and her, and it can get awkward, you know?’

			Hannah, with Siobhan watching her, begins typing in her number. ‘Why do you visit her?’

			Siobhan shrugs and squints past Hannah at the house. Hannah looks too. Marnie has vanished inside, the door closed.

			‘I don’t know,’ Siobhan says finally. ‘She came to get her hair done about a year ago. Well, not done exactly – she said she wanted it all shaved off. She told me she’d been doing it herself but kept cutting the skin and was sick of bleeding. I asked her if she was sure she wanted it all shaved off – this was before her diagnosis, so there wasn’t any need. I told her I could style it, maybe, instead.’ Siobhan pauses. ‘She wasn’t into that idea, said shaving was easier and who cares what she looks like? She was just … really angry, I guess. Every word she spoke was like she was expecting a fight. I was actually annoyed – customers like that are a pain. But then I realised who she was, and I started thinking if my daughter died and everyone blamed me I’d probably be super defensive too. I just decided to be really nice, because I thought maybe she needed that. She didn’t seem like she appreciated it. But then the next day, she came in with a coffee for me and just said thanks, didn’t specify what for. But I knew. It wasn’t for the haircut – it was for the conversation.’

			Hannah has finished typing in her number and adding her name.

			Siobhan takes the phone back. ‘Marnie kept coming in, I kept talking to her, and it made her feel good and me feel good to be helping. She invited me for coffee one day, and I couldn’t think of an excuse not to. I saw her house – did you notice she just has … nothing? It’s so empty. I felt awful for her. Kept coming around after that.’ Siobhan inserts her car key. ‘People die from loneliness, you know.’

			Hannah studies her. ‘What if she did kill Alice?’

			Siobhan gnaws her lower lip for a moment, then lifts a shoulder and looks to Hannah. ‘Then she has to live with that every day,’ she says, ‘and that’s a punishment in and of itself.’

			This is, in Hannah’s opinion, the first thing of substance Siobhan has said so far. As the woman moves on to topics of little consequence, Hannah turns her words over in her mind.

			Siobhan drops her home, and she manages to slink inside undetected by Ginger’s radar. She sits on the couch, puts on a reality show that requires the bare minimum of concentration and then – watching a screen that she’s barely registering – she thinks, Is a lifetime of living with guilt really enough punishment?

			She shuts her eyes against the bright colours of the television. Thinks of a beach, of a familiar face, of rage hot enough to turn her skin red, and of pain – a pain in her chest, her heart. And she doesn’t know if it’s ever gone away.

			Hannah opens her eyes and answers her own question. Maybe it is. 

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			The next day, Ginger hangs around for three hours after they have picked up Jamie and settled her at home. Jamie takes over the couch, and Ginger plonks herself in one of the rattan chairs. The women chitchat in the way that old friends do, a never-ending, overlapping conversation that doesn’t pause for the drawing of breath. It only halts when Jamie puts on Netflix and lines up a few episodes of Bridgerton, which, she tells Hannah, is her and Ginger’s ‘show’. She invites Hannah to join them in their watch party, but the thought of sitting with them and watching intense sex scenes makes Hannah want to curl up and die, so she declines the offer.

			When two episodes pass and lunchtime rolls around, Ginger finally excuses herself. As the door shuts behind her, Hannah feels free to re-enter the lounge. Jamie looks tired, Hannah notes, the lines around her eyes more pronounced, deeply entrenched in her skin. There’s a tension to her body that speaks to the residual pain of the surgery.

			But she smiles up at Hannah. ‘Not a fan of Bridgerton then?’

			Not a fan of Ginger, Hannah thinks. ‘Not really,’ is what she tells her.

			She makes her way to the rattan chair Ginger had occupied. George is on the armrest now, and as Hannah settles herself down, she scratches his ears, slipping her fingers into the velvet-soft black fur.

			‘Normally I wouldn’t be one to go for that type of show,’ says Jamie.

			Hannah feels oddly impatient with the conversation, with the banality of Jamie prattling on about television shows.

			‘But Ginger’s got me hooked. Something about all those costumes and the drama –’

			‘How come you didn’t tell me Marnie Montgomery is dying of cancer?’

			Jamie looks taken aback. ‘Oh.’ She seems genuinely confused. ‘I mean, I guess I didn’t think you’d be interested …? I didn’t think you were a fan of all the small-town gossip.’

			‘But she was Alice’s mum,’ Hannah presses. ‘Why wouldn’t you think I’d want to know about Alice’s mum dying?’

			Jamie softens. ‘Well, you don’t really like to talk about Alice, love, so I didn’t think I should mention it. Whenever I’ve brought her up, you’ve shut down. I didn’t want to push it.’

			‘So you decided to keep stuff from me instead?’

			The softness is giving way to impatience. ‘I didn’t “keep” anything from you, Hannah. I just told you – you don’t like to talk about Alice, so I figured you wouldn’t want to know about Marnie. Clearly I was wrong … I’m sorry. Next time I’ll keep you in the loop.’

			‘There won’t be a next time, will there.’ Hannah still feels combative and churlish, the apology insufficient in the face of what she feels is her justified annoyance. ‘Because Marnie is going to die soon, and then that’s that.’

			Puffing out a breath, Jamie raises her eyebrows. ‘What do you want me to say, love?’

			‘Nothing.’ Hannah stops patting George. ‘It’s fine. Never mind.’

			A silence falls.

			‘Do you want to talk about Marnie and Alice?’ Jamie says finally. ‘Is that why you mentioned it? I’m always here if you want to talk about it, love, you know that.’

			‘No, I don’t want to talk about it. There’s nothing to talk about.’

			Nothing – except Marnie and tears in her eyes and I’m sure I told her I liked her singing and Marnie’s fingers in her arm and Come back Saturday, I’ll tell you what you want to know, and I kinda thought you hated her, and Alice, always Alice, Alice, Alice and –

			Hannah sucks in a breath, and pulls hard and fast away from the spiral of memories. She looks to the mantelpiece as a distraction. It’s adorned with photos, and ceramic figurines of starfish and of women in bikinis and of one truly terribly made sunhat.

			The photo at the centre is of Hannah’s parents on their wedding day, and Jamie has made the questionable choice to use a frame from the local boutique, with off-centre shells glued along the bottom and poorly painted waves across the top. In the photo, the cake is three tiered in front of them, Jamie’s hair is a voluminous blow-out travesty and Hannah’s dad’s curly mane is giving her a run for her money, and they’re both heads-thrown-back laughing.

			‘Oh, I love that photo,’ Jamie says with a fond expression. ‘One of my favourites from that day. Did I ever tell you how nervous I was? I was so sure there’d be sweat stains on my dress in all the photos.’

			Hannah’s mouth is dry. It’s hard to swallow. This is not the kind of distraction she intended. Across the house, the garage seems to pulse with a beat that she can feel in the back of her head, a thump, thump, thump, and Hannah feels like if she turns around the door will be right there, looming over her.

			Jamie is still talking. ‘Right before I had to walk down the aisle, I said to my dad I was going to faint. I said there was no way I’d be able to do it without passing out from the nerves. He pulled out this flask from his jacket and told me to take a big swig.’ She snorts. ‘I’d had maybe three glasses of sweet wine in my life, and he was giving me whisky –’

			Hannah stands up. ‘I’m just going to get some water,’ she says and braces herself as she turns, truly thinking she will see that garage door. The relief at the room being unchanged is palpable.

			Jamie sighs. ‘Oh, love.’ Her voice is sad.

			As Hannah walks out of the lounge, she feels a flash of anger, stops and turns back. ‘What?’ she challenges. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

			Jamie’s expression is part sadness, part frustration. ‘I just wish you’d let me share these memories. I wish you’d let me talk about it. About him.’

			Hannah curls her hands into fists. ‘He was a liar,’ she says, then, ‘And that ceramic sunhat looks stupid.’

			She leaves out the back door. In the yard she sucks in lungful after lungful of fresh, fresh air.

			***

			Jamie doesn’t mention Hannah’s dad again, neither of them mention Marnie or Alice, the sunhat figurine has mysteriously vanished from the mantel the next time Hannah passes by, and the almost-fight is pushed to one side over the next four days in favour of something resembling peace in the house.

			There’s still an underlying tension, but whether this is because of their talk or purely because she and Jamie haven’t spent this much time together since Hannah left home, she isn’t sure. She rarely feels at peace interacting with Jamie, and less so without the buffer of a phone line between them. Have she and Jamie ever enjoyed ease in their relationship? Hannah thinks maybe they did, before – before, when Hannah still believed that when she reached for those she loved, they would always be there to reach back. ‘Abandonment issues’, she remembers a therapist telling her teenage self during the single appointment she attended before she refused to go back, because the entire process seemed pointless and a waste of money that it was becoming clear they didn’t have. If the actual hard work of healing is down to the individual, then what, Hannah reasons even now, is the point of the therapist?

			On Saturday morning, Hannah takes her coffee to the back porch – where the table and chairs that once adorned the front have been relegated – to reduce the chance of an impromptu and unwelcome Ginger appearance. The neighbour’s yard, like Jamie’s, backs onto bushland, but it’s been lost to the snarl and twist of trees and bushes, and become home to at least eighty per cent of the local insect population. Hannah is fairly sure Ginger hasn’t stepped foot out there in years.

			Hannah places her phone on the table. It has been lighting up with messages all morning from a group chat she has been unwillingly added to, titled ‘GIRL’S NIGHT’ and filled with profile pictures of Siobhan and five other women with vaguely familiar faces from high school. The conversation has mostly consisted of organising pre-drinks at ‘Sammy’s’ house, after which her ‘hubby’ will drive them half an hour to the next town over, where there’s more than a single pub. The exchanges have been punctuated liberally with gifs, emojis, omg, sooooooo excited and hun. Hannah doesn’t remember officially agreeing to attend the event, has so far said absolutely nothing in the conversation, but has been referenced at least six times by Siobhan as so keen to see everyone again.

			She has, Hannah figures, the whole day to come up with a plausible excuse not to attend, so she decides to leave the group chat buzzing away for now. Her mind is more preoccupied by her lunch with Marnie, her stomach churning up the coffee she is drinking. She has not been able to eat. She feels as if she is stretching for an object on the highest shelf, her fingertips just inches away.

			By tonight, Hannah thinks, she might know what happened to Alice.

			Hannah turns that thought over, examines it. Wonders, will it bring her relief? Will it feel like she can close a door that has been wedged ajar for years? Will she feel like whatever part of her is still lodged in this stupid town, preventing her from wholly moving forward in her life, can finally break free? She wants, she realises, a release.

			She has a craving for something to be broken open in hopes that it will ease the tightness that seems never to leave her body. She is poised to run, as if she has been running from Alice this whole time. Maybe knowing what happened to her will finally mean that Hannah can stop and breathe.

			Hannah has not yet considered what she will do in a practical sense. If Marnie reveals she killed Alice, is Hannah obligated to go to the police? Should she hide her phone somewhere on her person, set to record, and snatch Marnie’s confession from the air? Would that be admissible in court? Is it illegal to record someone without them knowing?

			Jamie emerges from the back door, the clunk of her crutches knocking aside Hannah’s train of thought. ‘Morning, love.’

			When Jamie settles into the other chair with some difficulty and a groan, too late Hannah thinks she should have offered assistance. Doubtless Jamie would have waved it away – she has been maintaining her independence throughout the recovery, determined to speed up the process by pushing the boundaries of her capabilities.

			‘You looked deep in thought.’ Jamie leans back in the chair. ‘Everything okay?’

			‘Yep.’ Hannah sips her coffee. ‘All good. Just those early morning starts is all.’

			Jamie nods. ‘I hope it hasn’t been too tough so far, helping me out with all the exercises and everything …? You’re still finding time to do uni assignments? I forgot to ask, but I’m guessing the wi-fi is working okay for you.’

			Since arriving Hannah hasn’t even thought about uni, hasn’t so much as cracked open her laptop. She was granted an extension on an assignment after delivering an impassioned email citing personal issues, but she’s fairly sure even that deadline has passed. ‘Yeah, uni is going fine.’ Then a thought occurs. ‘Actually, though, the wi-fi is a bit slow. I might head to the library today to get some stuff done – around lunchtime probably. Do you think you’ll be all right here without me?’

			Jamie waves a hand. ‘Of course, yes, that’s fine! I don’t want to keep you from your assignments. If I need anything, Ginger is next door anyway. Take as long as you need.’

			Hannah smiles. ‘Thanks. It shouldn’t take too long.’ She briefly returns to her thoughts of the police, then backtracks. ‘Well, you know, it might. I guess we’ll just see how it goes.’

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			It takes a few moments of deep breathing in the car before Hannah is able to exit and walk up to Marnie’s front door. She is midway through her second knock when it swings open, as if Marnie has been waiting for her on the other side.

			‘All right, come in then,’ the woman says, and she’s walking down the hallway towards the lounge before Hannah has even registered the words.

			She shuts the front door behind her and wonders if she should lock it. For the first time she considers whether she might be in danger. What if Marnie is planning on attacking her to keep her quiet? But when she casts her gaze down the hall, all she can see is the woman’s slow limping gait and her spine jutting out above the low-hanging back of her too-large T-shirt. She looks as if a gust of wind could shatter her, and Hannah feels slightly reassured.

			By the time Hannah enters the lounge, Marnie is sitting on a couch. She is fidgeting with the hem of her shirt, her gaze darting around. Though it’s clearly the nerves producing this response, Hannah is taken back to a time when this was Marnie’s usual state, when it was the drugs that propelled the incessant movement of her hands and feet.

			‘Not gonna offer you a drink or anything,’ she says. ‘If you’re desperate you can make one, but I figure you just want to get straight into it.’

			‘Yeah.’ Hannah sits on the other couch. ‘I don’t need a drink. I’m fine.’ She didn’t expect false pleasantries from a woman with a shortened lifespan – who, even prior to her diagnosis, had no time for idle chitchat.

			Marnie bobs her head in acknowledgement, but then a silence stretches between them. The woman’s gaze moves around the room as if she’s searching for the will to speak.

			Hannah stays still, silent. Just waits.

			Marnie exhales, long and low, and Hannah senses a lot in that expulsion, a lifetime of regret, grief and guilt – and maybe some terrible things. Then Marnie leans back on the couch, her head tilted to the ceiling, and, without looking at Hannah, she begins to talk.

		



			MARNIE

			It was all very well to say ‘Drink Me’ but the wise little Alice was not going to do that in a hurry. ‘No, I’ll look first,’ she said, ‘and see whether it’s marked “poison” or not.’

			Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 1, ‘Down the Rabbit Hole’

			



 

			When people say that life is a journey, I always visualise big old open roads, the kinds that take you from Perth to Kalgoorlie, or Perth to Exmouth. Just nothing but a straight fucken road and red dirt, which sounds boring as hell, but I love those roads. Windows down, tunes cranking, gunning it 60 k’s over the speed limit – that’s fucken living. In those moments, I get why people talk about life and journeys in the same breath because I’ve never felt more alive than when I’m screaming out lyrics to AC/DC or the Beastie Boys, top of my lungs, hanging out the side of the car, tinnie in hand.

			When I think of my life journey, though, it’s not highway racing that fills my brain: it’s stupid T-junctions, roads parting, two options – left or right. It’s choice after choice after choice, and every single time, I turn the wrong way.

			***

			I was born in Kalgoorlie in mid-1970s to Kelly and Courtney Montgomery, who only married six months prior because that was when Mum realised her constant throwing up wasn’t hangover-related and took a pregnancy test on a whim.

			Mum was a seventeen-year-old high school dropout with a pisshead for a father, and Dad worked in the mines and carried twenty-six years of rage from being called ‘a girl’s name’. He had a great head of hair and a thick wad of mining money, and Mum used to stick by his side, let him pay for her drinks in exchange for shitty sex, then nick money from his wallet after he passed out. Dad never remembered how much he spent on the piss so never noticed the missing cash.

			When Mum told Dad she was pregnant, he punched a hole in the door, they both got drunk off their tits, and then the next morning he proposed while she vomited in the bathroom.

			Sometimes I like to think that before I was born I was floating in the atmosphere, made of stardust or some shit, waiting to choose my parents, and that’s when I made my first shitty life choice on my journey: picking those two deadbeats. Who knows, maybe stardust-me saw Mum’s double-Ds and thin body and figured it’d be nice to have those genes that mean you don’t have to watch every fucken thing you put in your mouth. (On that choice, I can’t fault myself – my body has always been A-plus.)

			***

			After they got married, Dad bought a house. It was actually real nice: newly built, four bedrooms, with a bit of yard that my parents killed pretty quickly.

			Dad worked real long hours, which was great when Mum was just screwing him for the money but turned out shit when she had a newborn latched to her tit or screaming from a crib for god knows what. Whenever Dad walked in the door, Mum tried to shove me on him so she could get a break, but he wasn’t having a bar of that, and she’d always wind up with a black eye, sprained wrist or clump of hair torn out. To her credit, Mum gave Dad as good as she got, and by the time he’d hit the pub with his mates, he’d be sporting a fair few scratches and bite marks.

			Dad cheated on Mum every chance he got, but that’s fine, because she got access to his bank accounts. So instead of screwing another bloke, she just screwed over his finances. With Dad’s money, she offloaded me onto this twenty-year-old babysitter Donna Smith. Every morning Mum left at ten when Donna rocked up and didn’t return until late at night.

			Donna had her head screwed on straight. I think those were the good years, those years when Mum and Dad took their screaming and fighting and drinking to the streets and away from home. Every day Donna just rocked up and fed me, washed me and generally mucked around with me. It probably would’ve continued – weren’t many other job options for local girls back then – but then Dad got fired, the money dried up, and Donna’s pay took a dive. I reckon she would’ve still come over even without the money, because she was that type of person, real kind, and she knew my parents didn’t give a shit about me. When I was young and thick as two planks, I used to wish on the stars that Donna would adopt me.

			But then I fucked it all up and made the wrong choice. When Mum asked me to bring Donna’s purse to her while the girl had fallen asleep on the couch, I only went and actually did it.

			Donna confronted them. Dad punched her. Donna pressed charges. They sold the house to cover court costs. Dad got locked up. And I got shipped off to Grandma in Coolgardie.

			***

			Grandma and Mum hadn’t talked since Mum dropped out of high school and started sleeping around, because Grandma wore a crucifix, went to church every Sunday and said the Lord’s Prayer before dinner. Grandma called Mum ‘lost’, which was sad, but also ‘a whore’, which I guess was accurate. She called me a ‘heathen’ because Mum had never bothered to get me baptised, and she enrolled me in Sunday school within a week.

			Whenever I swore in front of Grandma, she washed my mouth out with soap, slapped me across the face when I answered back, and made me kneel in a corner and repeat the Lord’s Prayer for up to an hour to repent my sins.

			But I don’t think those years before I turned twelve were all bad, really. Grandma was a bitch, sure, but as long as I kept my mouth shut and stayed out of her way, she was mostly fine. We ate real boring food because Grandma thought anything with taste was created by the Devil, or some bullshit like that. But I snuck the good shit from my schoolfriends.

			This was in the days before lunchboxes got policed like parents might be sneaking drugs in. My friends would get all the best snacks, the real high sugar ones. My favourites were sticky lollies that would stain our teeth and lips red, and stick in our gums. For days after, I’d be digging my tongue around in my mouth, chasing globs of red sugar still lodged between teeth. It was sticky, messy and fucken good, and I’d stuff my face until I felt sick, until I threw up, red like my insides were bleeding. That’s when I learned the truth – the shit that people said was bad for you was usually actually amazing.

			Somewhere in those next few years, Dad got released from prison, broke the skull of a servo worker and got locked back up again. Mum got done for drunk and disorderly. They sent me birthday cards, and in Dad’s he misspelled my name.

			There was no reason for me to start wagging classes when I was twelve. I wasn’t the brightest, but I could get through my classes. And mostly the teachers didn’t even notice me, so it wasn’t like I was normally in trouble or something. It was just a stupid choice.

			About ten minutes from school, there was a place where people would park their caravans, set up campsites. I was fucken obsessed with it – the idea of a house on wheels. Just being able to pick up one day and drive somewhere else, start a new life. You could be a new person every week if you wanted. I liked poking and snooping around there, peeking in people’s windows.

			So when this old guy, with his leather skin and white hair – when he said he’d let me inside, show me around proper, of course I was going in. By the time I realised it wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever done, he’d locked the door behind me and it was too fucken late.

			It could’ve been worse. When I walked out of that caravan, the only injury anyone could’ve noticed was from the hair he’d pulled when I’d tried to run. There’s plenty of girls in the world who don’t get to walk away. But he knew he could hit the road, and maybe he just looked at me and knew no one would give a flying fuck what happened to me.

			When I told Grandma, she poured me a bath and filled it with salt and washed me for hours. There was blood in the tub. Reminded me of those red lollies. I didn’t eat them again after that.

			She shaved my head and told me never to tell anyone what a wicked girl I’d been, made me swear it on the cross, then sent me to bed without dinner. I heard her crying in her room that night – which was good, because if she was crying that loud, she couldn’t hear me doing the same.

			I was tired for ages after that. I felt heavy all over, like when you try and walk through water and it keeps pulling at you. And my brain was foggy as hell. School felt stupid and pointless, so I stopped going and went back to wandering the streets – everywhere but the caravan park.

			***

			Not long after that, I was knocking back booze and had a packet of cigarettes tucked into my school bag. A group of older kids found me wandering the streets during the day, let me sit with them, gave me drinks and hits of their joints. They were my pals, and so what if the guys were kinda touchy feely, who the fuck even cares. By that point it felt like the ship had sailed, and I figured, what the hell did it even matter anymore? A part of me thought, Maybe if I mess around with enough men, it’ll eventually chase away the memory of the old bastard’s fingers wriggling inside me like worms.

			Grandma was losing it at me, of course – screeching like an owl all the time, hitting me with her hands, trying to drag me to church. I’d just drift in and out of that house like a ghost. She’d lock me out and I’d sleep on the verandah or jump the fence and lie on the grass in her backyard, and it wasn’t so bad, that. The grass smelled nice, even if it was kinda damp, and the sky was this big black thing, and when the world was spinning like crazy, all the stars would collide above my head. It’d make me feel sick, but it was the sort of sick I didn’t mind.

			Eventually Grandma reached the end of her tether – but I’ll give her credit, she stuck it out for a long time. I think it was the pearl earrings that finally did her in. I told her I’d nicked them and sold them for booze.

			I’d always thought they were so beautiful, so classy, those tiny white dots. The only chicks who wore pearls were like Audrey Hepburn, the kind guys wanted to protect, everyone tripping over themselves to hold their hands. The kind of girl you gave flowers to. I wanted to be that girl so bad.

			So I stole them from Grandma’s bedside table and wore them one night. The guys laughed so hard. Called me a grandma. I got so drunk and upset I pulled them out of my ears and threw them away. The next morning, hungover, I was fucken desperate to find them. I was on hands and knees, scraping around in the dirt. Shit under my nails, makeup everywhere, stinking like vomit and booze.

			I never found them. Probably for the best. People like me normally don’t wear that shit, and when we do, you can’t get the stink off it afterwards. Those pearls were tainted.

			Anyway, Grandma was furious. So off I went, back to Kalgoorlie, this time to Dad’s mum.

			***

			Grandma 2 didn’t have a religious bone in her body. To be religious, she’d have to have had some sort of personality, and she was just … nothing. Like if you looked at her side-on, there’d be nothing to see because she was a front-facing cardboard cut-out. She’d only ever loved two things: my dad, Courtney, and her husband, Grandpa. With Dad locked up, she poured all her love onto Grandpa.

			Grandpa was fifteen years older than Grandma 2, which meant by the time I rocked up he was around eighty-five and could barely leave his chair in the living room. Grandma 2 practically waited on him – brought him food and water, helped him to the bathroom. When she wasn’t doing stuff for him, I swear I’d just see her sitting in the kitchen listening to the radio, waiting like a robot to be booted up by his commands.

			Neither of them paid too much attention to me. There was always food around, and Grandma 2’s laundry basket never had more than two towels in it at a time, so I had clean clothes. I mostly hung around at friends’ houses, watching their televisions, stealing booze – everything I’d been doing back in Coolgardie, but now there wasn’t someone hovering and crying over me and yelling at me to repent. Now no one cared if I wasn’t home for a few days, because I don’t think the two of them even noticed.

			I did try when I first got there, though. I rocked up to some classes. I handed in assignments, sat in-class tests. But I was still so tired all the time, and it was like the words weren’t sticking in my brain. It pissed me off, especially because I was trying, kind of, and I was failing anyway, and eventually I just decided, What’s the point?

			I dropped out in year 10 and bummed around Kal. Did nothing for almost a year, until I woke up one day and I was in this guy’s house and I couldn’t remember the entire past week. Just nothing. A giant blank, and it was terrifying. It made me feel like I didn’t even know who I was. The thought of my body just being out there doing shit, and I couldn’t even remember … I realised I needed something else – I couldn’t just drink twenty-four seven, I needed something to break it up, make me stop every so often.

			Anyway, I got a job as a waitress at the Exchange Hotel, which was fine, good even. The extra money meant I could afford better booze, more pot and even some nice clothes.

			It’s funny how easily you can get into a routine, and then when you’re in that routine, life just flies by. Every day is the same: you’re at work and the time passes with you thinking, Can’t wait to knock off, and then you knock off and have some drinks, a smoke, whatever, then it’s the next day and you do it all over again. And again and again, and then almost two years have passed and when you try to think what the fuck you were doing in those years, you don’t even know. You don’t have nothing to show for it. And then your grandpa dies, and Grandma 2 follows a week later – like the only thing holding her up was looking after her husband – and that’s when you find out they never paid off their house. Mum and Dad were still locked up, I was earning fuck all and still underage, and with no one to make any mortgage payments, the house ended up going to the bank.

			So, suddenly I was homeless. Parents in jail, Grandma 1 dead a while by then. But then I got another choice. My manager at the pub was a great bloke who said I could move to full-time work, get enough extra money and get a rental. Said he’d help me out, put his name on the lease, all that shit, because I wasn’t eighteen yet.

			But the guy I fucked around with sometimes, who lived in the house his parents had left him, offered me the spare room free of charge. And of course, what was I going to choose? I moved in within a week.

			***

			Josh was twenty-two, and he’d never worked a day in his life. It’s probably why his parents left him the house over his up-herself sister working her fancy accountant job in Perth – so he’d at least have something stable when they were gone. All he did to get cash was steal shit and sell it. He never did drugs, but he drank – he woke up and poured whisky into his coffee and knocked back beers from 10 a.m. He never seemed sloppy, though; he must’ve had a hell of a tolerance. He’d have drunk an entire carton by 11 p.m. and he’d still be walking upright, cool as a cucumber. Smoking his rollies, looking at everyone through the smoke with this smirk on his face like he was better than us all. Or maybe just like he knew he was hot shit.

			He took a liking to me, said he’d never seen green eyes like mine. He told me they reminded him of this cat he had growing up – a ginger tabby that used to follow him everywhere and then sleep on his bed, purring like a motor. That cat was the only thing that loved him, he said, and the only thing he loved back. That’s why he liked me, he said, because I reminded him of good things. (Anyway, later he told me it was actually because of my big tits and nice arse. That sounds more like Josh, so it’s probably the truth.)

			It wasn’t too bad at the beginning. That house was loud, though. There were just always people in the lounge, out the back, in the kitchen. Music playing and people shouting and the smell of smoke. I tried to clean, because Josh liked it when I did housewife shit, but Christ it was impossible to keep on top of. Always just cigarette ash and bottles and bongs, and there’d occasionally be needles too.

			We lived on takeaway, never cooked for ourselves, so at least there weren’t any dishes. But instead our bins would be full to bursting, and we’d forget to leave them out on the kerb on bin day so it’d be weeks before they got cleaned out. The entire place stank, and I’d just get used to the smell, not notice it anymore, then I’d go to work, where it was clean, come back and walk through that door, and it’d be like something had died.

			Josh didn’t like it either. He started on at me to clean more. Said it was the least I could do, seeing as how I was living there rent free. And also because that was the shit girlfriends did, he’d explain: they kept the house clean, and if I couldn’t do that, then he might as well go out and get another chick then, right?

			It wouldn’t have been the end of the world if Josh had turfed me out on the street. I knew enough people to couch surf for a while, and my manager, he’d still come good on his promise of extra shifts. But the thing was, by that time I loved Josh. The thought of losing him was what scared the shit out of me.

			Josh made me feel like a million dollars – in the beginning. He told me I was beautiful, that I deserved the world. He made sure I ate every day, checked in to make sure I had lunch, and breakfast, and dinner, because he cared about my nutrition. He put me to bed when I was too drunk, stroked my hair and told me he loved me. He’d drop me off to work and not just pick me up – he’d greet me in the car park, lift me into the air and twirl me around, shouting, ‘Hey, gorgeous!’ so the entire world could see us.

			The first few times weren’t really a big deal, just a few smacks here and there. Nothing that bruised. No big deal. Most of the time I brought it on myself – nicked a few of his ciggies without replacing them, and a few times I was late meeting him after work and had to tell him I’d been chatting to a co-worker, Dave … and I guess that sounds pretty bad, me keeping my man waiting while I talk to some other bloke. Josh was always real sorry afterwards and also real good at explaining why he did it. He always gave a reason, so I knew what kinda shit to avoid doing, you know? He wasn’t just smacking me around for nothing. Not then.

			We all like to think we’re special. We all want to think we’re smarter than everyone else. We want to think, when we see people do stupid shit, that we would never do the same. Sometimes when I thought about my mum sticking around with my dad while he cheated on her, I’d get frustrated with her, thinking, Christ, why didn’t she just leave? Sometimes I’d see girls with black eyes and bruises and think, Mate, just pack your shit and go. I’d think, You’d never catch that shit happening to me. I’d think, I’m special, I’m better, I’m smarter.

			Anyway. It’s all bullshit. None of us are. You don’t know what you’ll do until you’re living it every day, and then there’s just this whopping lot of shame because you realise that this man lying next to you in bed choked you out when you didn’t want to have sex with him, and then did it while you were out cold, and you still somehow, some-fucken-how, love him.

			***

			After two years of Josh’s fists and teeth and bruises and scratches and the reasons getting shittier and shittier until he didn’t bother – after two years of that, I started to hate him. I hated him, I was scared of him, I loved him, I was obsessed with him, I wanted to leave him. Trying to figure out how I could feel so many different things towards him turned me around in circles. Sometimes even when I was just standing around, I couldn’t catch my breath.

			It didn’t matter really, what I thought of him. I couldn’t leave, because everyone loved Josh – or they loved his booze, his house and his cash. He was a charming prick. I know he was telling people to keep an eye on me. People would tell him shit I was doing, and even shit I wasn’t, because people are fucked and it was funny to get him riled at me, I guess.

			He told everyone what had happened to me when I was twelve, about how I jumped at the chance to go into that dirty old perv’s caravan – and I guess he wasn’t wrong, because I really was excited to do that. People started whispering I was dirty and messed up, and I guess they weren’t wrong either.

			Who knows how long shit would’ve gone on. I don’t think I would’ve done anything or left. But then one day Josh was driving to come and get me after work, and another driver ran the stop sign because he was drunk off his tits. Smashed right into the driver’s side at 60 k’s an hour, no braking because he panicked and hit the accelerator instead.

			Josh was declared dead at the scene. The driver copped a prison sentence. Josh’s sister in Perth started making a fuss over the house – she should get it, it was her parents’ house, I’m just some whore her brother shacked up with, blah blah blah. I told her she could have the fucken house, I didn’t care. I’d got what I wanted – the chance to finally breathe.

			***

			Here’s how I met Alice’s father.

			After Josh’s death, I was living in a tiny unit, still in Kal, only now I was old enough to work as a skimpy – finally those double-Ds came in handy. I was flush with cash tips because the guys loved me, and I sank most of it on booze.

			Now I know you’re thinking Alice’s dad was one of those blokes leering over the bar at me, grabbing at my arse. No, Doug wasn’t one of them. Doug was different.

			Doug was a delivery driver, and he was behind the bar before opening, waiting for my manager to sign off on cartons of booze. That’s when I walked in and saw him. He wore this stupid white hat with a flap protecting his neck, had this round baby face and a grin like every single day was the best day of his life. He took the delivery receipt back from my boss, told him thanks, and then I walked up and said, ‘Hi,’ all polite and shit, and he fucken blanked me. Walked past like I didn’t even say anything, like I wasn’t the hottest thing in that bar. I was bloody floored. Tell you what, it got my attention. I wasn’t used to being knocked back, so I just remember thinking, Who is this bloke?

			Here’s the thing about Doug, though – there wasn’t a bad bone in his body. Not back then. It wasn’t in him to be angry or mean. When he blanked me, he told me later, it wasn’t ’cause he was being rude, it was because I was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen and he’d gotten all flustered.

			He popped up delivering things to the pub a few more times, and then, one day, he was walking past me and he stopped and asked me out. Just like that. I said yes – and, you know, if you’d asked me then, or in the next few years that followed, if that was finally a good decision I’d made, I’d have said too right it was. Wouldn’t hesitate.

			Now when I think about it … when I think about Dougie back then, how he was, and now, how he is …

			When I think about Alice.

			Yeah, now I’m not so sure.

			***

			I fell hard. Doug wasn’t like any other guy I’d fucked or dated. But he also wasn’t some gentleman either. He was pretty cheerful, and he had a few beers but normally stopped after one or two, and he worked his job and called his mum and hung out with mates. He was ignorant about some shit and crap with money sometimes. He was just a regular bloke, and that was amazing to me because I didn’t know that life could just be boring. Quiet. Nice. You could fight without yelling, and about stupid shit like ‘Why did you steal my fries?’ and ‘You said it was my turn to choose the movie.’

			I stopped drinking. I didn’t tell Doug, and I shook and cried alone through withdrawal but I did it, because I wanted that normal life.

			Then Dougie’s mum got sick, and she lived in this beach town hours out of Perth, and he was an only kid, so he wanted to move there to look after her. We’d been seeing each other for a year when he asked me to come with him, and of course I said yes.

			***

			Doug got a job driving trucks, and that meant he was away sometimes. Then it was just me and his mum in the house, but I didn’t mind really. She was a funny old lady, proper like Grandma 1 but with none of the scary religious stuff. She didn’t like me swearing and kept trying to make me speak better, but she meant well.

			I got a casual job in this old-lady boutique store, telling other grandmas what looked good on them and what didn’t. I think at first they were going to fire me pretty quick because I really did tell the ladies what looked good and what didn’t, but turns out most people actually like that honesty shit. Lots of them said I was their favourite because I told it like it was and didn’t sell them shit that made their tits look saggy. It was real fun, and when I wasn’t there I would be at home helping to look after Doug’s mum, or Doug would be home and we’d hang.

			Doug’s mum didn’t last too long. She left the house to him, and we just figured because I was enjoying my job and his truck driving was going well, we’d stick around.

			I was so happy. I felt so light it was like I could’ve just lifted right off the ground and floated in the air. All that shit back in Kal and Coolgardie felt like it had happened to another person. And I just wanted it to be like that for a while. Not forever – I knew it wouldn’t be forever. But just a little bit of time, just me and Dougie and our little house and our jobs and this floating happiness. I wasn’t ready to let it all go – I wasn’t.

			But I found out I was pregnant after almost two years. It just wasn’t long enough.

			***

			I wonder if I made the wrong decision in telling Doug about the pregnancy. Especially now, given everything, I wonder if I should have just kept quiet and taken care of it myself. But I didn’t want to lie to Doug. And I thought we were on the same page, that we were both happy for it to be just us two in our bubble for a while longer, that he’d know it wasn’t the right time.

			But the thing is, Doug had been happy for most of his life – the usual ups and downs, sure, but mostly happy. He’d had nice parents, school had been fine, he’d partied like any eighteen-year-old, calmed down, got a job. He’d spent twenty-five years with himself, gotten to know who he was, and the whole time everything around him had been stable. He was ready to shake things up and live for someone else for a change.

			When I told Doug I was pregnant, his face lit up in a way I’d never seen before, with an ear-to-ear big old grin, and he was laughing and crying and shouting with joy like he’d won the fucken lottery.

			And my heart just … sank.

			***

			From the moment Alice existed, Doug loved her. He’d talk to my belly, sing at it. He was reading every book he could get his hands on about babies and pregnancies, and talking to me about what I should and shouldn’t be eating. He’d take my cigarettes from my purse and tell me I couldn’t smoke while I was pregnant, that it was bad for the baby or some shit. Every step I took, he was hovering over me.

			It felt like there was an alien in me. My skin was stretching and pulling, and all these horrible red marks were appearing on my stomach. I was throwing up a lot, and my legs hurt, my back hurt, my tits got even bigger. My face got round and fleshy, and I was sweating all the time.

			But look, as far as pregnancies go, it wasn’t all bad. Doug would make us go to these birthing classes and parent classes, and some of the chicks there would be talking about nonstop vomiting and crapping and about losing their hair. I got off lightly.

			Still.

			Alice came early, and I wish she hadn’t. If I could’ve, even feeling so uncomfortable, I would’ve kept her in there forever. I told Doug that once, and he went, ‘Yeah, so she would be safe from the world.’ I just agreed and didn’t tell him it was because I didn’t want her intruding on our lives. In my womb she was tucked away, out of sight.

			The birth wasn’t too bad. They shot something into me that had me flying so high, I kept forgetting to push and they had to keep telling me to. I was just riding the buzz and wishing everyone would chill out. Alice came out screaming, this pink thing covered in muck, and the first thing they did was plop her on my chest – no cleaning or anything, just this slimy thing on my skin with this scrunched-up face. Doug was crying and smiling and all ‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ even though a baby covered in gross shit is not beautiful.

			When it had all calmed down, and she was wrapped up in this crib thing and finally scrubbed clean, Doug asked me about names. I think he wanted to name her after his mum. But the thing was, I’d liked his mum. She had been posh but nice, and I looked at this baby in the crib and didn’t think nice things. I felt tired and grumpy and gross.

			I told him I wanted to name her Alice, after my Grandma Alison – the woman who had called me a whore and shaved my head and told me God would never forgive a dirty girl like me. Doug knew I hadn’t really liked my grandma, so he was confused. But it was my vagina the baby had come out of, so he just said, ‘Okay, babe, whatever you want.’ And Alice she became.

			***

			The thing is, Alice was a dream baby. Everyone said so. She didn’t cry much. She slept pretty well. She took real good to breastfeeding, ate like a champ, according to the nurses. And she had the best of both of us – my green eyes, Doug’s round face and my blonde hair – so she was like a little angel.

			Everyone kept telling me how lucky I was. So lucky she was so calm. So lucky she was so beautiful. Lucky, lucky, lucky. What the fuck did they know about my life to call me lucky?

			Alice was the lucky one. She was lucky to look like she did, to have lots of food, a roof over her head, and a mum and a dad. I was not lucky. I had never been lucky. I kept thinking it was like the world had taken any luck I should have had and given it to Alice.

			I was not a ‘neglectful’ mother back then. I want to make that clear. I fed her, clothed her, bathed her. She didn’t have some babysitter rocking up to look after her at two years old. Me and Doug weren’t screaming and drinking and throwing shit at each other. He doted on her. She was Daddy’s Little Girl, and he was always playing with her when he was home, on the floor with her toys, putting on stupid voices and talking baby talk to her. He was the best dad.

			What about me? He’d be away working for a week or something, then come back and it would be Alice, Alice, Alice. But I couldn’t go back to work with the old ladies who loved me, because someone had to look after Alice. When they visited, all they did was coo over her and ask me questions about her; no one checked if I was okay, except to ask if the birth had gone all right. And when I’d tell them it was good, they’d go, ‘Wow, so lucky! You’re so lucky.’

			We couldn’t afford child care, so mostly I was trapped in that stupid house. Sometimes I’d strap her into a stroller, then walk up and down the streets. Anywhere, really, just to get me out of the house. I was going stir crazy, like I was coming out of my skin.

			So yeah, I guess I started drinking a bit to take the edge off. I wasn’t breastfeeding anymore, so it was fine. And I wasn’t getting sloppy drunk or passing out or whatever – I was with it enough to keep an eye on her.

			There was no bloody reason for Doug to go off the way he did when he found out. I’d been hiding bottles round the house, shoved three behind all the rice and pasta packets, thinking, Doug don’t cook, he won’t find them in there. Of course he decides one night to try and make dinner for me as a surprise while I’m out walking Alice.

			Anyway, I even told him, ‘I’ve been drinking during the day with her for three years now, and nothing bad has happened.’ He acted like I’d killed someone, telling me I was irresponsible, dangerous. A bad mother. Doug wouldn’t have known a bad mother if she bit him on the arse.

			I realised the real truth was that Doug loved Alice more than me. Two years I’d been the centre of his world, and we’d been happy, us two, our little unit. And then Alice had come along, and now there was nothing left for me in Doug. She’d used it all up.

			I had two thoughts in my head. One was that I could just take off, maybe even go back to Kal. Or hell, maybe I’d even head to Perth, a real city. See what I could do in the big smoke.

			The other thought was that I didn’t want Doug and Alice to have their perfect happy lives, glad I was gone. Doug had given me this glimpse of what I could have and then snatched it away. He didn’t care about me anymore. There was this moment when he’d been yelling at me about my drinking and how it affected Alice, and Alice, Alice, Alice, and I’d just thought, Is he going to ask me why I’m drinking? Is he going to ask me if I’m okay?

			So I had two options, and now I think I made the wrong choice.

			I started egging him into fights. I’d do shit on purpose just to make him get angry and yell at me. When he was off working, I’d tell Alice that he left because he didn’t like her. I told her he was a bad man. I wanted to break up their little unit, the way she’d broken up ours.

			Shit went downhill pretty steadily. Doug and I were fighting, and Alice started acting weird around him because I was telling her he was a shithead. And he wasn’t doing himself any favours, always grumpy now, ready to snap at the slightest thing.

			If I hadn’t kept telling Alice all that stuff about him, if she’d kept acting normal around him, if she’d kept being that one good thing in his life, the thing that loved him and brought him happiness, maybe Doug would’ve stayed. He did for a while – slept in the spare bedroom and tiptoed around the house, kept out of my way – but I couldn’t let him just be in that house. It was like a weird addiction, poking and prodding at all his sore points. I wanted him to hurt.

			Anyway, one day when Alice was about two weeks out from starting school, Doug went away on a work trip and never came back. Mission fucken accomplished, I guess.

			***

			I reckon Alice would’ve told you her childhood was shit, that her mum drank all the time and never cleaned or cooked or did the stuff that mums are supposed to do. But I bet she never told you that even though I never cooked, there was always shit in the fridge, in the pantry. I didn’t help her with her homework, but I still gave her money for schoolbooks and clothes and all that shit. And our house wasn’t some pigsty either; it just wasn’t fancy clean like the homes of those other mothers.

			And look, I never got into the heavier shit until she was twelve. At twelve, you can basically take care of yourself anyway. By the time I was twelve …

			Anyway. The thing was, I’d finally got myself some friends, Lyssa, Tony and Michelle. I met them up at the pub, got talking when Lyss said she liked my boots. I was there alone, and the next thing I knew she’s dragging me back to the table to meet the others. They all lived in Perth. Lyss and Tony had been together for yonks, and Mich was his cousin. Tony had this holiday house in our town that he’d bought when he’d lost his fingers in a work accident and gotten a huge compo payout. He’d come down with the other two, and they’d bring some good shit so they could spend a week chilling out. The ‘good shit’ – that’s what they’d call meth.

			I never really did drugs back in Kal or Coolgardie. Not the hard shit anyway. Josh hated the stuff. He said it made people fucked in the head, told me never to try it. And there was no way I was going against whatever he wanted. Plus, I think I sorta agreed with him back then.

			But … the way these guys would talk about meth; the way they’d describe the high. Like they were on top of the world, like they were a big ball of absolute happiness. I’m not stupid. I know not every high is like that. I saw Tony start fights when he was hopped up – over real stupid shit too, pointless little things. Sometimes Lyssa would see shit that wasn’t there, and when she was coming down she’d cry and do weird things like pick at her skin or scratch herself so hard she’d bleed. So I knew there was bad shit; it was just that the good shit seemed so appealing. I’d been so fucken miserable, with Doug leaving, with Alice, and being on my own. I was tired. I wanted to be on top of the world too.

			On my first high, I had the best experience.

			The only other time I’d ever felt that good was with Dougie, right at the beginning. Christ, I’d missed that. Every high after that wasn’t as good, and that just made me sadder and madder when I wasn’t high. It felt like I’d been cheated again, something good snatched away because the universe was all, ‘Fuck-ups like you don’t get to have nice stuff in your life.’

			Alice didn’t like me doing the heavy shit. She got a mouth on her in high school. She’d come through the door and see me on the couch and get this look on her face, her round face like Dougie’s – she’d be all snotty, asking, ‘Did you even leave the house?’ She was always judging me, staring at me like she was trying to figure out what I was on, even when I wasn’t on anything.

			Sometimes she’d leave things out on the counter – certificates she got from school, or report cards with all her good grades – like she was trying to prove how much better she was than me. Like she was showing me how I was a piece-of-shit failure and she was some smart-arse success. I’d rip them up, toss them in the bin. Sometimes I’d want to smack her smug face, but I never did.

			I never did.

			Look, sometimes things did get dicey. That’s the thing about the heavier stuff – it does mess you up. I admit that. My brain would get weird. I’d see things out of the corner of my eyes, like shadowy figures. I’d feel like someone was watching me. I kept seeing that old man in flashes, in the corners of rooms, just watching me. I started thinking maybe he’d died and his ghost was latching on to me. That’s when Alice would distract me, tell me stories. I guess she was good like that.

			***

			Over a month before Alice went missing, she started acting weird. I can’t remember exactly when. There’s gaps, blank spots. And when you’re doing the hard shit, time gets weird. I’ve always had shit I can’t remember, or shit that feels hazy from when I was drinking, but when I started meth, and Tony was cutting it with other shit, something to bring us up, something to bring us down, fucken whatever he could scrounge up, and I was still fucken drinking on top of it all … yeah, that’s when my memories really go.

			But I do remember for sure she got all secretive and started staying out late, and then suddenly it was like she was never around. And I remember you coming to the house, maybe. Someone did, anyway. Asking if she was home. That’s when I knew she wasn’t even hanging out with her mates, so what the fuck was she doing?

			I figured it must be drugs, and I was so pissed off – the idea of her doing drugs made me so mad. Don’t call me a hypocrite. I knew how to do drugs; I knew how to keep shit on the downlow. She was just a stupid kid, likely to bring the cops knocking at our door. I called her out, asking her about the drugs. She got real defensive and denied it, of course. Got smart with me and said she wouldn’t touch drugs with a ten-foot pole after seeing what they did to me, which was a piss-weak lie.

			I tried to keep tabs on her and keep her home more. For once, I was actually trying to be her mother, but it just made her angrier and more upset. She accused me of keeping her locked up or some shit, when all I was doing was protecting her.

			And then that woman phoned me. I know that definitely happened after at least a month of Alice being a disobedient little shit. I get this call in the middle of the day – a school day, so Alice isn’t home, and I’m kinda drunk, but whatever. This woman introduces herself as Alice’s teacher … I can’t remember what she taught. Can’t remember her name. Fucken cracker of a blank spot. But I remember I could hear in her voice how posh she was, could hear her judging me.

			She told me she was worried because even though Alice was really bright, she seemed a bit ‘lost’. And then this teacher told me Alice had mentioned I might have a problem with substances – said Alice was worried about me or some crap – and this teacher went, ‘Is everything okay at home?’

			Yeah, that part has stuck with me. Because that’s when I felt numb. That’s when my heart dropped into my stomach, and I went hot all over. I couldn’t think straight. I could just see Alice in my head, whispering behind my back to everyone about how much of a fuck-up I was, how awful I was, and everyone stroking her back, telling her how amazing she was to be the way she was with such a shit for a mother, how she was so lucky to be so amazing, lucky, lucky, lucky.

			I told the teacher to get fucked, then hung up on her.

			***

			I think Alice was seeing that teacher – yes, in that way. Listen, I don’t know the full picture. All I know is I followed Alice after school one day, and she went to that woman’s house. It clicked that she’d been going there every day. I asked Lyss, Tony and Mich what they thought, and I remember Lyss started telling me that her mate met that woman at the local and this teacher was making eyes at her, chatting her up while they were ordering drinks. So, she went that way, you know. Anyway, you’re probably thinking, So go to the police …? Fucken yeah right – even before all this shit, the coppers were always giving me a hard time, hassling me in the street, always telling me to move on. No way I was going to give them a reason to start poking around. I just thought I’d handle it myself.

			I told Alice to stay away from her. Alice got all upset, said the teacher was her best friend and that I couldn’t take her away.

			I went on a bender. Just a short one. Maybe a week? It was booze, mostly. Some pot. A few pills that Tony had given me. I had no idea what they were, just that they made my heart beat like crazy. I just kept seeing that caravan door and that old man, over and over. Night after night, it was shadows and that man. It got bad, and there were all these blank spots in time, and all I could remember were moments of people screaming, and me screaming, and hands grabbing me and pulling me, and me feeling so angry, so scared, all at once.

			A few days later, I woke up to find our lounge-room window had been shattered, and there were bits of glass in my hand and scratches all over my arms. I couldn’t remember a fucken thing.

			I stopped taking drugs and eased up on the drinking for maybe a week after that. Just to clear my head. Alice was home most of the time too, so I guess I’d gotten through to her when we’d had our talk.

			***

			Right after this, and I think two weeks before she went missing, Alice had the black eye. I don’t know how she got it. She didn’t tell me. I didn’t ask.

			Kids get bruises; they get into scraps and fights. It’s normal. If something serious had happened, why didn’t she say anything? She just walked around with that big old purple bruise around her eye, right out in the open. It annoyed me. It was like she wanted everyone to pay attention to her. So I didn’t ask, because it was like she was daring me to, and that gave me the shits.

			When Josh used to hit me, I always covered the marks up. No one wants to see those bruises. No one wants to have to talk to you about them – no one wants that responsibility. And it’s not any of their business anyway.

			I wondered if Alice was walking around with that whopping shiner so people would think it was me who gave it to her. But it wasn’t me. It was days after the blackout, and I wasn’t even fucken taking drugs at the time. I swear it wasn’t me.

			***

			There’s something Alice didn’t know, something that happened the week she went missing. I didn’t tell the police either, because it didn’t seem relevant at the time. Another bad choice, because maybe if I’d told them they’d have understood more about why I was in such a bad way. Why I couldn’t remember much from that week.

			Someone called my mobile from a number I didn’t know – but Lyssa and Tony and them were always losing their phones, getting new ones, so that wasn’t weird. I answered, and this man asked me if I was Marnie Montgomery, and I said yes, and then he told me his name was Jack. He’d got my number from a friend of a friend of Tony’s, who’d got it off Tony – which pissed me off, him giving out my number to anyone.

			Jack told me he’d been seeing my mum the past six months, back in Kal. And I wish I’d hung up then, because I hadn’t even known she was out of prison. We hadn’t spoken or seen each other since I was a kid, so what did I care about what she was up to now? But curiosity killed the cat and all that, I guess. So I listened to Jack.

			Jack said he was real sorry to be calling me, and real sorry about what he had to say. Jack said my mum had OD’d on some meth. Jack said he’d been out at the pub, stayed at a mate’s house, come home and she was on the ground, covered in vomit. Jack said she was already cold. Jack said, ‘I’m real sorry, but your mum is dead.’

			I said, ‘Good,’ and hung up on him.

			***

			Mum had handballed me to my grandma and hadn’t given me a second thought. I hated her.

			But I also loved her. Because she was my mum, and that means something. I don’t know what it means, but it’s something. Even after everything, I would still think about her. I’d think about reaching out, talking to her. Seeing what she was like. I never would, though, because then I’d get real mad again, remembering how she abandoned me.

			When Jack told me she was dead, I felt like something had been taken away from me. I wanted to cry, but I also didn’t, so I was just sitting there jamming my knuckles into my eyes, trying to block the tears and feeling like someone had rammed a fist into my chest real hard, hard enough that something had broken and fallen away.

			I guess maybe I’d thought one day I would talk to Mum again. It’s funny, I never thought that about Dad, but you know how it is with mums and daughters. They wouldn’t make so many movies about that shit if there wasn’t that weird connection you have with your mum. You lived inside her, you drank her milk, then you grew up and looked in the mirror and she was staring right back.

			It messed me up, knowing I’d never see her again. I had these questions – I hadn’t even realised I had them, but I did. I wanted to ask her if she’d ever thought about me over the years, or if she felt bad for how shit had gone down when I was little. I wanted to ask if she’d ever tried to stop drinking or doing drugs, and if she had, was it hard, was it worth it? And, if she had, why hadn’t she done it when I was a kid?

			I flipped out. It was too much, all these thoughts and feelings. I hurt, all over. I just started drinking and calling my mates to get my hands on some gear, then I went on another bender.

			I don’t remember much about the next week. I remember seeing Alice a few times, but I think I just kept telling her to fuck off. I didn’t want her hanging around, judging me – or worse, stopping me.

			I do somehow remember I got my hands on her computer and tried to track down Donna Smith, my babysitter. I just suddenly really wanted to find her and talk to her. I went on Facebook and was sending all these messages to every Donna I could find, begging her to talk to me.

			I didn’t realise until after the cops seized Alice’s laptop that I’d been logged into her Facebook account, so all the messages looked like they came from her. I didn’t realise how fucked all the messages sounded either – I’d been completely off my face, so they didn’t make sense. The cops asked me why Alice might have been sending the messages and whether she was on drugs. I was so embarrassed, I didn’t tell them I’d sent the messages, just told them I didn’t know.

			Stupid choices. Always making stupid choices.

			***

			Everyone wants to know why it took me so long to report Alice missing. And everyone knows the timeline. Alice was last seen when she left for school on Tuesday the thirtieth. She walked down the street from our house towards her bus stop and a neighbour waved at her from their letterbox – and then that’s it. No one saw her again. She didn’t get on the bus. None of the kids saw her at the stop. She didn’t show up, so the school tried to call me, but I didn’t answer. She wasn’t home that afternoon; no one saw her that night. Not at school again the next day. Then, Wednesday evening, at five-thirty, that was when I called the cops – over twenty-four hours later.

			There’s no big conspiracy. I didn’t touch Alice. I didn’t hurt her. I wouldn’t have hurt her. I had nothing to do with her going missing. The truth is, I was just out of it. I was passed out, then woke up that Tuesday arvo, late, and I was coming down hard. I stayed in my room, just shaking and sweating. And crying. I didn’t even know Alice wasn’t in the house.

			When I could finally stand up the next day, I went out into the house. I checked my phone and saw the school had called me twice. Alice wasn’t in her room. I called around. Spoke to your mum. Went for a walk, looked around.

			I looked. No one talks about that, do they? I went out and walked around for an hour, the whole time sweating like a pig, still coming down, throwing up in the bush. I looked for Alice. And then I called the cops when I couldn’t find her, when no one knew shit. I told them she was missing.

			***

			People made up their minds about me pretty quickly. First, everyone was real sympathetic and nice – coming up to me and telling me how sorry they were, asking me if I needed anything. But then shit started getting leaked around about how long it took me to report her missing, and how the police were questioning me, and how I couldn’t remember shit from the days leading up to her vanishing. Told you those fucken coppers had it in for me; they couldn’t wait to start spreading shit around. That’s when it changed. When people starting started talking about my drug use and my drinking and how Dougie left us, and then it was poor Alice, poor Alice, and everyone started looking at me like I was to blame for something. I murdered her and covered it up, or she killed herself because I was such a shit mum. Bullshit, all of it. I never hurt her. And I reckon Alice was too fucken stubborn to kill herself.

			No one said shit about Doug, did they? He didn’t even bother to come back to town. He just did a few press conferences, putting it on, crying and asking for information. No one questioned that he was speaking from Sydney, from his new perfect life with his wife and two kids. I tried to talk to him, you know, about Alice – and you know what he said? ‘It’s in the past now.’ That’s not the Dougie I used to know. It’s just not.

			Anyway. People in this town have long memories. Even when everything died down, and the newspaper stopped reporting on it, and people stopped looking for her – even then, everyone pretty much made up their minds that it was my fault.

			I’ve been sober for four years straight now. Nobody gives a fuck that I don’t drink anymore, though: they still look at me like I’m a junkie. Sometimes I think about moving away, but I don’t have anywhere to go. No money either. I get some from the government but not enough to up and leave.

			I guess sometimes I also think … you know, maybe she’ll just come home. Maybe she did just run away from me and my bullshit and this whole stupid place, and one day she’ll knock on the door and scream everything she wanted to say to me but didn’t, everything I deserve. And I’ll just take it, because that’s what I wish I could’ve done to my mum. One of us should get the chance.

			Everyone was right, in a way, about it being my fault. When I look at every single decision I made – to mess with Donna, to wag school that day, to drink that first drink and smoke that first joint, to live with Josh, to drive Doug away. When I look at them all stacked up …

			Alice never stood a chance, did she?

			I think I loved her. I wish I’d told her that.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			When Marnie stops talking, the hush that follows feels weighted. Marnie is crying silently, tears running down her cheeks and slipping down her throat, and Hannah is statue-still in her chair. The release she craved hasn’t been granted, an answer hasn’t been provided. She doesn’t know if she wants to cry, or if she feels sorry for Marnie, or angry, or disgusted or disappointed – or even a tiny bit relieved. She wants to tell Marnie she’s a liar, but she can’t because she believes her, somehow. Marnie’s story is one riddled in blackouts – shaky at best, flat-out unreliable at worst. And yet, Marnie is steadfast that she would never hurt Alice. Marnie is dying. Marnie told Hannah the worst of herself. There is, Hannah thinks, no real motive for Marnie to hold back if she thought she’d hurt Alice. At that thought, Hannah’s emotions crystallise into a single, familiar one: rage.

			‘I don’t –’ Hannah’s words come out hard, sharp and pointed, catching on the edges of her mouth and throat so she has to spit them out like solid things. ‘So you didn’t – why –?’ Finally a whole sentence forces itself out: ‘Why did you bring me here then? You said you had … You didn’t tell me anything!’

			Marnie doesn’t seem to register the way Hannah’s voice rises to a shout. ‘I told you what you needed to know – that I had nothing to do with Alice’s disappearance, but that it’s my fault.’

			Hannah wonders if Marnie is looking for absolution or reassurance, but there is nothing inside of Hannah that can offer that.

			‘She was fucked, see.’ Marnie appears to be blinking herself back into the present, her eyes refocusing. She wipes a sleeve across her face, her nose, rubbing away the tears and snot. ‘Right from the beginning. Because she was my kid, she never stood a chance. So, whatever happened – some arsehole whisking her off the streets, raping her and throwing her into the ocean, or her running away – it all comes down to me.’

			‘That’s such bullshit.’ Hannah clenches her fists. ‘Something actually happened to Alice – actually, physically happened – and you’re still sitting here making it about you. You’re not giving me any answers. All you’re giving me is your own sob story.’

			‘I –’ Marnie starts, then stops.

			‘You can’t give me anything?’ Hannah waves a hand. ‘Anything at all that could actually be useful …?’

			Marnie rubs a hand across her face, ducks her head. ‘I told you every—’

			‘You told me about you. Now tell me about Alice, about what could have happened to her.’

			‘I don’t know!’ Marnie bursts out, whipping her gaze to Hannah’s face. ‘I don’t fucken know! You think if I knew anything I wouldn’t have told the police ages ago?’

			‘You mean like how you told them about sending the messages? You do realise that probably sent them off on some tangent and wasted time they could’ve been searching for Alice.’

			Hannah can see Marnie’s jaw working, back and forth, grinding her teeth. ‘Telling them wouldn’t have made a difference. It wouldn’t. Christ, you come in here – like what, you think you’re fucking Nancy Drew or something? Seven years of the police working on this, and you think you can waltz back in and figure it out? You always were so up yourself, thinking you were better than me, than Alice –’

			‘I never,’ Hannah snaps, ‘never thought I was better than you. Whatever you thought of me, that’s just you projecting.’

			‘Oh yeah – what about what Alice thought of you?’

			‘What?’

			Marnie sneers. ‘Oh, you think she didn’t talk shit about you behind your back to her own mother?’

			‘She wouldn’t have said a thing to you.’ Hannah seethes, but she feels cold. ‘She hated you.’

			‘She thought you were a stuck-up snob,’ Marnie spits. ‘She bitched about you all the time, said you were fucked up from –’

			‘No, this is done.’ Hannah is standing up. ‘We’re done here.’

			She makes to leave the lounge – and suddenly Marnie is calling out, and the cruelty is gone from her voice. ‘Wait! Shit. Wait, stop, okay, just stop!’

			Hannah doesn’t want to, but she forces herself to take a breath and turn back.

			Marnie is dragging a hand down her face with enough force to pull the skin beneath her eyeballs down. ‘Sorry,’ she breathes out. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have … You just got me worked up. Because you’re right –’ she shakes her head ‘– shit, you’re so right. About it all.’ She sniffles, eyes welling once more. ‘Alice didn’t say bad things about you.’ Her voice is quiet. ‘I’m pretty sure she loved you more than me. You were a good best friend.’

			‘Thanks,’ Hannah says, and if she chokes slightly on the word, she doesn’t let herself focus too much on why.

			‘Look.’ Marnie seems tired. ‘I don’t know what else I can tell you that might help with – whatever you’re doing.’ She pauses, then her face hardens. ‘That teacher, though … maybe.’

			‘The teacher who you thought was “seeing” Alice …?’ Hannah asks.

			‘Yeah. I still can’t remember her name. I mentioned her to the police, when Alice went missing. They never got back to me – I don’t even know if they checked her out. You know, I’ve always thought she might have something to do with it. I reckon if you’re gonna get real answers from anyone, it’s that creep. Yeah –’ Marnie’s face is hard ‘– yeah, I reckon she’d be the one to look into.’

			‘But you can’t remember her name.’

			Marnie sags. ‘No, sorry. But she was at your school, and you were in the same classes as Alice. You don’t remember any teacher being creepy towards her?’

			Hannah is shaking her head, even as a slideshow of faces flicks through her mind. Names jump out – Mrs O’Connor, Ms Watson, Ms Olney – but none of them stick, seem right, fit the information that Marnie has given her.

			‘Woulda been right before she went missing. Did Alice mention anything?’

			‘No,’ Hannah says, and the flurry of names and faces recedes as a tiredness sets in. ‘No, she didn’t.’

			Marnie heaves herself from the couch. ‘Well, you could always ask around. But yeah, if I were to lay my money on anyone having something to do with it …’ She is herding Hannah towards the door. ‘You know, if you end up finding her – that woman.’ Marnie’s mouth settles into a grim line. ‘I wouldn’t mind a swing at her. Just once, before I go.’

			Hannah says nothing, letting Marnie have her moment and her dark chuckle.

			They reach the front door. Marnie opens it, and Hannah steps out onto the porch and then pauses. ‘Do you remember back when you were still being questioned … I saw you outside the police station? You smiled at me.’

			Marnie inclines her head.

			Hannah shrugs. ‘I just … I always wondered, why?’

			‘I thought you were waiting for me.’ Marnie’s laugh is a bitter, hard noise. ‘I thought you had come to see me because you believed I was innocent. I dunno. Maybe I thought Alice had told you I’d never hurt her, never woulda hurt her. I was just – I was relieved someone was on my side.’

			Marnie’s eyes scan Hannah’s face for something. Hannah keeps her expression blank, and gives nothing.

			‘But you weren’t, I’m guessing. And I also figure Alice probably never said a nice thing about me. Which would be fair enough, I guess.’

			Hannah knows the closest Alice ever came to being nice about her mum was to be neutral. She can see, in Marnie’s eyes, the hope that Hannah will reveal Alice had expressed love, affection, anything vaguely positive. And, for someone who finds that lies come as unthinkingly and naturally as breathing, Hannah surprises herself by being unable to offer this false comfort to Marnie. Hannah isn’t sure if it’s because she thinks Marnie doesn’t deserve the solace, or because she thinks Marnie doesn’t deserve any more deception in her life. Perhaps it’s both. In any case, she keeps her face, as before, deliberately blank.

			Resignation fills Marnie’s eyes. ‘Anyway, at least you were on Alice’s side.’ She offers Hannah a smile. ‘At least for all that I fucked everything up, Alice had you – still has you, really. You’re still looking for what happened to her after all these years.’ Marnie has stepped back to close the door. ‘I hope you find something,’ she says, then, ‘You’re a good friend, Hannah.’

			Hannah nods, the door closes, and she turns in the direction of her car but doesn’t see it – doesn’t see anything except Alice’s face twisted and red and crying, with heaving sobs.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Hannah feels unsettled after speaking to Marnie, like she is jumping out of her skin. Back home, she hides herself in her old room, craving the privacy of a shut door, and sits on the bed with her back against the headrest. With each blink, she sees another image in her mind’s eye: Alice crying, Marnie with her shorn head, a faceless old man with too-long fingers, Alice with a black eye, Alice and an older woman whose face changes into teachers from Hannah’s memory. Why did she not know that Alice was potentially being groomed by a teacher? What else did Alice keep from her?

			She finds herself tracking down Doug on Facebook and recognises him from the press conferences. Back then, his face was twisted in pain as he cried and begged anyone with information to come forward. She can’t help opening the Messenger app, can’t help typing, can’t help sending, I was Alice’s best friend in high school. Why didn’t you come back when she went missing? Didn’t you care? Why did you tell her she couldn’t stay with you when she asked? Why didn’t you help her?

			She doesn’t expect an answer, but she gets one an hour later, a one-liner: please don’t contact me or my family bringing up upsetting things. She’s furious, because Alice was his family too, wasn’t she? But when Hannah goes to reply, he has blocked her. She slams her laptop closed with the rage she wishes she could direct at Doug.

			Next she goes to her diaries, skipping through entries to see if there is any hint as to who that teacher might have been.

			– so annoyed, I really wanted to go after school to the beach, get some food, hang with Alice. I feel like she’s been avoiding me? She’s never around anymore, and I don’t even know why or if I’ve annoyed her. Why not just tell me instead of being weird?? Anyway so I found her after school just sitting on the steps outside instead of heading to the bus and I was like, let’s go to the beach, and she said no! I was asking her why, and she was being super weird, like talking about how she has homework. When have we ever cared about homework? WTF. So I asked her why she wasn’t heading home then, and she said her mum was picking her up. WTF. Her mum doesn’t drive! I said I’d wait with her and she was all weird and said I should just go home. So I did, because if she doesn’t want me around FINE, I don’t even care. I bet she has a secret boyfriend or something, but, okay no offence, who at our school would date Alice?? None of the boys like her. Ughhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. Whatever. Stop thinking about Alice, grrrrr.

			Hannah closes the diary. Stop thinking about Alice.

			Easier said than done, Hannah figures – and that’s when she decides she is going to get drunk.

			***

			Jamie seems surprised but happy when Hannah announces that she’s going for drinks with old acquaintances from her teenage years.

			‘I don’t remember you hanging out with Siobhan in high school,’ Jamie muses, ‘but I’m glad you’ve reconnected. I was worried you’d be cooped up at home the whole time you’re here. It’ll be good for you to get out and about! Do you know where you’re heading?’

			Hannah knows only that she is to be at Sammy’s house at 7.30 p.m., far too late to start drinking when thoughts of Alice crowd her mind. She has therefore already been to the liquor store and filled the drink bottle she is swigging from with white wine. It’s only four-thirty in the afternoon.

			‘Not really,’ she tells Jamie.

			‘Oooh, and what will you wear?’ Jamie looks excited. ‘Did you bring any nice clothes from Melbourne?’

			Hannah is currently wearing jeans, boots and a black long-sleeved shirt. She has no plans to change. ‘I’ll figure something out.’ To avoid further questions she wanders to the back porch, taking large gulps from her drink bottle as she goes.

			Siobhan has offered to pick her up and take her to Sammy’s. By the time Siobhan swings by, Hannah has finished off most of the bottle of wine, has a nice buzz going on, can’t remember when she last ate and feels disconnected from her body.

			Siobhan greets her – ‘Oh! You look … um. Are you ready to go?’ – introduces the man driving the car as her husband – ‘Do you remember Brandon from high school?’– asks a few more times if Hannah is ready to go, then finally relents and lets her into the car.

			Siobhan is dressed in skinny jeans and a spangly top, her eyelids adorned with sweeps of glitter and her cheeks rouged to high heaven. Her hair is beautifully curled and coiffed, and she’s had her nails done. She seems disappointed in Hannah’s lack of effort, but the wonderful wine Hannah has ingested ensures she couldn’t care less about this.

			Sammy lives in a display home with closed doors that hide the messy reality of having two toddlers. As the other women knock back a cocktail punch in the lounge, Hannah enjoys wandering the house and peeking into the underbelly Sammy has tried to conceal.

			The other women greeted her with varying degrees of recognition and a few raised eyebrows. Their introductions came in a stream – Alana, Talea, Cassie, Liz – and Hannah barely keeps track of them all. They’re all dressed up in heels and dresses or nice tops, and they spent a good ten minutes cooing over one another in the ritualistic greeting performed by tipsy women.

			When Hannah’s snooping ends, she tucks herself into a couch corner next to the punch and refills her cup each time it empties. The world has been muted and blurred, and her head swims gloriously. She has a pleasant time drifting in and out of conversations, listening to the flurry of voices mixing with a boppy playlist, and responding whenever a woman occasionally tries to talk to her.

			‘So what do you do in Melbourne?’ asks Alana, whose slicked-back ponytail is high atop her head.

			‘I’m studying architecture,’ Hannah invents. ‘And I work for an interior-decorating company.’

			‘That’s so cool!’ Alana gasps.

			Hannah tells Liz she’s interning at a news network and studying journalism. To Sammy she says she’s a makeup artist – and she isn’t sure if she gets away with that one. But she enjoys creating different versions of herself, like she is crafting tiny Hannah-dolls and playing out their lives for these women. She is everyone and anything but herself.

			Around nine-thirty, Sammy’s husband drives them to a small bar in the next town over. Hannah squeezes into the back seat next to Talea and tells her she’s a bank teller in Melbourne. Talea says, ‘I thought you were in public relations …?’ and Hannah can’t stop laughing. The woman doesn’t talk to her again.

			The bar is surprisingly modern, lit in orange and red, and cramped in that endearing way of dive bars. Thumping music mingles with the incessant shake of a cocktail mixer. The air smells like sweat, beer and vapes, and for a moment Hannah feels like she’s back in Melbourne, the familiarity steadying her enough that the first thing she orders is a water.

			And then Liz is next to her, ordering three espresso martinis and saying, ‘Oh my god, I just remembered – you were friends with that Alice girl, right, the one who went missing? My god, did they ever find her?’

			Hannah finishes her water in three gulps. She turns to the woman. ‘Want to do shots?’ she says, then orders two and a bottle of beer without checking if Liz agrees.

			As soon as they’re in front of her, Hannah knocks back one of the shots. The vodka burns down her throat, there’s a wave of nausea, then the feeling fades and her hands are tingling. She walks off with her stubby clutched to her chest, leaving the remaining shot and Liz behind. Finding the booth where the other women are settled, she slots herself into the end.

			The woman next to her … Hannah remembers her name from the earlier introductions: Cassie. Cassie with the tight black curls, blunt fringe and nose ring, her blazer sleeves rolled up to reveal a spiral of tattoos leading up her arms.

			‘You don’t look like you belong here,’ Hannah says.

			Cassie also has a beer on the table in front of her. She has barely drunk any of it, while Hannah has already knocked back half of hers. At Hannah’s question, Cassie’s face becomes coolly guarded. ‘I don’t …?’

			Hannah drunkenly realises she might have made a misstep. ‘No, I mean … you don’t have a –’ she searches, and it feels like her brain is a house with flickering power, and she must grope in darkness with sporadic flashes of light to find coherent thoughts ‘– a beach vibe.’

			The guardedness gives way, somewhat, to amusement. ‘What vibe do I have then?’

			Hannah wrinkles her nose. ‘Barista,’ she settles on.

			‘I’m not sure if that’s a compliment.’ Cassie takes a measured sip of her beer. ‘For the record, I’m an accountant. But yes, I live in Brisbane. I’m just visiting. I did grow up here, though. You clearly don’t remember me from high school then?’

			Hannah squints, leaning in close to study Cassie’s face. ‘Nope,’ she declares.

			‘Fair.’ Cassie, to her credit, does not lean back, and Hannah likes that she is unruffled, cool as a cucumber. ‘I used to bleach my hair to try and be blonde – which, you can imagine, was a tragic disaster. Definitely no barista vibes back then.’

			Hannah pulls away, takes a drink and thinks she might need another soon. Did she just buy this one? Time is slipping and sliding like goop between her fingers. ‘D’you remember me from then?’

			‘Sure. You were a regular goth back then. I’m glad you’ve lost the eyeliner. No offence, but you were terrible at applying it.’

			‘That was the point.’ Hannah frowns. ‘The point was to be bad. It was anarchy.’

			‘Oh, my bad.’ Cassie chuckles. ‘I didn’t realise it was a political statement.’

			‘D’you want shots?’ Hannah lifts her beer up, studies the bottle and tries to gauge how much is left. Maybe she’ll order two next.

			‘No thanks, I’m driving home. I bet one of the others would be keen, though.’

			Hannah looks across the table. Siobhan is giggling with Alana. Sammy, Talea and Liz are now standing beside the booth, talking to two men in button-ups. There’s enough flirtatious giggling going on to indicate it really is a proper girls’ night out.

			‘No thanks,’ Hannah says, pulling a face. ‘I’d rather do shots on my own.’ She finishes her beer and looks at Cassie. ‘Are you really friends with these girls?’

			Cassie seems surprised. ‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’

			‘Because –’ Hannah gestures, searching in the dark room of her mind ‘– because, you know, you’re … You seem different to them. They’re all, you know, kids and makeup and Taylor Swift and romance novels. And you’re … barista vibes.’

			‘So?’ Cassie picks at the label on her beer. ‘We’re not in high school anymore. We don’t divide into cliques in the real world, or at least we shouldn’t. You just bond with different people.’

			‘But these people?’

			Frowning, Cassie peels the label half off. ‘You know, having kids and liking makeup and romance novels doesn’t automatically make you a bad person or even a boring person. And besides –’ she lifts the beer to her lips with a shrug ‘– who doesn’t love some T-Swizzle from time to time?’

			Hannah feels churlish, like she is being reprimanded, and she dislikes this. Dislikes that Cassie, with her alternative vibes, isn’t joining her in judging these women, isn’t agreeing that they’re shallow and vapid, and is instead turning it on Hannah, making her out to be the bad person. And Hannah is sick of being the bad person. She wants Cassie to like her, because Cassie looks cool. She wants another drink, because her buzz is fading and failing. She wants to be out of her own skin, because right now it isn’t fitting properly; she has stretched and rearranged it too much tonight, performing for other people, playing different Hannahs.

			‘I’m gonna dance,’ she announces, and she leaves the table and trips her way towards the huddle of people dancing.

			They are all towards the back of the bar, near the exit into the smoker’s area. It’s a compact open space where a pool table might have once sat, and perhaps does during the week when the vibes are more lowkey. Hannah loves that when people go out at night they always form dancefloors, even when there’s no real space, even when it’s not particularly practical, because drunk people insist on being able to move. She melts into the centre of the crowd.

			The next hour passes by in a blur. Her body bumps and crashes into others, their faces twirling across her vision, hands brushing across her skin. There’s the burn of more shots, the grind of a faceless man at her back.

			Another man asks her if she wants to go out for a smoke, and she doesn’t smoke but agrees anyway, stumbling into the fresh air with him. The area is bricked ground, enclosed by a wooden fence draped in fairy-lights, and large enough for two tables and accompanying bench-seats. There aren’t many other people outside, most of them standing, and the air is hazy with smoke. The man leads her towards the table at the back, hands her a cigarette, and helps her fumbling fingers navigate the lighter.

			On the first inhale, her stomach roils and bile floods her mouth, her head spinning. She is sure, for an instant, that she will throw up. But the feeling passes, and the man hasn’t noticed. Her mouth tastes dry and ashy, but she persists in trying to take another drag. There is something about the way her body reacts, with such revulsion, that is addictive.

			‘So, you want to head back to mine, maybe …?’

			Hannah focuses on the man, and his eyes are heavily bloodshot, body swaying, sweat staining his armpits and beading across his forehead. She is feeling reckless, self-destructive – she wants to do things that push her out of her body, force her into that dissociative state that she used to slip into so easily at the library when she was a teenager. She wants to drift away, let her body be taken over and invaded.

			‘Hannah?’ a voice asks.

			Hannah turns and sees Cassie making her way from the smoker section entrance, beelining for their table at the back. While Hannah can feel sweat gripping her clothes to her body, which feels dishevelled and grubby, Cassie is still cool, calm and collected.

			‘Everything okay here?’ Cassie asks, looking between Hannah and the man.

			Hannah looks back at him – and with Cassie’s presence, with her judgement, she sees him more clearly. He looks at least fifteen years older than her, and her body reacts the same as it did to the cigarette at the thought of sleeping with this man.

			She thinks of Marnie, and then, almost involuntarily, of little Marnie, of old men and bodies pressed atop tiny figures, and suddenly she has to turn her head and gag.

			‘Jesus,’ the man says and backs away.

			‘I’ll take it from here,’ Cassie tells him.

			She guides Hannah to sit at the wooden bench next to the table, then slides in next to her. The cigarette is still burning between her fingers, and ash drifts in flecks across her jeans.

			‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ Cassie says.

			‘I don’t.’ Her lips, she notes, are feeling slightly numb, her tongue large and unwieldy in her mouth.

			‘Are you feeling okay? You want me to get some water?’

			Hannah shakes her head. She doesn’t want Cassie to leave, because her presence is strangely grounding.

			Taking another drag of the cigarette, because it is there, Hannah coughs, then retches again.

			This time Cassie eases it from her fingers and stubs it into the ashtray. ‘How about we give the cigarettes a rest, yeah?’

			An exhaustion creeps into Hannah’s limbs, weighing her down. Her head feels cement-like, teetering on her shoulders and pulling her body from side to side.

			‘The other girls are getting ready to head off – bar’s closing at midnight,’ Cassie says. ‘Dave is about five minutes away to drive us back into town.’

			‘Dave?’ Hannah mumbles, as she leans her elbows on the table and rests her head on her hands.

			‘Sammy’s husband …?’ Cassie says, and she lightly pats Hannah’s shoulder. ‘You sure you’re okay? I bet some water would go down a treat right about now.’

			‘M’fine. I’m not even that drunk.’

			‘Of course not. After all, most sober non-smokers decide on a whim to take up smoking one night out the back of a bar.’

			Hannah closes her eyes just to rest them.

			Cassie’s touch to her shoulder forces them back open. ‘Hannah, don’t go to sleep just yet.’

			Hannah blows out a long, frustrated sigh. ‘Fuck!’ She sits back in the chair. ‘Fuck Hannah. Fuck her. I don’t want to be her tonight. Fuck Hannah.’

			‘Hannah doesn’t seem so bad to me,’ Cassie says. ‘Maybe just a little drunk is all.’

			‘No.’ Hannah shakes her head, and the world spins. ‘She sucks.’

			Cassie chuckles. ‘Okay, if you say so. You want to be called something else then? How about another H name to make it easier?’ She thinks for a moment. ‘What about Holly?’

			Hannah feels lost; she had been busy recovering from her head shake. ‘Huh?’

			‘Holly – I’ll call you Holly if you don’t want to be Hannah.’

			She feels herself nod sagely. ‘Yes. Yes, good.’

			Hannah is looking at Cassie. Cassie is looking at her. They are very close, and Hannah thinks Cassie has lovely brown eyes and wonders if she should tell her this.

			‘Hot Bitch Holly,’ Cassie says. She’s definitely enjoying herself, smiling.

			‘I’m a hot bitch …?’

			‘Of course.’

			They are very close. Hannah can’t remember if she has told Cassie about her eyes yet. She should – or should she kiss her? Is Cassie leaning in for a kiss?

			‘Girls! Hey, you two, ride’s here!’

			It’s Siobhan, and Cassie is taking Hannah’s arm, helping her up. ‘That’s our cue,’ she says – and the moment, if there had been one, has passed.

			***

			Hannah finds a corner of the car to huddle into, tucked away against the door with the window open so the cold air can snatch the growing nausea from her mouth. The other women complain about the cold, Hannah ignores them, and then someone puts on Taylor Swift, and Hannah closes her eyes and wishes she could sleep.

			At Sammy’s, a convoy of husbands and boyfriends and fiancés have congregated to collect their partners. Hannah stands, swaying, then Cassie offers her a lift back home and leads her to a tiny dark green Hyundai Getz. Inside it smells like incense, and there is a Funko Pop! of Ned Flanders from The Simpsons Blu-Tacked onto the dashboard.

			There are plastic bags of old clothes on the back seat, and Cassie grimaces when she sees Hannah looking. ‘Every day I tell myself I’ll drop them at the op shop,’ she explains, ‘and every day I forget. Now –’ she has plugged her phone into the aux cord ‘– what’s your address?’

			Hannah tells her, she enters it, and then she cues up some appropriately indie music. She winds down the windows without Hannah having to ask, and they start the ten-minute drive to Jamie’s house. Cassie is quiet for the first few minutes, and Hannah uses the time to cling to some stability as her head and stomach spin.

			‘You know, I really do remember you from high school,’ Cassie says. ‘I was always envious of you, actually.’

			Hannah bobs her head to show she is listening.

			‘Like, you clearly gave zero shits. It was pretty admirable – very intimidating. Most of us were terrified of you.’

			Hannah thinks her sixteen-year-old self would have liked that.

			‘I always thought …’ A considered pause. ‘Well, that it was odd that Alice Montgomery was your best friend.’

			Closing her eyes, Hannah turns her head away. There it is, she thinks. Alice, Alice, Alice. Always and forever, Alice.

			‘Because she was so shy and quiet,’ Cassie says. ‘But maybe that’s why she was drawn to you, I guess. I know she had a tough home life.’

			Marnie. Hannah swallows. The old man. Marnie’s boyfriend Josh. Skin mottled with bruises, rotting from the inside out, a deep black quiet decay of badness bubbling inside.

			Opening her eyes, Hannah checks the GPS, squints to focus. Just two minutes away.

			‘Can we not talk about Alice?’ she says, her words thick.

			‘Oh, right.’ Cassie glances at her, then back at the road. ‘Sorry. I didn’t think. I bet that was tough for you. You must miss her.’

			Hannah swallows, and her saliva feels viscous going down her throat. ‘Feel sick,’ she mutters.

			‘Mmm?’ Cassie hasn’t heard. ‘You okay?’

			Hannah has pressed her lips shut. If she opens them, maybe she’ll vomit. Maybe the vomit will be black. Maybe she’s rotten inside too.

			They turn down her street.

			‘Anyway,’ Cassie says, ‘it was really good to see you tonight. I’m around town for a bit, and Siobhan said you were here for a while. Maybe we can catch up again sometime …?’

			They have arrived at the house. Hannah wants to tell Cassie that more than anything she would like to catch up again – she wants to, but the blackness is bubbling at the back of her throat.

			Cassie peers past her at the house. Jamie has left a porch light on, and a light in the lounge. ‘Think your mum is still up. I’ve always liked your mum. We both worked a few weekend shifts at the IGA together. She was always so nice.’

			Hannah breathes through her nose. Thinks she might be able to speak now.

			‘I was … You know, I know you probably get this a lot –’ Cassie is still looking at the house ‘– but I’m … I’m really sorry about what happened with your dad. I just – my aunt, she was also –’

			Hannah’s chest seizes unexpectedly. Her mouth is wrenched open, and the words tumble out, aggressive, hard, desperate, automatic: ‘Fuck you.’ Because no, no, no, not her dad, not now, we don’t talk about him, how dare you talk about him –

			Cassie looks stunned. ‘What?’

			Hannah pulls the door open, tumbles from the car, staggers down the path. Her face is wet, and a weird noise pulls itself from inside her, something like a howl, and it only breaks when she reaches her front door and vomits all over the welcome mat.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			When Hannah wakes the next morning, it takes a few minutes for her to realise where she is. There is softness beneath her head, her back – a mattress, pillows – and a doona tangled around her legs, and she is, she sees, blinking blearily, still wearing jeans, but her top is off, the wire of her bra digging into her ribcage. She is in her old room, she realises, and then her body makes itself known: the throb of a headache behind dry eyes, her mouth like cotton, the taste of bile, furriness clinging to her teeth. Her stomach is in motion, up and down, round and round, and she is drenched in sweat. Her hair feels wet, sticking to her forehead. She is trembling all over. She is, it would appear, spectacularly hungover.

			George is draped across her feet, and the heat of him prickles her skin so badly that she pushes him away with her toes. He leaves with a disgruntled look that feels suitably judgemental.

			Hannah closes her eyes in the hope that this will stop the spin of the world around her. Fragments filter through the fog in her brain and flash across the backs of her eyelids in tandem with each pulse of her headache: the dimly lit bar, the dancefloor, alcohol scouring her throat, a cigarette between her fingertips, Cassie. Hannah lifts her shaking hands and pushes them into her eyes hard enough for her to see white. Cassie – and with her comes the visceral memory of shouting, ‘Fuck you!’ in a car and watching the woman’s face twist in surprise.

			The rest is blackness, an aching void that Hannah can’t fill – how she got inside, got to the bed. When she removes her hands from her face, carefully sits up and looks around, she sees a large glass of water and two Panadol tablets on the bedside table. Hannah surmises that Jamie was involved in her drunken bedtime.

			After giving herself a good half an hour to wallow and let the nausea abate, Hannah drags herself to the shower. She welcomes the scalding heat of the water, rubs her skin red with a loofah, shampoos her hair twice and, when the water begins to cool, finally deems herself clean enough to leave. She puts on the loosest clothing she owns and tiptoes from the bedroom. Not yet hungry, she craves sugary coffee, feeling sure that the first sips will help to chase the cobwebs from her mind.

			Jamie is in the kitchen, scrolling through her iPad on the table. She looks up when Hannah enters and frowns – and the disapproval in that single movement of her lips is enough to have Hannah raising her defences.

			‘And how are we feeling?’ Jamie asks pointedly.

			Hannah feels a wave of annoyance, because the point of the question is not to get an answer – Jamie knows how she feels – but to shame her. And if Jamie wants to do that, Hannah thinks, then she should just do it.

			The hangover has scraped away all of Hannah’s patience. She has no time for small talk or dancing around issues. She has no time for Jamie.

			‘Hungover,’ she says and clicks the kettle on. ‘Sick, headachy and tired.’

			‘I’m not surprised,’ Jamie says.

			Hannah takes a mug from the cupboard, plonks it on the bench and drags the instant coffee over.

			‘Do you have anything you want to say?’

			Hannah exhales, plants her hands on the counter, then turns. ‘I don’t know, clearly you have something you want me to say. Why don’t you just tell me so we can get it over and done with?’

			‘Don’t take that tone with me,’ Jamie says sharply.

			‘What tone?’ Hannah throws up her hands. ‘I don’t have a tone. God, look, I’m hungover – I don’t have the patience for mind games.’

			‘Mind games?’ Jamie’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘Lord, Hannah, I’m just looking for some accountability for last night, maybe an apology, a thank you.’

			‘Okay, fine, thank you. The water was great, nice touch. Are you happy now?’

			‘Hannah, I – Jesus.’ Hannah has not heard this kind of frustration from Jamie since she was a teenager. ‘You came home absolutely rolling drunk, you vomited all over the floor, you were sobbing like someone had died – you scared the absolute bejeezus out of me. I thought something terrible had happened to you the way you were carrying on. And you’re really going to just offer me nothing but attitude now, after all that?’

			Something terrible, Hannah thinks – and wasn’t her life just one ‘something terrible’ after another? Wasn’t everyone’s life just one ‘something terrible’ after another? Didn’t everyone mark the passing of time by points of tragedy? Wasn’t that just history?

			‘I was drunk,’ is what she says. ‘I was wasted, okay? It’s not a big deal.’

			‘Right, not a big deal until you’re choking on your own vomit in the night,’ Jamie huffs.

			‘God, dramatic much?’ The kettle has boiled, and Hannah resumes making her coffee. ‘I’ve been drunker before and it’s been fine.’

			‘Is that supposed to make me feel better?’

			‘No, it’s supposed to make you back off. I’ve lived five years out of home getting wasted and I’ve been fine, clearly, so –’

			‘Have you?’ Jamie challenges. ‘Have you been fine?’

			Hannah turns back. ‘I’m upright and walking and not dead, so obviously I have.’

			‘Not dead is not the benchmark for fine. God, Han, love, I’ve done nothing but worry about you for the past five years, and now you’re here and I can see how you’re acting –’

			‘How exactly am I acting?’

			‘Like you don’t care! About anything, about anyone, even yourself. It’s like you’re not even fully present, like you just can’t … can’t engage or something. I just … I guess I just thought, with you coming back here for the first time in so long … I thought you might be finally ready to start dealing with everything.’

			Hannah feels tight in her chest and hot all over, her cheeks burning like she is the one who has been yelling. She feels sick, and it isn’t just from the hangover: it’s a deeper kind of sickness, one that sticks to her insides, tacky and hot and shameful. ‘There isn’t,’ she manages to get out, ‘anything I need to deal with.’

			Jamie lets out a sigh that sounds like a cry. ‘Oh, Han. Tell me, love, have you been in the garage since you’ve been home?’

			Hannah hates Jamie, just a little, at that moment.

			‘Have you –’ Jamie won’t stop ‘– even been in there since you found him?’

			Hannah takes her coffee, leaves the kitchen and heads upstairs to her room, slamming the door behind her. She looks down at her mug. The coffee is black, and Hannah starts crying. She doesn’t stop for a while.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Hannah spends the next four days avoiding Jamie whenever she can and – in a move she never anticipated – welcoming the presence of Ginger. She actively encourages the woman to hang around, help with Jamie’s exercises, come on her prescribed daily walks and even join them on a run to the grocery store. Anything to help fill the silences between her and Jamie; anything to intercept Jamie’s concerned looks edged with exasperation and frustration.

			When she isn’t avoiding Jamie, Hannah writes down the names of female teachers she can remember, then scours her teenage diaries for any she might have missed. The final list has five names: Mrs DuBois (Year 10 Mathematics), Ms Edwards (Year 10 Media), Ms Olney (Year 11 English), Ms Watson (Year 11 Sports) and Mrs O’Connor (Year 11 Science). She reads through diary passages for any hints of a teacher acting inappropriately or coming across as weird. There is nothing. And there is nothing in her memory, when she sits and combs through those final high school years with Alice. No, there isn’t nothing, Hannah thinks, it’s just that her memories are wholly centred around her. Hannah does not remember any teachers behaving inappropriately towards Alice because Hannah does not remember anything that did not directly affect her teenage self. She is irrationally angry at adolescent Hannah and the selfish, narrow scope with which she paid attention to the world. She doesn’t let herself dwell on whether that’s changed over time.

			She toys with her phone because something else – beyond Alice, beyond the teacher, beyond Jamie and the garage – has been playing on her mind. Finally she relents. She texts Siobhan, plies her with niceties and manages to get the number.

			Then she types: Hey, it’s Hannah. I hope you don’t mind – I got your # from Siobhan. She re-reads the message a few times, then adds, so about the other night, and deletes it. She tries, I was wondering if, then deletes it.

			Finally, she hits send on the simple line. It’s a cautious peace offering, she thinks, a tiptoe into potentially unwelcome territory.

			Then she waits. She waits and tries to pretend she isn’t waiting. She waits and scrolls through social media, flicks through her teenage diaries, and tries to believe these activities are consuming her attention.

			When the message comes through, Hannah jumps and opens it.

			???

			She feels deflated.

			Another message pings. Well, this is a surprise. I was fairly sure I’d seen the last of Hot Bitch Holly.

			Hannah cringes. Yeah, sorry, I was a bit drunk.

			Understatement, comes the reply. Want to explain what the hell happened at the end of the night?

			Hannah doesn’t want to explain, but she mulls it over and writes, I don’t like to talk about my dad.

			There is a long pause. She wonders if what she wrote is enough – then thinks if it isn’t enough, Cassie isn’t the person she thought she was.

			The response dings. That’s fair. Honestly probs somewhat my fault for springing it on you. Bit out of line for me. Not ‘screaming fuck you’ level out of line, but I get it.

			Hannah allows herself a sigh of relief. So, I was wondering if that invite to hang out still stands?

			Another too-long pause. Hannah remembers why she hates this.

			Then, Sure, coffee tomorrow maybe? 10? Too short notice?

			Hannah smiles at her phone. Perfect.

			Hannah likes Cassie. There’s something about the other woman that Hannah can’t help but be drawn to. She thinks that Cassie is switched on, funny, sardonic and laidback, and that the two of them could have fun together.

			But.

			Hannah started something the moment Ginger told her about Marnie’s illness, the moment she cracked open her teenage diaries, the moment she met up with Marnie. Or maybe even further back – maybe the moment she decided to return to her home town, when she started down the path of all things Alice. Now she needs to see this through to the end, whatever that looks like. A body? A confession? A runaway living in secret?

			Right now, what Hannah needs is to find that teacher. Hannah tells herself that her memory has failed to deliver the answers, so she needs someone with a mind that has held on to sharp details from the past, remembers things from beyond their own little bubble, who might be able to point her in the right direction.

			Hannah tells herself this, but she knows it isn’t the whole truth. There are ways to track down teachers – there are ways to track down anyone. The internet is a virtual hunting ground ripe with digital footprints to follow right to someone’s doorstep. Hannah could do this alone.

			But she thinks of Cassie, and of an alternate timeline where Alice didn’t exist and Cassie and Hannah met and had all the fun in the world. She thinks if she can’t have that, maybe she can have Cassie in another way. Perhaps Hannah just wants to have her cake and eat it too.

			***

			They arrange to meet at the cafe Hannah had sat in at the beginning of her stay, where she met Siobhan and kicked this whole journey off. She chooses the same booth, because she’s not above kowtowing to symbolism.

			Cassie is ten minutes late to their rendezvous, enough time to make Hannah sweat and worry. Maybe this tardiness is intentional, a payback for Hannah screaming in her face. But when Cassie arrives, it’s with a casual smile and a wave, so perhaps not – perhaps Hannah is simply incapable of believing that anyone can do anything without ulterior motives.

			‘Hey-hey.’ Cassie is wearing a khaki-green army combat jacket that swamps her slight frame. She shrugs off a plain white tote bag and slings it onto the booth seat opposite Hannah, then clocks Hannah’s half-drunk coffee and gestures to the counter. ‘Mind if I grab one too?’

			Hannah nods. She uses the moment as a chance to dig in her bag for the notebook she’s been using to scrawl details about Alice, about Marnie, about the teacher.

			Cassie returns and slides into her seat. ‘So,’ she says, after an awkward beat, ‘how’d you pull up after the other night?’

			Hannah shrugs. ‘How you’d expect.’

			‘Mmmm, so a headache, vomit, “never drinking again”?’

			Hannah finds herself smiling. ‘Spot on.’

			Cassie’s coffee arrives, and she takes it with a ‘thanks’, then blows on the foam to cool it before she takes a sip. ‘I’m glad you texted. I was kinda bummed thinking we wouldn’t catch up again. I meant what I said, about it being really good to see you.’

			Internally Hannah brightens and sees a possible segue. ‘I’m pretty impressed that you remember me, actually. I don’t remember many people from high school at all.’ She doesn’t think telling Cassie it’s because past-Hannah didn’t bother to remember them will go down well, so she skims over this part. ‘Everyone’s just a blur now,’ she says instead.

			Cassie pulls a face. ‘Oh, but that makes me seem weird, like I’m stuck in the past reliving the good old days. I swear it’s not like that – I’ve just got a weirdly photographic memory. But only for useless things, of course.’

			‘So, you probably remember our teachers …?’

			‘I suppose …?’ Cassie is looking slightly confused.

			As Hannah plans her next question, she almost unconsciously puts a hand on her book.

			Cassie notes the movement. ‘Writing a novel?’ she asks, arching an eyebrow.

			‘No.’ Hannah gnaws her lower lip. ‘I’ve – look. I just … Do you … do you remember if there were any … creepy teachers?’

			Cassie’s forehead crinkles. ‘Jesus. What’s this about?’

			Hannah rubs her forehead. ‘It’s – it’s hard to explain. Just … if not creepy, then maybe if any teachers were … you know, gay or something?’

			‘Creepy and/or gay,’ Cassie says, her lips thinning, voice going flat. ‘I’m not liking these parallels.’

			‘No!’ Hannah’s eyes widen. ‘No, not like that. It’s – it’s … it’s about Alice.’

			‘Alice. Alice Montgomery.’

			‘Yeah.’

			Cassie sits back in the booth. ‘I feel like I may have misinterpreted what this coffee hang is about.’

			‘Since I’ve been back, I’ve been … Well, first, I haven’t been back in a while.’ The words are coming out in a rush; Hannah hadn’t realised how desperately she wanted to share what she was learning until she started to talk. ‘Like, since I left high school. And now that I’m here, I’ve been thinking about Alice, a lot. They never found out what happened to her, and it’s been driving me mad. Then Ginger – my mum’s next-door neighbour – told me Alice’s mum Marnie is dying of cancer. It feels like … like it’s now or never, right? To find out what happened. So I talked to Marnie and she told me so much, but the biggest thing I didn’t know is that she thinks a teacher was spending time with Alice. Inappropriately. Marnie can’t remember the name –’ Hannah flicks her notebook open ‘– and the only thing she could say for sure was that it was a woman. And look, I know, Marnie Montgomery isn’t the most reliable person. She might have gotten things twisted. But she did say that she’d heard that this teacher dated women –’ Hannah decides not to elaborate that Marnie heard this from her equally drug-affected and unreliable friend, and ploughs on ‘– which is why I thought of you – I thought you might know if any of the teachers were –’

			‘Because we all know each other,’ Cassie says sarcastically.

			‘No, no, I didn’t mean –’ Hannah gives a vigorous shake of her head. This isn’t going well, she thinks. ‘I just meant you’re observant. You paid attention to people back then. You remembered me, and Alice. You remembered about my …’ She struggles, tells herself she needs to make her point, needs to get Cassie onside. But in the end, she can only manage ‘… my family. Even my eyeliner. You remembered how Alice was quiet and shy. And you’ve stayed in contact with people here. I haven’t talked to any of them in five years. I don’t know any of them anymore, I don’t have any connections. I just thought you might be able to help.’ Hannah falls silent.

			Cassie takes a slow sip of her coffee. ‘So, basically, you lured me here under the pretence of a date, just to try and get information out of me.’

			‘I never said this was a date.’

			‘I mean, it was implied.’

			‘Technically, if you read “date” into my invitation for a “catch-up”, that’s on you.’

			Cassie’s lips twist. ‘Well … that’s fair, I guess. And, also, a pity.’

			Hannah sighs. ‘Don’t get me wrong. I would’ve … in another time.’ She looks at the scribbled names on the notepaper. ‘I just can’t think of anything else right now except Alice. I don’t know why. I can’t concentrate on anything but figuring out what happened.’

			‘Sounds healthy,’ Cassie says. She searches Hannah’s face. ‘You know, I always … with Alice, I just assumed …’ Cassie stops. She shakes her head abruptly. ‘Never mind.’

			Hannah doesn’t think she wants to know what Cassie assumed about Alice’s disappearance; Hannah doesn’t think she’d like it very much.

			Cassie appears to relent. ‘Anyway, I think I get it. Your best friend … vanished, and now you’ve got a whole heap of messed-up information about her. I’d be obsessed too.’ She holds out a hand. ‘Pass me your list of names, Columbo.’

			Hannah hands it over.

			Cassie runs her eyes down the page. ‘The names ring a bell. I don’t think I had all of them. Never took media. I was a numbers girl. Definitely nothing is jumping out in regards to them being … “creepy” or whatever. Although –’ she holds up a finger at Hannah’s disheartened expression ‘– I’m not the only one who actually remembers high school. Alana used to be the gossip queen. If anyone knows anything, it’ll be her.’

			‘Alana …?’

			‘She was with us the other night.’ A smile plays on Cassie’s lips. ‘Seems to think you’re interning as an interior designer …?’

			Hannah snorts. ‘Well, it was better than admitting I’m an unemployed student – and I use “student” in the loosest sense of the word.’

			The sentence, when it comes out, surprises her. It was unthinking, and Hannah doesn’t normally speak without calculated consideration. She has, she reflects, been incredibly candid today, in a way she isn’t normally. She briefly considers her selfish reasons for dragging Cassie into the tangle of all things Alice and wonders if there was a simpler reason. If she just wanted someone to talk to. If she just needed someone. The want, the need, unsettles her, and she’s struck with a desire to put distance between herself and Cassie so urgently that she almost recoils.

			Cassie, meanwhile, cocks her head to the side. ‘You know, I’m liking the openness today. It’s nice. Probably the first time you’ve been honest with me, right?’

			Hannah thinks of when she told Cassie that she didn’t want to be Hannah anymore. She thinks of the slurred words ‘she sucks’. Then Hannah smiles in a bashful way and ducks her head as if she agrees. Holding back eases the urge to run.

			Cassie tears out the list of names, shuts the notebook and passes it to Hannah. ‘I’ll have a look into this,’ she says. ‘Give me a few days.’

			‘Thank—’

			‘On one condition.’

			‘Condition …?’

			‘I’ll help you sleuth and snoop – as long as, right now, you and I go and get ice-creams from the IGA and walk along the bay.’

			‘What?’ Hannah blinks.

			Cassie knocks back the last of her coffee. ‘Your brain can’t all be focused on teenage traumas. You still gotta have some fun, Hot Bitch Holly.’ She slides out of the booth, waves a hand and walks to the door as if she’s confident Hannah will follow.

			Hannah takes only a moment, and then, sure enough, she does.

			***

			Later, when Hannah is home, she lies on the bed. She has so far spent her visit feeling out of control, rocked to the ground by revelations and memories so visceral she can taste the shame that drips from them.

			Right now, though, all she can taste is the ghost of cookies and cream ice-cream lingering on her tongue.

			‘Good?’ Cassie asked her, nodding at the cone in her hand.

			‘Very good,’ Hannah confirmed, and she hadn’t just been talking about the ice-cream.

			She has so far spent her visit in a never-ending spiral of rage, sadness, grief and guilt. Except for this single moment of joy, when she was eating ice-cream while walking alongside the bay, freezing cold with her nose running, next to a girl from high school she barely knows.

			The urge to push away shifts her legs restlessly on the bed. She rolls over, buries her face in her pillow and tries to ignore it.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			It takes only two days for Cassie to dig up information, although she refuses to impart it via text message. This annoys Hannah because she feels that something is nipping at her heels and driving her to solve Alice’s disappearance. She isn’t quite sure why she feels this way. She’d like to think it’s because Marnie deserves closure – but Hannah can’t give herself enough credit as a human being for that. She’s not even sure if Marnie does deserve closure.

			The feeling probably has more to do with Hannah’s desire to leave. There is no pressing need to return to Melbourne, of course. She just feels a deep longing to get away from the suffocating claustrophobia of her own memories.

			Then there is Jamie. Jamie, who is progressing quickly through rehab because she is relatively young and fit, and who hovers on Hannah’s periphery like she is the one recovering. Jamie, who every time she sees Hannah clearly has words bubbling on her lips that Hannah keeps at bay with frantic prattle, or by dragging Ginger over or scurrying from the room.

			A few times Jamie has left the internal door to the garage open, only slightly, and it feels like it sucks the air from the house until Hannah’s chest is collapsing in on itself, yet she can’t bring herself to go near it. This is the same body-seizing-up reaction she has to the external roller door, but amplified, because the internal door is the one she opened that day. She can see the ghost of her eleven-year-old self pushing it with hands still smelling of peanut butter and a name on her lips.

			Jamie keeps prodding at something inside her, something she had cauterised that is splitting apart and oozing out, and Hannah doesn’t know how much longer she can stand it.

			All this is to say she wishes Cassie would just give her the information so she can run with it – and have a legitimate reason to leave the house immediately – but instead the woman insists on being mysterious. She tells Hannah she will pick her up early tomorrow. It’s the morning, so the time to that point seems infinite. Hannah hates the yawning ache of it.

			Jamie needs her stitches removed, but Ginger is, for the first time, unavailable and unable to accompany them on the drive to the hospital. Hannah doesn’t know why, given the woman has no job, no family and, seemingly, no other friends. Perhaps she has scrounged enough money to tighten the screws on her sagging face. Hannah only manages to feel slightly ashamed of her judgemental thoughts.

			For the trip to the hospital she puts on a podcast, tells Jamie she’s been dying to listen to it and turns it up just enough to discourage attempts at conversation. To her credit, Jamie doesn’t try to push. By the time she goes in for her appointment, Hannah almost feels relaxed. She passes the time treating herself to a coffee, a muffin, and a thorough social media scroll.

			Jamie is chipper as she leaves her appointment. ‘Another two, maybe less, weeks and I’ll be back at 80 per cent!’ she tells Hannah. ‘They say I’m cruising through!’

			Hannah congratulates her.

			On the way to the car, Jamie says, ‘You might even be able to head back home earlier.’ She pauses. ‘I’m assuming you’ll be leaving as soon as I can drive again …?’

			Hannah gives an awkward shrug. ‘Well, you won’t be needing me after that point, so it makes sense for me to head back.’

			Hannah is surprised to see that Jamie looks disappointed. It had been clear from the beginning that Hannah would only be staying through the rehab process, and the five weeks had always been an estimate. Any time they’d spent together in the past had been capped at two weeks – already they were surpassing their usually allotted ‘bonding’ time. And now Jamie wants her to hang around longer? It’s as if Jamie is trying to change their dynamic. Hannah thinks of the open garage door, of finally ready to deal with everything. Maybe Jamie is just trying to change Hannah.

			‘And I suppose you don’t want to be chewing through all your leave allowance.’

			Hannah, distracted by her thoughts, is confused before she remembers the brokerage she supposedly works at, and she quickly nods.

			They’ve reached the car, and Hannah helps Jamie manoeuvre with her crutches and settle on the passenger side, before heading around the car and sliding into the driver’s seat. ‘I guess it’s just been nice having you around.’

			Hannah doesn’t know how to respond. So far they’ve fought twice and spent three days awkwardly-talking-but-not-really, Hannah has thrown up on the porch, and the closest they’ve come to wholesome quality time is watching TV together. Hannah wouldn’t have described it as ‘nice’. She just makes a noncommittal noise.

			‘And you’ve been getting around,’ Jamie says, ‘reconnecting with old friends and all that. You seem like you’ve been enjoying your stay …?’

			Hannah wants to laugh at the idea that she’s been enjoying anything lately. She starts the car in lieu of acknowledging Jamie’s words, and the podcast begins.

			But this time Jamie turns down the volume. ‘Do you think you’ll visit more often after this?’ Her voice is hopeful.

			Hannah has been planning never to return. Once she finds out what happened to Alice, she can close the door on this place for good. There will be nothing lingering once Alice is found, nothing that claws at her in the night and tugs at her body to return. Closure, Hannah thinks. She will have closure.

			‘I don’t know,’ she answers. ‘I’m not really thinking beyond just getting back to work and all that.’

			‘Of course.’ Jamie seems deflated, but she nods anyway. ‘Right. Sorry, don’t mind me.’

			It’s easier said than done to ‘not mind’ Jamie in that moment. Hannah can’t work out her mother’s behaviour – she has never before pushed for more like this. Did Hannah’s insistence on coming back to help trigger something in Jamie? Did Jamie mistake it for a desire to change their relationship? Or maybe, Hannah thinks, because she enjoys blaming Ginger, it’s that woman judging them on the sidelines, making Jamie doubt their version of normalcy. Whatever it is, Hannah doesn’t like it. Her fingers itch to turn up the volume on the podcast, because Jamie doesn’t seem like she’s finished talking, a pensive look lingering on her face.

			‘If I’d moved,’ Jamie says, and she is looking out of the window, ‘do you think you’d visit here more often?’

			‘What do you mean?’ Hannah furrows her brow. ‘If you’d moved out of town …?’

			‘No, no, just … another house around here. I wonder sometimes if you never wanted to visit because of the house. God knows –’ a bitter noise huffs past her lips ‘– I’ve wanted to leave that place. I wanted to sell up straight away. It’s better now I’ve changed it to how I like. But, back then, I hated being in that house.’

			Hannah is caught off guard. ‘You did? I never knew that. I thought …’ She doesn’t know what she thought, really. Maybe that Jamie was unaffected, or that Jamie was just stronger than her, able to separate the house from what had happened there.

			‘Of course I hated it,’ Jamie says. ‘It felt … sick, in there, afterwards. The energy was wrong. I felt like I could drown in it sometimes, you know? I could see how it affected you as well. How much you’d hate it when you came back from Perth.’

			Hannah stiffens at the reminder, and there is a frisson of rage. If Jamie had hated being in the house so much, why had only Hannah been sent away? Why hadn’t they both just left?

			‘But I spoke to some realtors and banks –’ Jamie lifts a shoulder, drops it in defeat ‘– and did the maths around selling up and moving. We wouldn’t have been able to stay here in town, not for how much the house was worth.’

			‘So why not move somewhere else entirely?’ Hannah says.

			Jamie seems startled. ‘Because this place was home,’ she says, like it’s obvious. ‘We had friends here. A community.’

			Hannah can’t help shaking her head. Jamie didn’t have friends: Jamie had a next-door neighbour with too much time on her hands. And whatever friends Hannah had, they’d fallen away as soon as she was sent to Perth and had to split her life in two.

			‘Or I don’t know …’ Jamie probably hasn’t seen Hannah’s head shaking, because she’s looking back out the window. ‘Maybe I was just scared to start again somewhere new. I was already so scared, being on my own.’

			You weren’t on your own, Hannah thinks, as she pulls into the driveway. You had me. You just chose to send me away.

			‘You know –’ Jamie starts.

			Hannah cuts the engine. ‘Home,’ she announces as she unbuckles her seatbelt. ‘Tomorrow I’ll be out for the day. Coffee with a friend.’

			‘Okay, love.’ Jamie smiles, a little tired, a little sad. ‘And thanks.’

			Hannah is halfway out of the car. ‘For dropping you off …?’

			‘For talking – or, at least, listening. I think that’s the longest conversation we’ve ever had about what happened.’

			Hannah realises it probably is. That she had to be trapped in a car to have the conversation seems irrelevant to Jamie, who clearly thinks this is an achievement.

			‘Okay,’ is all Hannah says, and she leaves Jamie to manage her crutches and get out of the car by herself. After all, the doctor said she has made such good progress.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The next morning, Hannah is already making for the door with a shouted goodbye to Jamie before the green Getz has parked at the verge. Through the car window, Hannah can see Cassie’s bemusement at the sight of her hurrying down the path.

			Hannah stops at the front passenger door, and Cassie arches an eyebrow and gestures for her to climb in. ‘No invite inside …?’ she says as Hannah settles in the seat.

			‘I needed to get out of the house.’ Hannah attempts to launch into her interrogation. ‘So what did you find?’

			‘Uh-uh-uh.’ Cassie holds up a hand. ‘Not yet. I have got information, yes. But first – because I doubt you’ve been treating yourself kindly over the past few days – we are going to the best bakery in town to get sugary junk food.’

			Hannah bites back her frustration. ‘This isn’t a game, you know,’ she can’t help saying. ‘This is important.’

			Cassie lowers her hand. ‘I know, but I want us to have time to talk through this information. This shit is heavy.’ She starts her car. ‘And I want you to take a beat to breathe. I feel like someone needs to make you do that, and I got the goods to blackmail you into it.’

			Hannah reins in her impatience. If she wasn’t so focused on Alice, she might even be flattered by Cassie’s concern, touched that she’s trying to look out for Hannah’s wellbeing and state of mind. She hasn’t the heart to tell Cassie that the ship has long since sailed on both.

			Cassie takes them to the infamous tourist-trap bakery near the edge of town, all the better to catch drivers entering and leaving. It’s the one every visitor is told they have to visit, the one that repeat visitors then lament ‘just isn’t what it used to be’ because nothing is ever as good as how people remember.

			When they park, Cassie is talking about the bakery’s apple strudels and how much she misses eating their sausage rolls since she’s become vegetarian. Then she comments, ‘I bet you used to come here after school all the time too, right?’

			Hannah nods and agrees as they step into the warm interior, where she’s overwhelmed by the scent of sugar and yeast. The truth is that she rarely visited the bakery because she and Alice never had much money, certainly not enough for the tourist prices. After school they would go to the IGA, where their two or three dollars stretched further, and where Hannah could slip items from the shelf into her bag while Alice acted as reluctant lookout. Alice wasn’t a goody-two-shoes by any means – she followed the school rules more out of apathy than any desire to please the teachers – but she loathed breaking the law. The line between law-breaking and becoming anything close to her mum was too thin, Hannah surmised, and so Alice never participated in the petty thievery.

			Hannah’s eyes fix on the cabinet of pastries and bread, but she doesn’t focus on the baked goods. She is reliving the tiny thrill of fear-laced adrenaline as she slipped a packet of lollies into her open bag, Alice hovering nearby, dancing from foot to foot, the picture of suspicious activity. Calm down, you’re so obvious, Hannah hissed, and Alice shot back, Just hurry up, we have enough food anyway, let’s just go. And then they were outside, scot-free, because they were pretty white girls and their privilege earned them implicit trust that others were denied. Their bags were laden with goods, ill-gotten and otherwise, and Hannah had the giggles like she always did after stealing, and Alice gave her an exaggerated mock disapproving look while helping herself to the open packet of sour gummies that Hannah had slipped into the front pocket of her school bag, and it was all so silly that Hannah collapsed on the ground laughing.

			‘You right, love?’ asks the older woman behind the bakery counter.

			Hannah is not on the ground laughing, and Alice is not above her with sugar clinging to the flakes of dry skin on her lips, and instead there are curious and impatient people waiting for her to make up her mind.

			‘I’ll take a sausage roll,’ Hannah says quickly. She gets a carton of iced coffee to accompany it, before she follows Cassie, armed with an apple strudel and orange juice, outside.

			Cassie leads the way down the hill to the jetty and steers Hannah to the footpath that runs alongside the curl of the water. The pungent scent of seaweed wafts up with the waves, coming and going sporadically enough that Hannah can’t get used to it, her nostrils flaring each time. As they walk to the hardwood picnic tables clustered on the paltry lawn beneath large conifers, they pass by people either in athleisure wear or clutching fishing gear, and both types greet them with cheerful hellos that Cassie, of course, easily responds to. Hannah is unprepared each time – she can’t work out if it’s politeness or if these are people she should know, did know – and her stuttered responses come too late.

			She and Cassie sit at a picnic table where someone has stuffed their brown paper bag between the cracks. It’s cold, and Hannah thinks longingly of a hot coffee and casts a disappointed look at her cold one.

			Cassie tugs the edges of her beanie over her ears and tucks herself deeper into her old green army jacket. ‘Hot chocolates.’ She clicks her fingers. ‘That’s what we should have gotten as well.’

			‘So are you going to tell me what you’ve found out?’ Hannah asks.

			Cassie sighs good-naturedly. ‘No distracting you, huh?’

			Hannah doesn’t respond.

			Cassie tears bits of pastry from her strudel and pops them into her mouth, chewing with exaggerated slowness. Hannah’s frown deepens into a scowl, and Cassie holds her hands up in surrender and swallows. ‘Okay. I talked to Alana, and she told me there were rumours about one teacher relating to why she left her last position. It was the English teacher, Rachel Olney.’

			The slideshow of faces Hannah had been cycling through settles. Dark hair, thick eyebrows, petite, with the same exhausted, apathetic expression of every other teacher who’d clearly been in the job for too long. ‘I did some sleuthing online,’ Cassie continues. ‘Had my own little Hercule Poirot moment. I figured, we need to know exactly what this “inappropriate thing” Marnie and Alana mentioned is, right? So I tracked down the school that Rachel used to work at up in Perth. Of course, the staff weren’t going to tell me anything, so I thought, Okay, maybe past students will. I got on Facebook and searched for anyone who might have attended that school.’

			Hannah blinks. ‘Jesus Christ.’

			‘I have a lot of time on my hands right now. Anyway, I narrowed it by looking at birth year and working out who Rachel might have taught –’

			‘Cassie, you didn’t have to –’

			Cassie shushes her. ‘Let me get through my detective monologue. Anyway, it turns out Rachel used to teach primary school. I found a few old students and sent off some messages saying that Rachel Olney used to be a teacher at our old school, and I made up something about a group of us getting together to buy her a present because she’s retiring from teaching entirely, and I asked if they wanted to write any messages or had any stories to contribute. I know what you’re thinking – it was a gamble. Any one of them could have looked up Rachel and seen that she isn’t working at any school right now, right?’

			This isn’t what Hannah is thinking: what Hannah is thinking is that Cassie has taken her request and absolutely sprinted with it. Why has she gone to so much trouble?

			‘I mean, that’s what I did to find out if she was still teaching.’ Cassie takes a bite of strudel and a gulp of juice. ‘Anyway, some responses came back, mostly boring stuff. A few people were really confused. But one woman wrote back and told me that we shouldn’t go to the trouble for Rachel because, didn’t we know, she’s –’ Cassie employs finger quotes ‘– “dodgy as hell”.’ Cassie pauses for a breath and prods Hannah’s sausage roll, still in its bag. ‘Eat,’ she says abruptly, and Hannah is so startled that she tugs the roll out. ‘So I asked this woman,’ says Cassie, back to telling her tale, ‘what did she mean? And she told me, well …’

			Throughout her story, Cassie has been buzzing, clearly excited by what she was doing. But now a sombreness creeps in, her movements steadying. Hannah, chewing a semi-cold and rather stodgy sausage roll that does not live up to Cassie’s hype, feels her focus intensify on what Cassie is saying.

			‘She told me that a female student had accused Rachel of being inappropriate with her. She was twelve at the time. There weren’t any specifics that the woman could give me. The police got involved, but as far as the woman knows the charges were dropped – then, right afterwards, Rachel upped and left. The woman said the whole thing was really sketchy.’ Cassie plays with her napkin. ‘She said there was another rumour too, that Rachel was sleeping with their art teacher, a younger woman. Rachel was married at the time –’ Cassie twists the napkin and her mouth ‘– and apparently pregnant.’

			Hannah sits back on her chair. ‘Holy shit. So … so Marnie is right, then? Rachel was grooming Alice …?’

			‘I mean, I don’t know …? I’m just telling you what I learned.’

			‘And … you said Rachel doesn’t work as a teacher anymore. When did she quit? Was it just after Alice disappeared?’

			A grimace from Cassie: confirmation that Hannah is right.

			‘Christ, Cassie.’

			‘Look, though,’ says Cassie, biting her lip, ‘to be clear – to, I don’t know, play devil’s advocate – Rachel never went to court, and the charges got dropped. And I got messages from other former students saying she was a great teacher and really enthusiastic, loved her job.’

			This does not align with the Rachel of Hannah’s memory, a woman who was at best a capable teacher but hardly one she would call enthralled with her profession.

			‘Did you find out where she lives now?’ Hannah asks. ‘Is she still around here?’

			Cassie presses her fingers against the flakes of pastry scattered on her brown paper bag. ‘What, no “thank you” for all the information I did get?’

			Hannah’s singular focus is derailed. ‘What? I mean, yeah, of course. I didn’t … All that stuff, it’s amazing you got so much information … You didn’t have to …?’ Her voice ticks upwards as she hints at the question she doesn’t want to ask.

			‘I got invested,’ Cassie says, catching on. ‘It was … exciting, I guess, chasing up leads. But then –’ she frowns ‘– then it was also sad, because I kept realising these are real people and that Alice really might have experienced something bad. And then the sadness would motivate me more because I’d be thinking that we need to figure out what happened to her, and I’d get caught up again, and it became –’ she draws a circle in the air ‘– a whole cycle.’ She drops her hand. ‘Besides, it felt like a big deal, you telling me about your investigation. I assumed you weren’t just telling any old person, and I didn’t want to let you down.’

			At Cassie’s sincerity, Hannah’s chest tightens with something akin to panic, and her legs ache once more to stand and walk away. But this time, below it all, she senses something inside that is basking in the knowledge that someone cares. But that part of her is so remote, so deep, that she can barely register it.

			Thankfully, it seems Cassie hasn’t noticed Hannah’s warring emotions. ‘In answer to your question.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Alana told me that Siobhan did Rachel’s hair a few weeks ago and recognised her as an old teacher.’

			‘So, chances are that she still lives in town.’ Hannah feels no real surprise at this fact and realises a part of her almost expected it. There is something about small towns, she thinks, that just can’t let some of their residents go. ‘I wonder who might know her address …’

			Cassie has an odd look on her face.

			‘What is it?’ Hannah asks. ‘Is there something else?’

			‘Just …’ Cassie hesitates, then ploughs on. ‘Alana gets carried away when she gossips. It’s not malicious – she just really likes to talk, and when you get her on a topic she’ll just … go a mile a minute. I’ve always said she should have been an investigative journalist. Anyway, not the point. She was telling me that Siobhan isn’t the only one who’s seen Rachel out and about – that she’s a familiar face around town, and she has a few friends she has lunch with. One of them is, uh … well, it’s your next-door neighbour.’

			‘Ginger?’

			Cassie spreads her palms wide. ‘That’s what Alana said. Apparently, they sometimes eat together at that little cafe on the coast.’

			Hannah, stunned, thinks of Ginger’s uncharacteristic unavailability the previous day. Was she out with Rachel, sitting across from the potentially felonious teacher, gossiping and eating? Does Ginger know about Rachel’s past? Another thought occurs to her – was Ginger on a date with Rachel? Are they an item?

			Hannah’s mind spirals. What if Ginger is in on it? What if that’s why she’s been pushing Hannah away from stirring things up with Marnie, because she knows that Marnie might spill the beans on Rachel’s connection to Alice?

			‘Hey.’ Cassie is clicking her fingers in front of Hannah’s face. ‘Earth to Hot Bitch Holly. What’s going on in that head of yours?’

			‘Nothing.’ Hannah shakes off the conspiratorial thoughts and tries to focus on facts. ‘Ginger’s been helping out with Jamie’s recovery. She and Jamie are actually weirdly close.’

			‘Okay,’ Cassie says slowly, ‘is that a good or a bad thing? Surely that means you’ll be able to just ask her …?’

			Hannah winces. ‘We’re not that close.’

			‘But you’re such a people person.’ Cassie knots her eyebrows together, lasts one second, then breaks with a chuckle.

			As Hannah tries to frown, she can’t stop her lips from twitching with the hint of a smile.

			Finishing her strudel, Cassie scrunches up her paper bag. ‘So, what’s the next step? Are you going to try and talk to Ginger anyway?’

			Hannah wraps up the last bite of her unappealing sausage roll. ‘I guess.’ She sounds as enthusiastic as she feels – that is to say, not at all. ‘I mean, there’s not really another option.’

			‘Going to the police is always a pretty good route. You know, considering we’re talking potential sexual assault.’

			‘Marnie already told the police about a dodgy teacher. Which means either they couldn’t be bothered figuring out who it was or they realised it was Rachel, and, because she’s clearly still walking around having lunches, they still did nothing.’

			‘Or Rachel did nothing.’

			Cassie has a point. ‘Maybe.’

			She makes her way to the bin, chucks her rubbish away. Cassie joins her, tossing her balled-up paper bag into the receptacle as well as the one she has clearly dug out from where it was wedged into the table. It is a move that’s both endearing and unsurprising. Of course a person who goes out of her way to help someone on what could easily be dismissed as a wild goose chase would also be unable to bear leaving litter lying around.

			‘What will you do if Ginger gives you the address?’ Cassie asks.

			Hannah sees concern in those brown eyes. ‘Go and see her.’ There’s no point in sugar-coating it. ‘Talk to her.’

			‘May I remind you that the reason you want to see her is because you think she did something awful to Alice? What if you’re right, and she freaks out and attacks you?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Hannah extends her arms to show she’s at a loss. ‘Pepper spray …?’

			‘Do you even have pepper spray?’

			Hannah drops her arms. ‘She’s not going to attack me.’

			‘That’s a no.’ Cassie sighs. ‘Well I do. So, look, if you get her address, call me.’

			‘Cassie –’

			She holds up a hand. ‘Nope, don’t bother. You dragged me into this, Hot Bitch Holly. Now I’m here, and if you end up getting killed, I’ll end up with a lifetime of therapy to cope with it. Call me. I’ll come along. Be your backup –’ a bright smile ‘– or your bodyguard, even.’

			It seems pointless to argue, so Hannah just nods and thinks she will decide at a later point whether to ignore or honour this request.

			Shoving her hands into her pockets, Cassie squints out past Hannah. ‘Can I ask something?’

			Hannah is guarded, but after all that Cassie has done for her, she can’t say no. She nods, cautiously.

			‘Why exactly are you doing all this? What do you hope to get out of it all? I know she was your best friend, but it’s been seven years, right?’

			Hannah is silent. She is silent, and she is thinking of Alice, of Alice crying, of shouted words and hurting hearts and chests that feel tight, then of Marnie, broken Marnie, and Jamie, and – mind reeling back – her dad. She is thinking of the whole jumble of them shoved into this tiny town, bouncing off one another, and the dents they’ve left in each other’s skin.

			‘I don’t know,’ she says finally, and she examines this thought to see if it’s a truth or a lie and thinks maybe it’s both.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Under any other circumstances, the look on Ginger’s face when she opens her front door would have been comical to Hannah. The woman’s pencilled eyebrows move upwards dramatically, her wrinkled mouth forming a startled, ‘Oh.’

			But because Hannah is feeling belligerent that it’s Ginger, of all people, that she needs to butter up, she can do little more than muster the strength for a placating smile.

			‘What are you doing here?’ Ginger doesn’t seem placated. ‘Is your mum okay?’

			‘Jamie’s fine,’ Hannah replies – even though she hasn’t been home since her meeting with Cassie, and so Jamie could, for all she knows, be lying at the base of the stairs. Hannah is startled by her sudden guilt at not stopping by home first. This, she thinks, is exactly what Ginger does: makes Hannah question everything to do with her relationship with Jamie. ‘I’m actually just wondering if I could chat with you.’

			‘What about?’ Ginger doesn’t budge from the doorway to invite Hannah in.

			‘It’s just been a while since I’ve been back, and I’m seeing all these old friends … You’ve always had your finger on the pulse of what goes on around here, and I guess I’m looking to catch up on everything and everyone. I’m feeling sort of disconnected, in a way …? Out of the loop.’ She tries for a smile again. ‘Also, you know, we’re both looking after Ja… my mum –’ The term of familial connection and all the associated closeness it implies, Hannah figures, might convince Ginger that she’s being genuine. ‘– but we don’t really … talk. I was thinking, in the interests of making it easier to look after J– Mum, maybe we should, you know, get to know each other more.’

			‘What do you really want to talk to me about?’

			‘Like I said –’

			Ginger sighs a sigh that is at least 80 per cent overemphasised for impact. ‘Okay, Hannah, my coffee is getting cold and this isn’t going anywhere. I’ll see you –’ She steps back from the door to close it.

			‘Wait.’ Hannah’s hand slams onto the wood with more force than she intended. ‘Do you know Rachel Olney?’

			She has caught Ginger’s attention. ‘Who?’ But the woman heard the name clear enough – Hannah can tell by the way those once drug-dulled eyes grow sharp and intense.

			‘Rachel Olney.’ Hannah drops her hand from the door. ‘She was an English teacher at my high school.’

			Ginger slowly cocks her head. ‘And why would you want to know more about her?’

			Hannah tries to fashion a reason in her head, a story with a structure strong enough to withstand the battering ram that is Ginger.

			‘Listen, I wasn’t lying – my coffee is getting cold.’ To Hannah’s surprise, Ginger steps back from the door. ‘Just come in. Stupid standing out here.’ Just like Marnie did when Hannah visited, Ginger wanders inside and leaves Hannah to follow suit.

			Hannah hasn’t been inside this house before, she realises, and it isn’t how she pictured it. It looks like Ginger hasn’t changed the décor since her husband left; it looks like the kind of home a young couple in the late 2000s might have created in anticipation of starting a family there. The desire for a home that houses the pitter-patter of tiny feet, the laughter of a unit, is so achingly apparent that Hannah feels almost overwhelmed with sadness as she stands in the hallway. Ginger’s house is a testament to the life she wanted, frozen in a moment of hope.

			When Hannah walks into the lounge room, Ginger is sitting on an old purple suede five-seater couch that makes her seem shrunken. Hannah sits in a recliner that looks like it was made for a sitcom father with his legs up and slippers on, hollering for dinner, playing the fun-loving part for his wisecracking kids. Dust puffs into the air as she sits, the chair creaking beneath her.

			Ginger sips her coffee from a flower-patterned mug and watches Hannah. The woman’s hair is as sloppy as ever, a high bun teetering sideways. ‘So, Rachel Olney, huh. You just decided you wanted to chat to your old teacher out of the blue, or has this got something to do with your friend Alice?’

			Hannah tenses. ‘So Rachel Olney is connected to Alice, then?’

			‘You tell me.’ Ginger snorts. ‘I wouldn’t have a clue.’

			‘But you just said –’

			‘I mentioned Alice because I knew all along.’ Ginger leans forward. ‘I knew you came back here because of Alice and not because of your mum. I knew you were only back to stir things up. The only reason I can think of for you suddenly wanting to track down a teacher is because you’re chasing something to do with Alice.’

			‘You’re wrong. I did come back for Jamie. I didn’t start looking into Alice-related things –’ Hannah figures she may as well come clean, because Ginger has her number anyway ‘– until you mentioned Marnie has cancer.’

			‘You only think you didn’t come back here for Alice. The brain is a weird thing – lots of subconscious stuff is always going on.’

			Hannah can’t resist a jab. There is something about Ginger that has her abandoning all her usual control. ‘I didn’t realise you’d become a psychologist.’

			‘I don’t need to be a psychologist to know we’ve all got underlying motives. Speaking of which – what do you want with Rachel?’

			‘To talk to her,’ Hannah says.

			‘About Alice.’

			‘About when Alice disappeared.’ Hannah dances expertly around the truth.

			‘Why not any other teachers?’

			This time a lie comes to Hannah in an instant. ‘Marnie told me that Rachel had been tutoring Alice after school the year she disappeared.’

			‘Marnie, hey.’ Ginger quirks an eyebrow and sets down her mug on the glass-topped coffee table. ‘You know, rumour was that Marnie did her daughter in – smothered her with a pillow in one of her drug-induced rages, then tossed the body in the bay. But there were a lot of rumours.’

			Hannah thinks of a pick-and-mix lolly shop, except rather than a wall of sugar-laden treats to choose from, there are different weapons – a cleaver, a pillow, a lamp, a car – and different methods of disposal – chopped into pieces, thrown in the bay, driven out of town by a john – and voilà, you have your very own little Alice-death story to spread about town.

			‘Lots of rumours, lots of gossip. People prefer that salacious crap to obvious answers. It is true Marnie was a mess, though,’ Ginger continues. ‘She didn’t know which planet she was on half the time.’

			This seems ironic coming from a woman who was more or less comatose half the time Hannah knew her back then.

			‘Marnie didn’t kill Alice,’ Hannah says.

			‘Oh?’

			‘Well, I don’t think she did.’ Hannah shrugs. ‘I talked to her. She was … she was a bad mother, but she’s not a murderer.’

			‘And you think, out of nowhere, that Rachel is?’

			‘No. What? I just want to talk to Alice’s tutor. From what I remember, Rachel was the young cool teacher –’ Hannah warms to the story as she spins it ‘– and she had a way of relating to us all. I just started thinking, there might be a chance Alice opened up to her. Maybe Alice told Rachel something that didn’t seem relevant at the time but could blow this case wide open. Like a … a secret boyfriend or something.’

			‘And why wouldn’t Alice have told you that? You were her best friend, after all.’

			‘We –’ Hannah starts.

			– stupid junkie whore daughter –

			‘– we were teenagers. You keep secrets for no reason when you’re a teenager. I didn’t tell her everything, so makes sense she did the same. It was all about being mysterious. We all read those stupid teen books or watched those shows, and we wanted dramatic lives too.’

			Hannah can tell Ginger is turning over the words, finding the truth in them. ‘Rachel would’ve told the police, if she knew anything,’ the woman says finally. ‘You do realise that, right? That the police probably already know everything there is to know …?’

			Not if Rachel has found a way to cover up her crimes, Hannah thinks, but just says, ‘A fresh pair of eyes can’t hurt.’ She rubs her face, feeling exasperated. ‘Look, I know it’s been seven years and the chances of finding answers are slim. But Alice was my friend, and when you said Marnie was dying, it just … lit a fire under me. What if the case is never solved? What if all the people who knew Alice die or leave, and I just … never know what happened?’

			‘Exactly, what if that does happen?’ Ginger says. ‘Say I tell you where Rachel lives, get you guys in contact. Say she knows nothing. Then what?’

			I don’t know, Hannah thinks. ‘I don’t know,’ she says, because there’s no story she can spin as an answer, not when she hasn’t given herself time and space to consider the question.

			Ginger exhales noisily. ‘Yeah, I know Rachel.’

			The admission is so abrupt that it stumps Hannah for a few seconds. She feels whiplash from Ginger’s sudden change of heart, her ready relinquishing of information, and wonders if Ginger was softened by Hannah’s own surprising honesty.

			‘We have lunch every so often. I met her at a Catholic church the town over.’

			‘You go to church?’

			‘No,’ Ginger says, ‘I go to AA.’

			‘I –’ Hannah’s mouth works silently, closes. ‘Oh,’ she says, finally, ‘so Rachel is –’

			Ginger shakes her head. ‘No, she was just at the church. I went out for a cigarette, and she was hanging around, so I asked what she was doing there.’

			Hannah thinks of a person burdened with guilt, looking for absolution, and figures she can fill in her own blanks as to why Rachel might hang around a church.

			‘She said she was a lapsed Catholic,’ Ginger continues, ‘but sometimes she went to church because it comforted her. She said it reminded her of her mum. My mum was a hard-arse Catholic too, so we ended up talking. Rachel seemed nice.’ Ginger’s eyes flick to Hannah’s face, then away. ‘I don’t have many friends in town – just your mum, really. I don’t think Rachel has many either.’ The woman’s fingers drum and twitch on the couch. ‘Anyway …’ Seeming to notice Hannah’s gaze on her hands, she stills them. ‘Rachel’s a good egg, real sweet. Got me onto that Bridgerton show.’

			‘So do you have her number?’ Hannah asks impatiently. ‘Her address?’

			‘I have both, and I could get you in contact with her easily. But … I won’t.’

			Of course Ginger is going to be difficult. Hannah corrals her face into impassivity to mask her anger.

			Ginger, somehow, has the ability to cut Hannah right into the dirty core of her being without breaking a sweat. The casualness with which the woman does this is alarming. Maybe, maybe, Hannah thinks, it’s a case of like recognising like: a sad person seeing another sad person for who they really are.

			‘Don’t get bitchy,’ Ginger says. ‘I’m not keeping this stuff from you just to annoy you. I’m doing it for your own good.’

			‘Right.’ Hannah can’t help rolling her eyes like a teenager.

			‘It’s not healthy to be digging all this up. It’s not healthy to be stuck living in the past.’

			Hannah holds her gaze steady, does not let it track from Ginger’s face to look pointedly around at the house, this relic of long-dead dreams.

			‘You think it’s going to be the answer to all your problems, solving this mystery. You’re convinced there’s some conspiracy to sniff out. All of it is just keeping you from moving on. And besides –’ Ginger raises her eyebrows meaningfully ‘– you say you came here to help your mum. But so far you’re doing a piss-poor job of it, if you ask me.’

			Ah, Hannah thinks. This is why Ginger is stepping into her path, blocking her: Jamie. It all comes back to Ginger’s protectiveness, her peculiar obsession with Jamie’s welfare. Hannah’s own musings regarding Ginger’s sexuality resurface, and she has the immature desire to accuse Ginger of being in love with Jamie.

			‘My mum is fine,’ she says instead. ‘I’ve been doing a fine job looking after her.’ Which isn’t a lie. She’s been driving Jamie around, hasn’t she? Helping with rehab exercises. Microwaving frozen meals. Cleaning up.

			‘You’ve been doing the bare minimum,’ Ginger argues. ‘It’s not just about the practical side of things – it’s about the emotional side too. She’s basically housebound. You’re supposed to be keeping her company as well, not going on wild goose chases.’

			Hannah breathes out through her nose. ‘You’re not going to help me at all, are you?’

			‘Your mum needs you.’

			‘And she has me.’ Hannah rises to her feet. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

			‘You know, ever since you moved to Melbourne your mum’s been telling me how worried she is about you.’

			‘I don’t ask her to worry about me.’

			‘But of course she’s going to – she’s your mum. Don’t you get how exhausting it can be? I have some idea, just from spending time with her.’

			Hannah feels a spike of anger. She thinks of the sheer selfishness of bringing a life into the world and then deciding it’s too much; thinks of Marnie barely scraping the top of what it means to be a mother because caring for both Alice and herself was too hard. ‘So don’t have kids then,’ Hannah snaps. ‘Don’t have kids if you’re going to be inconvenienced by them living their lives. If you find it all so exhausting, then don’t do it.’

			‘I’m not saying your mum doesn’t want you. You’re missing the point.’

			‘Clearly,’ Hannah says icily. ‘Shall I leave now?’

			‘Your mum worries because she loves you.’

			Because love is exhausting, Hannah thinks. Because to love is to exhaust yourself, your resources, your life, until there is nothing left.

			‘I just think you should be nicer to your mum,’ says Ginger. ‘And maybe start thinking about how your actions affect others.’ She pauses for a second. ‘And you need to stop making her feel like you hate her, or like you blame her for what your dad did.’

			Hannah sucks in a breath so hard and fast she almost chokes on it. ‘I don’t blame her.’

			‘Well, maybe tell her that.’

			‘I’ll see myself out.’

			It’s Ginger’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘Go ahead.’ She waves a hand towards the door. ‘Good talk, by the way.’

			Hannah turns into the corridor towards the door, then pauses. Her gaze falls to the old-fashioned phone table. There’s a cordless landline hooked up, something she hasn’t seen in years. She steps over to it. A tiny yellow light is glowing – somehow, Ginger still has it connected. And, Hannah thinks, with a landline, there is no digital contact list.

			Ginger surely has the usual list on her mobile. But it’s possible she also handwrites her contacts in the little brown hardcover embossed with a gold title, ADDRESS BOOK, that sits next to the cordless cradle.

			Hannah, hardly daring to breathe, opens the book and tracks the alphabetically sorted tabs. R, she thinks, or O?

			‘You right out there?’ Ginger calls.

			Hannah whips her phone out and flicks to the ‘R’ page, snaps a shot, flips to the ‘O’, takes another shot, closes the book, puts her phone away and lunges towards the door – so that when Ginger appears in the entryway from the lounge, Hannah has her fingers around the handle and her heart in her throat, but Ginger can only see one of those things.

			‘You right?’ she repeats.

			‘Fine.’ Hannah’s voice is faintly high-pitched.

			‘Right.’ Ginger eyes her. ‘Look, if I seemed harsh –’ and Hannah realises, with relief, that Ginger sees her flustered demeanour as a reaction to their conversation ‘– it’s just because Jamie is the only person who’s stuck by me over the years. I owe her a lot. I guess I get protective. But just … think about what I said.’ She meets Hannah’s gaze. ‘And forget about this Alice stuff. Move on. Talk to your mum instead, spend time with her. Stop chasing ghosts.’

			Hannah nods, opens the door and steps outside. She closes the door behind her, pulls her phone back out and messages Cassie.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			‘I’m sorry,’ Cassie says, ‘but what exactly am I supposed to be looking at here?’

			Hannah and Cassie are on a bench in the meagre patch of green the council likes to call a park, overlooking the dog exercise area as well as a strip of the coastline with steep dunes and the water lapping at the shore. Even in the cold of the early morning, a few brave souls are out with their off-leash dogs, which cavort across the sand and dip tentative paws into the water before retreating, downtrodden, as if the chill is their human’s fault. Hannah and Cassie each have a coffee warming their hands, and there’s a cardboard tray with assorted pastries on the bench between them because Cassie apparently can’t resist bringing a treat to any meet-up.

			Hannah taps the phone screen that Cassie is squinting at. ‘An address.’

			‘It looks like a blurry yellow page with blue smears on it.’

			‘Okay, my photography skills aren’t great.’

			There was no time for the camera to focus in the dimly lit corridor. But for hours the night before, Hannah scrutinised the less-than-stellar photos, worked out that Rachel was under ‘R’, used Google Maps to cross-reference the few letters she was able to make out, and came up with what she’s pretty sure is Rachel’s street.

			After she tells Cassie all this, the woman hands Hannah’s phone back and looks torn between impressed and concerned. ‘I feel weird congratulating you for snooping around in that woman’s private things.’

			‘It was an address book.’ Hannah slides her phone into her jeans pocket. ‘It’s not like I was looking around in her bag or reading her diary.’

			‘Still.’

			‘You sent fake messages on Facebook,’ Hannah reminds her.

			‘True. I’m like one of those straight-edged cops in all those British dramas, and my renegade sidekick keeps tempting me into unethical behaviour by preaching the greater good, and I keep flip-flopping between my conscience and my desire to crack the case.’

			‘How am I the sidekick?’ Hannah frowns. ‘You tagged along in my investigation. Anyway –’ she shakes her head ‘– I can’t read the street number.’

			‘So, what’s your plan?’ Cassie breaks off a piece of mini blueberry muffin and tosses it onto the grass, where three seagulls have been eyeing them.

			There is an explosion of flapping white wings and a loud screeching.

			‘That was a bad idea,’ Hannah points out, as four more seagulls turn up.

			‘But look,’ Cassie implores, pointing at the birds, ‘that one’s got a bad leg. I feel sorry for it.’ The rest of the muffin she puts in her mouth, then she speaks as she chews. ‘You didn’t answer my question. What’s the plan?’

			Hannah shrugs. A gull draws near to her, hops from webbed foot to webbed foot and yells for food. She twitches her own feet to shoo it away, and it looks her unnervingly in the eye like she’s an idiot for thinking a tiny movement would dissuade it. ‘I’ll just go to Rachel’s street,’ she says, ‘and –’

			‘Knock on every door and see who answers …?’ Cassie jokes. A seagull lands on the back of the bench, its eyes glued to the open tray. ‘Oi, mate, back off!’ She shoos it off.

			‘Hey, you’re the one who fed them. And no, I’m not going to knock on doors. Maybe I’ll just … I don’t know –’ Hannah looks at the gull at her feet, standing perfectly still, staring at her ‘– watch and wait.’

			Cassie pulls the tray onto her lap. There are now almost twenty gulls surrounding them.

			‘Watch and wait?’ she repeats, her eyes sparkling. ‘Well, well, Hot Bitch Holly, are you proposing we have a good old-fashioned stakeout?’

			Hannah nabs a piece of croissant and tosses it to the gull waiting at her feet, because that kind of dedication deserves a reward. ‘Yeah,’ she tells Cassie, and then they’re standing up, galvanised by their plan and by their fear of the gulls. ‘Yeah, I guess I am.’

			***

			It’s early enough that Hannah convinces Cassie to commence the stakeout that day – the woman just insists on loading up with snacks and beverages. And so, after a trip to the IGA, they drive to Rachel’s street and park about halfway down.

			They’re in the newer part of town that looks like a piece of Perth has been plunged into the middle of the bush. It’s disconcerting in its bland sameness, and the pristine white SUVs parked in the driveways are at odds with the fact that a minute or so down the road are farms with dirt tracks and cud-chewing cows. Hannah senses the curtains twitch, just as she did when visiting Marnie’s old street, and she wonders aloud how she and Cassie can pull off a stakeout without someone calling the police on a suspicious vehicle.

			‘We’d just tell the cops we’re hanging out together,’ Cassie suggests.

			‘In a car, in the middle of a random street …?’

			‘It’s not a crime to be weird.’

			Hannah thinks of how Marnie’s behaviour caught the accusing gaze of everyone in town. Being weird might not be a crime, she thinks, but it sure is enough to make people suspicious of you. Still, how else is she going to track Rachel down?

			Time ticks on, and Cassie eats a bag of chips and plays games on her phone, the progress of which she updates Hannah on chattily as she goes. Hannah, as Cassie fades to background noise, becomes hyper aware of the fact that she and Cassie are virtual strangers, of the fact that Hannah dislikes strangers, and of the fact that on the best of days she struggles to spend prolonged time with people she knows and/or loves.

			With this fact, she can’t help churlish thoughts about Cassie drifting to the surface. Cassie is only humouring her, Cassie is only doing this because she thinks of Hannah as a charity case, Cassie is snickering at her behind her back. It’s unfair, because Cassie – litter-picking-up Cassie – has been nothing but dedicated and kind, but the visit with Ginger has left Hannah feeling judged, suspicious. She can’t help now being convinced that everyone is pitying her, believing her to be tumbling down rabbit holes after the image of Alice and so consumed by the past that she is unable to live in the present.

			And then Hannah wonders if this is true. Her mind returns to Cassie’s question of why exactly she feels the need to find out what happened to Alice.

			Leaning back against the headrest, she closes her eyes. Why, why, why?

			Because I’m tired, she thinks. I’m so tired of running.

			Running. Trying to outrun. The breath on the back of her neck is her own breath, a thousand Hannahs behind her, whispering about what she’s done, what she’s seen. Running from junkie whore daughter – from I hate you – from a room that’s not hers – from if you love something, it leaves – from a garage door, slightly ajar – from a big bushy beard – from –

			‘The other night,’ Cassie says, and Hannah starts, opening her eyes, realising Cassie is now talking directly at her, ‘you know … when I was talking about my aunt …’

			Hannah scrounges a foggy memory from between the blank spots, then tenses. ‘Yeah?’ she says, cautious.

			‘I really am sorry for word-vomiting at you.’ Cassie rests her head against the window, her phone now in her lap. ‘When I recognised you, I was reminded of her, because of your dad – and for me, it was like I’d been waiting the whole night to talk to you, but for you it must’ve just been like, What the …? Sometimes I forget not everyone knows what’s going on inside my head. Anyway, I just wanted to explain, so you know it’s not something I usually spring on people. I guess I’m kind of always looking for others who might understand, you know?’

			Hannah digs her fingernails into the seat cover. ‘What’s to understand?’

			‘Well.’ Cassie lifts her head to look at her. ‘My family doesn’t want to talk about my aunt. It’s too hard for them. But that makes it worse, because then I’m just keeping all this stuff inside. I can tell friends and therapists and girlfriends, and they nod and they’re sympathetic, but there’s no feeling of someone actually being like, “Yeah, I get it. I get it.”’

			Hannah holds her mouth tightly shut. If she doesn’t say anything, she thinks, Cassie will lapse into silence.

			‘Because it’s complicated, right? Your memories get mixed up, and you think of all the good times, and you’re just thinking, Were you pretending?’

			Stop talking, Hannah thinks.

			‘Were those times just not good enough?’

			Stop, Hannah thinks, stop, stop, stop.

			The garage door. Her hand, reaching. A smiling face, thick beard. Smiling out of photos, smile, smile, smile.

			‘It’s so stupid, of course.’ Cassie shakes her head. ‘I’ve been to therapy. I know it’s not that simple and that ruminating gets you nowhere.’ She shakes her head in frustration. ‘Christ, I’m word-vomiting again. Sorry. I just thought maybe you’d understand …?’

			Hannah blinks away the garage door. ‘Sorry,’ she gets out. ‘Not really.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘I don’t really think about him,’ Hannah says, ‘at all. So yeah. Can’t relate.’

			Cassie gives an awkward laugh. ‘Right, sorry then. Guess that was just me projecting on you. My bad.’

			‘Yeah,’ Hannah says stiffly, making a show of looking out the window. ‘We’d better keep our eyes open.’

			‘Yeah,’ Cassie’s voice has gone quiet, ‘yeah, okay.’

			The quiet settles again. Hannah hates it even more now.

			Then Cassie puts on a podcast, someone telling their life story. Hannah doesn’t absorb a single word, but she’s thankful that the silence is being filled.

			An hour passes, then another, and Hannah is feeling antsy. She’s sure that Cassie feels the same. They have left the car only to walk the ten minutes to use a servo toilet, and Hannah is thinking that this stakeout is an exercise in futility or stupidity or both.

			Then Cassie perks up and stares into the rear-view mirror. ‘Hang on,’ she says, twisting around to peer through the back windscreen.

			Hannah follows suit. A few houses down, a woman is exiting her home, locking up the front door. She is swamped by a puffy dark green coat. Hannah can’t make out her facial features, can see nothing but dark hair bundled atop her head.

			Cutting a sideways glance at Cassie, Hannah asks, ‘You think that’s her?’

			Cassie is squinting. ‘We should have brought binoculars.’

			The woman gets into a car and drives off.

			‘I guess we’ll wait for her to come back.’ Hannah settles into her seat again. ‘Then I can knock on the door and see if it’s her.’

			‘We,’ Cassie corrects. ‘We can knock. I’m not letting you confront a potential murderer on your own.’

			Hannah has no energy to argue. Her mind is wholly focused on what might happen next and what they might find out. Anticipation dances beneath her skin once more.

			The woman is gone for half an hour, during which neither of them speak, the podcast stops playing and there is no attempt made to turn it back on. When the woman parks, they watch as she unloads two bags of groceries, heads up to her front door and lets herself in.

			They agree to give her fifteen minutes to unpack. Then Hannah meets Cassie’s gaze and nods, and they exit the car. Hannah’s legs feel wobbly – from sitting for so long or from nerves or both – and there’s a sense of the ground moving, like she has disembarked from a boat. She feels that familiar disconnection from her body but welcomes the calmness it creates, the cool confidence it projects. She takes the lead, and Cassie falls in behind.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			When Hannah knocks on the frame of the screen door, she hears Cassie breathe something along the lines of, ‘Holy shit, this is so stupidly reckless.’

			There are footsteps, and a face peeks through one of the tempered-glass panels to either side of the door, distorted by the marbled surface. Hannah imagines confusion, hesitation, an assessment of her and Cassie, a weighing of danger.

			The wooden door opens behind the screen door, and a woman peers out. She’s holding on to the doorhandle as if she’s poised to slam it in their faces. She is short and softly round, and through the flyscreen the face that Hannah has been picturing the past few days is older, droopier, more lined, but it is still recognisably Rachel Olney’s.

			‘Miss Olney?’ she says, just to check.

			The woman’s eyebrows knit together. ‘Yes? Hello, sorry, do I know you?’

			‘I think you used to,’ Hannah says. ‘Hannah Shean.’

			‘And Cassandra Penny,’ Cassie pipes up.

			‘I think you used to teach us,’ Hannah continues. ‘I was in your English class.’

			Recognition spills across Rachel’s face. ‘Oh my goodness, yes! Yes, Hannah, Cassie – yes, I do remember. Gosh, what a long time ago!’ She has released the doorhandle, her posture relaxing slightly. ‘Wow – well, hello, girls. This is a surprise. What brings you here? I mean, right to my doorstep …?’ The edge of suspicion clearly still remains, otherwise she would have opened the screen door.

			‘We’re both in town for family stuff.’ Hannah allows her face to settle into an open, inviting expression. ‘We were driving around the old neighbourhoods because I haven’t been here in ages and I’m riding that nostalgia train. We’d just stopped back there.’ She turns to gesture to the car. ‘Cassie’s old friend used to live on this street, and we were going to see if she still does – and then we spotted you! Sorry, I know it’s weird. But it’s just … you were my favourite teacher in high school.’

			Cassie shifts behind her and then coughs in a way that is clearly fake.

			Hannah ignores her; if Cassie is uncomfortable with the lies tripping from Hannah’s tongue or with the effortlessness with which she has conjured them, then that’s on her to deal with. Hannah’s focus is on relaxing Rachel enough to get inside – where it will be harder for Rachel to make them leave, where what stands between Hannah and the truth will be less solid than the finality of a slamming door.

			‘Oh.’ Rachel is flattered – Hannah can tell. ‘Oh, that’s so lovely to hear.’

			And then she is opening the screen door, and Hannah feels like she has cleared the first hurdle. There is a hint of a blush on Rachel’s cheeks. The woman likes praise, Hannah observes.

			‘And look at you both,’ Rachel says. ‘So different! It’s so strange seeing students years after I taught them. You were little baby-faced teens. I won’t lie – it makes me feel old.’

			‘Well, you don’t look old,’ Hannah jumps in. ‘You literally haven’t changed at all since high school.’

			‘Oh stop.’ Rachel chuckles.

			The cool wind blows, and Hannah makes a show of shivering and tucking her bare hands into her jacket, while watching as Rachel tracks the movement.

			‘Ah, look, did you – how about you girls come in for a cup of tea? Do you have time? Is that weird? You look like popsicles, and I feel like I should give you gloves or something.’

			‘The downside to not being back in a while.’ Hannah makes a rueful face. ‘I forgot how cold it can get here. But yeah, tea would be awesome. Right, Cassie? We don’t have anywhere to be. And it’s not weird – we’re the ones who rocked up on your doorstep, after all.’

			‘Come in, then, come in.’ Rachel gestures and steps to one side, letting them pass by. ‘First door on your left, that’s the lounge. Make yourself comfortable – I’ll get the tea.’

			The house, Hannah notes, is very homey, with photos and art adorning the walls, and a lounge room designed for comfort, for cold days and cosy mornings. There’s an enormous fluffy rug, a couch bundled with cushions, wooden shelves brimming with books, and candles on the coffee table. Photos are dotted along the bookshelf, faces beaming out across the room at her.

			Cassie perches gingerly on the edge of the couch. ‘This feels weird and wrong,’ she mutters to Hannah. ‘You straight up lied to her. And like –’ she wrinkles her nose ‘– really well too …? What even happened to your voice? You were like a perky robot.’

			Hannah sits next to her. ‘We needed to get inside,’ she murmurs back. ‘If we started with the Alice stuff out there, she would’ve just shut the door in our faces and then we’d be stuck. All I did was tell her what she wanted to hear.’

			‘Hmm. You just seemed really good at it, is all.’

			Hannah just shakes her head. When she spins her stories, ladles on the flattery, invents lives, people, circumstances, she is doing nothing more than meeting the needs of others. It’s not her fault that what others seem to crave, to need, is not the truth.

			Rachel re-enters the room with a green wooden tray, clutching the handles as she makes sure not to rattle a quaint flowered teapot and matching cups. She places the tray between the candles on the coffee table, and the scent of cloves and cinnamon curls into Hannah’s nose.

			‘Sorry, I only have chai.’ Rachel sits in the armchair diagonal to them. ‘I hope that’s okay …?’

			‘Chai’s my favourite,’ says Hannah, who has never tried it in her life. She beams as she pours a cup and takes it from the tray.

			‘So, what have you girls been up to?’ Rachel asks. ‘Forgive me, I don’t remember what either of you had planned for after school – uni, work or …?’

			‘Both,’ Hannah replies, ‘at the same time, actually. I’m a receptionist at the moment, which isn’t really exciting, but I’m studying too. Actually, I’m doing a creative writing degree.’

			‘Oh, lovely!’ Rachel smiles. ‘You want to be a writer?’

			‘Maybe.’ Hannah shrugs.

			‘She likes telling stories,’ Cassie says, and Hannah resists the urge to kick her.

			Rachel chuckles. ‘Don’t we all,’ she says. ‘And what about you, Cassie?’

			‘I’m an accountant.’ Cassie leans over to pour a cup of tea. ‘Which, yeah, is basically as boring as it sounds unless you love numbers.’

			‘Ooof.’ Rachel puts a hand to her heart. ‘Not me. I’ve always been hopeless at maths.’

			‘No need for maths when you’re an English teacher, I suppose.’ Hannah leaps on the opportunity. ‘Are you still at our old high school?’

			‘Oh.’ Rachel’s face falls, just an inch, before it pings back into a pleasant expression. ‘Oh, no. No, I tutor online now. A sort of … freelance teacher, I guess.’

			Hannah feigns surprise. ‘No way – but you were such a good English teacher! Why did you leave?’

			‘Ah, well.’ Rachel shifts in the chair. ‘It was a contract – teaching gigs are notorious for that. Schools just never want to commit, putting teachers on tenterhooks each year. Typical government sector! It just got too stressful for me, that lack of stability.’

			‘Yeah,’ Hannah says, ‘I’m sure freelancing is a lot more consistent, right?’

			Rachel’s cheeks redden. ‘Well, I mean … there’s more freedom.’ She laughs uncomfortably. ‘Anyway –’

			‘When did you go freelance?’ Hannah asks. ‘Was it recently?’

			Rachel’s hands have started an unconscious movement of lifting to tuck her hair behind her ears, even when there are no strands to move. ‘No,’ she says, ‘a few years ago now. But it’s not really –’

			‘Like after we left school?’ Hannah presses. ‘Around then?’

			Cassie squirms next to Hannah and keeps sipping her chai like it could help to dispel the mounting tension.

			‘Maybe …’ Rachel says. ‘I don’t really remember. I’m not sure –’

			‘Would it maybe have been,’ Hannah puts her cup on the table, ‘around the time Alice Montgomery went missing?’

			Cassie continues to sip her tea nervously.

			Rachel is staring at Hannah. ‘Hannah Shean,’ she says slowly. ‘You were Alice’s friend – I remember now. You sat with her at the back of the classroom.’

			‘That’s right. And what were you to Alice?’

			‘Her teacher, obviously. What sort of a question is that?’

			‘Just her teacher?’ Hannah presses.

			Rachel’s hand, halfway to her ear once more, stills. ‘Excuse me?’

			‘Did the police ever question you about Alice’s disappearance?’

			Rachel chokes, splutters, and starts to rise to her feet. ‘I have no idea what you two think you’re pulling, but how dare you come into my house and start – start accusing me of – god knows what –’

			‘Alice’s mum saw her coming to your house after school. She saw Alice staying here until the evening.’

			‘Alice’s mum.’ Rachel makes a scornful noise. ‘What a reliable witness –’

			‘You had to leave your last job because you were accused of being inappropriate with a girl.’ Hannah needs to keep pressing, prodding, can’t stop her attack, even when Cassie touches her arm in a warning. ‘Were you doing the same to Alice?’

			‘I never –’ The words seem like they’ve burst from inside her. She stops, and Hannah can see her consciously calming herself, pulling her voice back into tight control. ‘You both need to leave my house. Now.’

			‘What happened to Alice?’

			‘If you don’t leave –’ Rachel is on her feet ‘– I will call the police.’

			‘And say what? You invited us in. We’re just asking questions – you’re the one getting worked up about them. And if the police come, how about we just tell them what I was asking you – how about we tell them about you and Alice –’

			‘There isn’t –’ Rachel’s face is red right up to her hairline. She takes a moment to regain her composure and lowers her voice. ‘Listen, I understand, Alice was your friend. Marnie has been telling you … things. And it was all very tragic, but it has nothing to do with me.’

			‘You’re lying,’ Hannah says flatly.

			‘You need to leave.’

			They lock eyes, and Hannah holds herself still. Rachel is soft, Hannah can tell; she’s gentle. In a war of wills, Hannah’s is a steel rod against Rachel’s fairy floss. Rachel wears her emotions on her face, and there is guilt, shame and terror in every line. Hannah only has to push and prod just the tiniest bit more, and Rachel will crack. She will crack in a way that she didn’t if the police ever spoke to her back when it was fresh, because now whatever secret she has kept has been like black mould infecting the foundations of her insides, structural cracks growing larger with each year she has let it fester. Rachel has been waiting to talk – she just hasn’t realised it.

			And then Cassie abruptly puts her cup on the table, which catches Rachel’s gaze, tearing it from Hannah’s laser focus. Cassie puts a hand on Hannah’s arm and says, ‘We should go.’

			Hannah looks at her with no small amount of disbelief. Does she not see what Hannah sees beneath Rachel’s bluffing? Does she not feel how the tension is on the verge of shattering?

			‘This isn’t going anywhere,’ Cassie tells Hannah in a low voice.

			Hannah feels a swell of frustration. This is why she wanted to do this alone. When she looks back at Rachel, the woman has regained her footing, and Hannah knows that the moment is over, lost to Cassie’s interruption.

			‘The door is that way.’ Rachel points – and she knows better now, Hannah notices, than to try and look Hannah in the face, to meet her eyes.

			As Cassie stands, she tugs gently at Hannah’s arm. ‘Come on, Hannah.’

			Hannah grudgingly lets herself be led from the room. Rachel remains standing and folds her arms across her chest in an apparent show of disapproval, but Hannah sees it more as a move to cover herself, to wrap her arms around the parts that Hannah has pried open, hold whatever it is she is trying to keep hidden from spilling out.

			Cassie waits until they’ve left the house and are halfway back to the car before she lets out a long, ‘Hoooooweeeee!’ with her hands on her chest like an American cartoon character. ‘That was intense!’ She keeps her voice low as if she thinks Rachel is somehow going to hear, when Hannah would stake her life on the woman not moving from her arms-folded position for a good few minutes as she tries to regroup. ‘You know I … I really feel like she might know something …?’

			‘She does.’ There is no question in Hannah’s mind, because liars know other liars.

			‘Maybe not about Alice going missing.’ Cassie unlocks her car. ‘But she’s hiding something about Alice in general, right?’ They slide into their seats, and Cassie angles her body towards Hannah. ‘What now? Do we go to the police?’

			‘With what?’ Hannah raises an eyebrow. ‘A vibe that she’s hiding something? She didn’t tell us anything police-worthy.’ She didn’t tell us anything at all, Hannah thinks sourly.

			Cassie looks crestfallen. ‘So that’s it? That feels anticlimactic.’ Then she backtracks, shaking her head. ‘Sorry, that was gross to say – we’re talking about Alice, not a movie. I guess this detective stuff takes on a surreal edge.’ She rubs at her face. ‘It’s so easy to get caught up in it, and then it hits me that you were best friends with Alice. I’m sorry Rachel didn’t tell us anything useful.’

			She will, Hannah thinks. She will, though.

			Hannah feels like Rachel will tell her everything. She just needs a pressure point to needle and prod until it cracks Rachel open.

			‘Do you really think Rachel actually did something to Alice, though? Like physically hurt her?’ Cassie wonders. ‘She just doesn’t seem the type.’

			Hannah isn’t sure. There is something there, something hidden, but whether it’s a sick relationship or the festering guilt of murdering Alice, she doesn’t know.

			‘Maybe if she did it, it was an accident. And she panicked and covered it up?’

			It’s oddly sweet that Cassie is pre-emptively trying to reason away a potential murder. Hannah wonders what it would be like to always try to see the good in people. ‘You’d be surprised at what people are capable of,’ she says finally, ‘when they’re backed into a corner.’

			‘But murder?’ Cassie starts the vehicle.

			Hannah just shrugs. ‘I wouldn’t put it past anyone.’

			‘Lovely thing to say when you’re a virtual stranger and we’re stuck in a car together.’ Cassie sighs. ‘Not creepy at all. Thanks, Hot Bitch Holly.’

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			Hannah and Cassie go to the beach.

			They go because Hannah is avoiding her house and because Cassie seems insistent on spending time with Hannah that doesn’t revolve around confronting potential murderers and investigating disappearances. They go because they’re young women on holiday from their real lives – although Hannah is unsure whether she even has a real life. They go even though it’s cold, and the sky is grey, the wind from the sea bitter and stinging. Cassie digs two old hoodies from the pile of clothes she’s been meaning to donate, and they pull them on over their sweaters, then tug on jackets until they’re bundled up and bulked out with layers. They buy hot chips – one box each, because Hannah likes hers doused in chicken salt, and Cassie liberally adds vinegar to hers – and they walk onto the sand, boots digging into the soft surface. Then they settle themselves on their bums and let the wind savagely slice at their faces until their noses are red and they can’t feel their cheeks.

			Hannah is cognisant of doing this in another time, in what seems like another life, on a patch of sand closer to town, with someone else next to her – someone who ate her chips with plain salt, and who liked them extra-greasy and floppy, so she’d give Hannah all her crispy ones. When Hannah closes her eyes and feels the cold air on her face and the flecks of ocean spray, hears the thunderous crash and roar of the waves, and tastes the grease and salt on her lips – she could be sixteen again.

			‘I used to sit on the sand by the bay all the time with Alice,’ Hannah says, when she reopens her eyes.

			Cassie has tucked her bob into her beanie, but flyaway hairs whip around her head in time with the wind. ‘Yeah?’

			‘Yeah.’ Hannah digs around in her box of chips. ‘Never to swim though, even in summer. We’d just sit on the sand or walk on the rocks. Stupid teenager insecurities – we’d say it was because we didn’t want to be eaten by sharks, or because we were too cool for swimming, but I think we were both just really self-conscious.’

			‘Weren’t we all back then.’

			Hannah looks out over the dark grey waves churning with white flecks. In summer, she remembers, the water of the bay looks inviting; it sparkles and tempts. Alice used to stare, sometimes, as they watched families splashing about, dads knee-deep with fishing rods as they showed small hands how to turn the reel and drag to shore what usually ended up being a clump of seaweed. There would be a wistful look on Alice’s face, and Hannah wasn’t sure if deep down she wanted to swim or if the displays of domestic bliss made her look on with longing.

			‘I don’t think I ever talked to Alice in high school,’ Cassie admits. ‘Which sounds awful, but it wasn’t because I avoided her. I think we just moved in different circles. And she was so quiet.’

			Hannah remembers being in class when news broke that Alice Montgomery had gone missing. A girl sitting nearby turned to her friend and said, too loudly, ‘Who?’ Hannah wonders if that same girl tells the story differently now, if she tells everyone how sad it was and tries to snatch a piece of the tragedy pie to call her own.

			Hannah places her box of chips in the sand next to her and wiggles it into a groove so it doesn’t tip over. How much of the tragedy is Hannah herself claiming as her own? How much of it does she use to excuse her own decisions in life? You are no different, she admonishes herself.

			‘What else did you guys used to get up to?’ Cassie prompts. ‘I never remember seeing you at any of the parties or big hangs …?’

			‘We weren’t really party people,’ Hannah says. ‘We just … hung out. Talked and walked around, sometimes hung at the library and did those stupid personality quizzes. We weren’t really exciting people, I guess.’

			How hard it is, Hannah realises, to sum up a teenage friendship, to answer, What did you do together? when the answers – we walked, we talked, we hung out – are so irritatingly simplistic for such an all-consuming relationship. What did we do together?

			We existed, Hannah thinks. We existed together.

			‘What was Alice like?’ Cassie asks. ‘I hate that my version of her is just “she was quiet”. She was more than that.’

			Hannah pulls her knees up to her chest and wraps her arms around them. ‘I don’t know … She was – I mean, she was quiet. And she was –’ Hannah flounders. She was Alice, she thinks, and all that encompassed. She was Alice, and that meant – that meant –

			– soooo annoying – slow – such a wimp – junkie whore daughter – I hate you –

			No. Hannah closes her eyes. She was Alice, and that meant smart, storytelling, funny, weirdly wise, and the kind of sad that crosses the threshold into being labelled ‘strong’.

			‘I don’t really like talking about her, to be honest.’ Hannah opens her eyes. ‘It’s just hard.’

			‘Right, of course.’ Cassie nods. ‘Of course, it would be. All good.’

			Cassie doesn’t mention that Hannah said the same thing about her dad, or that it seems whenever people leave her life they cease to warrant the breath spent speaking about them.

			And Hannah tries not to acknowledge to herself that hugging her knees to her body is similar to Rachel folding her arms: defend, comfort, hold it in, hold it all inside.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			The next day, on the rumpled doona pulled haphazardly across her unmade bed, with George snoozing at her feet, Hannah sits with her back against the headrest and flicks through her two tomes of teenage diaries, pausing at random. She only started keeping diaries when it was decided she would no longer commute to Perth, when she had some stability and therefore a consistent place to squirrel them away. They start around the time she is fifteen, with entries right through to that particular date in June 2015, when her life was flipped upside down.

			She isn’t sure what she’s looking for, or even if she’s looking for anything at all. There is an addictive quality, she has learnt, to absorbing the scribbled musings of her teenage self, narcissism masked as nostalgia. But she can’t bring herself to barrack for or feel affection towards either the main character or the author.

			Today was such a longggggg day, and soooo boring. We had a substitute teacher in English which meant everyone was so loud and annoying coz everyone just goes PSYCHO when it’s a substitute. He was so angry he held us back five minutes after the bell went (is that even legal, it was after school??). Never thought I’d miss boring Ms Olney but even she was better than that dude. I think all the loud yelling upset Alice, she gets weird around big noises, probs her mum stuff, I dunno, but she was all sad and quiet after the lesson.

			Anyway: weird stuff happened when I got home. I think Jamie thought I’d be out longer and she was in the lounge crying. It was so weird and awkward. I didn’t know what to say, so I snuck up to my room and I don’t think she noticed or knows I saw. I don’t know why she was crying. I think maybe because of D-WORD. I think I hear her crying at night sometimes too and can I be honest for a sec, sometimes it makes me scared. Like is she sad too? Because D-WORD used to cry as well.

			Hannah exhales and lifts her eyes from the page. She blinks a few times and tells herself that the burning is from concentrating on the scrawled words and nothing else. Does Jamie still cry? Hannah can’t remember the last time she herself cried for her dad, if she ever cried for him. Did she cry for Alice? Does she cry for anyone except herself?

			Hannah shakes her head to clear it and flicks ahead through the diary. Something loose shifts, and she pauses. A folded-up piece of paper has been tucked into the pages, and Hannah lifts it out. She puts the diary to one side as she unfolds the paper. THE UGLY BUTTERFLY is scrawled across the top, and the rest of the page is covered in teeny-tiny, neat handwriting that is not Hannah’s. It takes a beat before she recognises it from endless notes exchanged in class. This story, Hannah realises, was written by Alice. Her heartbeat quickens, her hands tremble, and she reads.

			Once upon a time there was a group of caterpillars that lived together on a leaf in the garden of a pretty woman who watered the flowers every day, sang songs to the growing buds and carefully spread soil and earth across the ground. Everything in that garden grew beautifully – the brightest greens, the rosiest reds, the most sparkling whites – and the sky above the garden was always bright blue. The caterpillars were excited, because they were going to wrap themselves up in cocoons soon and become beautiful butterflies. The garden only had the most beautiful butterflies, with big colourful wings. The caterpillars spun their cocoons and, soon enough, they all started to emerge. One by one they spread their wings of colourful patterns and flapped them to show off. Then the final caterpillar crawled out and spread their wings, and they were dull grey, like a gloomy, cloudy day, boring and ugly. The other butterflies laughed to cover their horror. The pretty lady who owned the garden had come to see her new butterflies, and when she saw the ugly butterfly, she covered her eyes. ‘I can’t look at you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’ The ugly butterfly was heartbroken and knew that they couldn’t stay in this beautiful garden when they looked the way they did. Something had gone wrong in the cocoon. But the ugly butterfly suddenly thought of an answer. They ripped off their ugly wings and tore them to pieces, and then they said, ‘I will cocoon myself again. I’ll try again and this time I’ll be beautiful.’ The other butterflies shook their heads. ‘You can’t cocoon again – you can only do it once.’ And then they flew away, and the pretty woman put the ugly butterfly, who didn’t even have wings anymore, out of the garden. You only get one chance to be beautiful, the ugly butterfly realised.

			***

			Questionable decisions mar the majority of Hannah’s existence, which is why she doesn’t pause to contemplate her decision that afternoon to stake out Rachel Olney’s house again. Not only stake out but wait for the woman to leave the house in her car once more, then head into her front yard to crouch behind the bushes that separate Rachel’s yard from the footpath. Rachel will not see her from the road when she turns into her driveway, and Hannah will be able to stand up and confront her.

			There are, of course, some shades of grey about the ethics of this approach, but ethics are for people like Cassie. There is also a fifty-fifty chance that a neighbour will call the police on Hannah, so she prays that Rachel isn’t away for long.

			Luck is on Hannah’s side: Rachel returns in five minutes, emerging from her car with a litre of milk dangling in one hand, the other sliding her keys into the handbag hanging from her shoulder. Hannah lurches up, strides forward and more or less gives her former teacher a heart attack.

			Rachel shrieks, falls back against her car and instinctually raises the milk upwards in defence.

			‘Sorry!’ Hannah says and holds up her hands. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’ This is only partially the truth – she didn’t intend to scare Rachel that much, but she can’t deny there is some satisfaction in seeing a potential groomer try to hide behind a litre of milk.

			‘Were you lying in wait for me?’ Rachel looks horrified.

			‘I knew if you saw me in front of your house, you’d keep on driving. And there was no chance you’d open the door to me.’

			‘So lying in the bushes was your next move …?’ Rachel’s voice is high with fear and outrage. ‘What is wrong with you?’

			That is a question, even rhetorically asked, that Hannah doesn’t like to contemplate.

			She lowers her hands to her sides. ‘I just want to talk to you.’

			Regaining her composure, Rachel straightens up and lowers the milk back to hang at her side. ‘I told you last time, I don’t have anything to say to you. I would appreciate it if you stopped harassing me. I didn’t have anything to do with Alice Montgomery’s disappearance.’

			‘Read this.’ Hannah holds out a piece of paper folded into a square.

			‘What’s that?’ Rachel asks, eyeing it with suspicion.

			‘A story that Alice wrote – I found it tucked in my teenage diary.’

			‘And … and what, you think it alleges something terrible about me?’ Rachel’s gaze on the paper has turned fearful despite her defensive tone.

			‘No,’ Hannah says, ‘I think it’s a really sad story written by a really sad girl.’

			Rachel’s fear transforms into confusion.

			Hannah doesn’t let her extended arm fall, even as it begins to ache. ‘Girls go missing all the time,’ she says, her voice quiet. ‘Kids in general. Something like thirty-four thousand a year, and two per cent of them are never found. I know you said you’re not good with numbers, so I did the maths: two per cent of thirty-four thousand is six hundred and eighty. That’s still so many kids. So many kids out there missing, and so few police officers – and they’ve got other things to investigate, murders, rapes, thefts, fraud, whatever. They can’t care about every one of those six-hundred-odd missing kids. It’s not possible. And so those kids, like Alice, fall through the cracks, and everyone who can forget about them, does. But those who can’t forget about them …’ Hannah pauses.

			Rachel is still, listening, her eyes on Hannah’s face now.

			‘I’m harassing you, as you put it, because I’m caring when the police can’t. They don’t have the time or the inclination or whatever, but I do. Alice was sad, and there were things going on that she didn’t tell me and that I wish she did. Maybe I’m trying to make up for it now. This story she wrote reminds me that she was just a kid, and she was lost mentally and for seven years she’s been lost physically – and I can’t fix the first, so I’m trying to fix the second. I think you cared about Alice too. I think you cared maybe as much as I did.’

			Rachel swallows. ‘I know what Marnie Montgomery thinks. What she would’ve told you. I swear, I never, never did anything inappropriate with Alice. It wasn’t like that.’

			‘What was it like then? Tell me. If you didn’t do anything wrong, then just tell me.’

			Rachel looks away. ‘I never said I didn’t do anything wrong.’

			There is a beat.

			Rachel looks back and takes the story from Hannah. ‘I did care about Alice,’ she says softly, looking at the paper in her trembling fingers.

			‘So prove it. Tell me what you know. Help me.’ Hannah shoves her hands into her pockets. ‘My mobile number’s on the bottom of the page. If you want to talk, text me.’

			Hannah leaves then, heading away from Rachel, who is still standing there holding the paper. Hannah leaves – and as she does, she gives herself a mental pat on the back because she knows the message will arrive.

			***

			And it does, later on that night: come by tomorrow and we’ll talk.

			Rachel is soft and she is kind, and she has a heart that bleeds for broken things – and that’s why she was drawn to Alice. Someone like Rachel, who preens at praise and invites old students into her home so she can bask in the sense of a job well done, loves to be the good person and sees kids like Alice as rescue projects. Rachel’s need to protect and do good: that was the pressure point to needle.

			Alice’s story, the original one, is still tucked inside Hannah’s diary. It’s sad already, so she only tweaked it when she rewrote it, adding crueller beautiful butterflies and emphasising the way the pretty woman discarded the ugly butterfly.

			Just minor things. Hannah wasn’t willing to take any chances.

		



			RACHEL

			‘I wish I hadn’t cried so much!’ said Alice, as she swam about trying to find her way out. ‘I shall be punished for it now, I suppose, by being drowned in my own tears.’

			Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 2, ‘The Pool of Tears’

			



 

			I know it sounds terribly clichéd, but in order for you to understand everything that happened with Alice, I need to go back to the beginning. It will help for you to know the bigger picture, all the pieces of the jigsaw and how Alice slotted into my life. To know why I did what I did, you need to know about my parents, Paul, Zoe – everyone and everything. I’m not saying it will excuse my actions, but perhaps it may grant me a modicum of empathy. Perhaps you will see I’m not a bad person.

			***

			I have always loved love. It sounds trite, I know, and disgustingly saccharine, but there’s no other way I can say it. I love love. How could I not? Love is all-encompassing. Found in the simplest of moments, all at once inconceivably large and terrifically tiny. Love is beautiful and terrible. It hurts and it heals. It’s the very undercurrent of humanity, the ever-present hum that keeps us buzzing along.

			But I digress. 

			My mum, Giulia, migrated to Victoria, Australia, from Stromboli, Italy, with her parents in the late 70s. She was bright and vibrant and spoke with her hands in constant motion, and with a passion and volume that commanded attention, but most of all she had the bleeding heart of a person made to care for others. She enrolled in nursing school as soon as she was able – and it was hard on her, I know, because she had always lived in her emotions, and that can be tough in that environment. But she would tell me that God gave her an abundance of love, a never-ending well of it, and it would be selfish of her to keep that contained to just our family. It wasn’t that she wanted to be a nurse, although she did, but it was almost as if she saw it as a need: she needed to be a nurse, because she needed to share her love around.

			She met my father when they were in their mid-twenties, at a dinner party hosted by one of her friends. My dad, Mark Olney, was so laidback he was almost horizontal. Born in Tasmania, he had a lazy drawl and a lopsided smile. He was a tradie who spent his days crawling in ceilings and seemed forever coated in a fine layer of dust, even after a shower.

			My parents were the perfect balance. She was riding high with passion and love, and he was anchoring her to the ground so she didn’t float away.

			And the way Mum told it, the moment their eyes met, she knew. She felt it in her chest, the way her heart had quickened. At the first touch of his hand to hers, she’d tell me, he felt so familiar, it was as if they’d known each other for years.

			I can recite this by heart because it was my favourite story of hers. It’s not a tremendous leap in logic to see the start of my love obsession in my obsession with my parents’ story. That isn’t to say I blame them for everything that came after. It would have been impossible, after all, to predict where my obsession would take me.

			My parents married only a year after they started dating. When you know, you know, Mum would say. My brother, Mitchell, was born first – bawling and with his fists balled up, a state of being he carried into the rest of his life. My parents moved to Perth and set themselves up in a three-bedroom house north of the river. And, within another year, along I came.

			We were never rich but never poor; we sat quite nicely in the lower to upper middle class. My brother and I went to a private school, and, yes, it was hard not to be aware of the differences between us and our classmates. We wore shoes and clothes bought second hand or from cheap retail stores. We spent holidays driving down to the beaches of Busselton or the bushy expanse of Margaret River. Our classmates wore shiny new brand labels and the latest trends. They returned from overseas jaunts sporting tans or, on some occasions, broken bones from skiing.

			Let me be clear: I know these are the inconsequential problems of the privileged. None of it meant that my childhood or teenage years were tumultuous. Even a brother who was all desire for bigger things with no ambition to bring them to fruition, who coveted his classmates’ lives and denigrated our own – even he couldn’t dampen my experience. I had friends, I got good grades, I was athletic enough never to be picked last for teams, and I was pretty enough to get some attention but not so much that it distracted me from my goals. Anything bad that I did – the few times I got caught drinking or sneaking out – was offset by the brattish behaviour of Mitch. In comparison, I was the Golden Child. I can’t lie: I liked it. I liked being the Good Girl.

			Aside from Mitch, there was only one thing that caused me angst, the blip in my otherwise normal, happy childhood and teenage years. The thing that niggled and wriggled at the back of my mind, just enough to make me feel the slightest bit unsettled.

			By the time I turned ten, I was very much aware of the fact that I liked girls. For years, I’d been consuming content that revolved around romance. I was obsessed with the idea of falling in love, and this made me acutely aware of my feelings towards those around me. I was fascinated by the gradients of love, how they all felt similar but at the same time so different. The love I had for my dolls was not the same as the love I felt for my family, and this was different again from the love I felt for my friends. I paid attention to how people made me feel with the same level of detail a scientist might apply to an experiment. So I knew this ‘like’ I felt for girls was not the same as merely wanting to be their best friend. At the same time, I knew that I still liked boys. Rather than reassure me, this made the complication of liking girls all the more bewildering.

			When I was in my teens, I discovered the term ‘bisexual’. But at the time, it was largely conflated with people being ‘confused’. Existing in the grey area of liking, well, everyone – that wasn’t made out as something legitimate. The girls who kissed other girls but still liked boys were – according to everyone, it seemed – performing the act for the consumption of others. When a girl kissed another girl, I thought, it was because guys found it hot and not because the girls actually wanted to do it.

			Beyond all that, the idea of being gay terrified me.

			My dad had grown up in a Protestant household. My mum was Roman Catholic. Neither had asked the other to give up their beliefs, and they had taught my brother and me about both branches of Christianity. I suppose the idea was that we could make up our own minds about which one spoke to us and choose appropriately. I suppose they thought they were being quite progressive; I possibly don’t need to point out, however, that the option for ‘no religion’ didn’t seem to be on the table.

			Our private school was Catholic, and each morning we were made to say the Lord’s Prayer. We took religious classes, and there were pictures of the Pope in my English teacher’s classroom. It seemed easiest, therefore, to choose to identify as Catholic. I admit this was purely for the convenience rather than due to any particular affinity. It’s funny, in a way, that I chose a belief system based on what was simpler, yet the tenets of Catholicism still dug their way under my skin to inform my thoughts and actions. There is something to be said for absorption through osmosis.

			Catholicism does not usually have good things to say about people who are gay. I struggled to understand it. I couldn’t pin down the sin that was being committed by people who loved each other. It made me want to push, to ask questions. But I was the Good Girl, the Golden Child, so I didn’t question adults, especially those in positions of authority. Adults, after all, knew more than me. If they told me with such conviction that something was inherently wrong, who was I to question them?

			All around me, the feelings I had were by and large condemned and looked down upon. You have to remember, it was a different time. Australia was coming off the tail end of the AIDS crisis. Discrimination against LGBTQIA+ people was widespread. And my parents could never have foreseen that a move to Western Australia – the state that dragged its feet on decriminalising gay sex, where it was still an offence to ‘promote’ homosexuality in schools as late as 1990 – would negatively affect their daughter.

			And so I buried my crushes, my urges, my preferences deep, deep, deep inside and vowed never to act or speak on them.

			***

			Hiding a part of your identity from yourself and from others is more difficult than you might imagine. Sometimes it felt like there was something fundamental that I was missing. Like a tongue probing and prodding at the gap where a tooth used to be.

			I felt disconnected, not just from myself but from others as well – especially my family. As I moved through my teenage years, this secret I kept locked up tightly inside became a wedge between us. I felt alienated because I knew – even when I was standing next to Mitch or hugging Mum – that I was keeping a part of myself back. Family was supposed to accept all of you, but when I went to church each Sunday and sat next to Mum and whispered prayers to a God that I wasn’t sure if I believed in or was just scared of, I felt there was no way Mum would greet my secret with anything less than total rejection.

			I knew I wasn’t strong enough to endure the pain of my family’s disapproval. And what if they felt so strongly against my predilections that they outright denounced me? What if they cut me out like an abscess until there was nothing to show I’d ever been part of their lives? Better to live in a semidetached state than with no family at all.

			I drifted from them, though. It was impossible not to when I became so conscious of my every word and move, even my every thought around them, always terrified I would give myself away. I put distance between us, enough that I could breathe easier but not so much that I couldn’t see their safety net of love that I relied on to get through life.

			Mitch wouldn’t have noticed if I’d disappeared altogether, but Mum and Dad noticed. However, my parents didn’t say anything because, to them, my gradual separation from the family seemed a natural part of growing up and becoming an adult. My distance was mistaken for independence, and I think they were hesitant to rein me in. A part of me longed for them to reach out – just as, I’m sure, a part of them longed to do the reaching. In the end, neither of us bridged the ever-widening gap. Isn’t that always the way?

			I still consider my childhood to have been happy. But I confess, by the time I was finishing high school I was ready to shed it. Now, more than anything, I wanted a family of my own, one that I chose so I could be sure of the strength of the bonds.

			I have always loved kids. I was the clichéd little girl with chubby dolls that I rocked in my arms. To be honest, I even considered this as another reason to bury my feelings for women deep: I couldn’t see how I could make my dream a reality, my future of a marriage and a baby, with someone of the same sex. Like I said, it was a different time.

			It was no surprise to anyone that I pursued a teaching degree. I enrolled in Edith Cowan University, made new friends, got invited to parties and, when I turned eighteen, went out to clubs and pubs. I didn’t drink, and I still don’t – but, back then, I loved to be social and I loved to dance. Admittedly I am all enthusiasm, no rhythm, but no one ever seemed to notice my disastrous moves. If you do anything with a smile on your face and purely because you love it, people are drawn to you regardless.

			It was on one of those nights, as I lost myself in the joy of music and movement, that Paul approached me. He bought me a Coke at the bar, and he was blue-eyed, brown-haired and six feet tall, with an endearing overbite and a predilection for unironically wearing floral button-ups. For our first date he took me to an Italian restaurant, which kind of made me want to die, but I pushed through and was pleasantly rewarded. Paul was endlessly sweet, intelligent and adorably gawkish. I was smitten.

			But I wasn’t head over heels. I wasn’t swept off my feet. My chest didn’t swell with an all-encompassing feeling that shook the ground beneath me and brightened the sun above.

			I told myself that was fine. I told myself I was an adult now. I’d long since shaken the fairytale romances of my childhood. I knew that real life was less fireworks and soulmates and more humdrum practicalities, more ‘does this person align with my values and vision for the future’ and ‘can I stand to be around them for more than five minutes’.

			Paul and I made a good team. He was a nice guy. There seemed no good reason not to continue to see him.

			We dated throughout my degree and moved in together after I graduated and got a job teaching in a primary school. Paul proposed in 2009. We married a year later and started trying for a baby within six months. It felt like my life was moving rapidly in the direction it was supposed to, and I was being swept along. I was happy, I supposed – or, at least, I was content enough that I didn’t have to worry if that meant the same thing.

			And then, a year and a half into trying for a baby – not long enough for me to be panicking yet, but enough for the first inklings of fear to be tickling in my mind – Zoe Alden started working at my school.

			Zoe was the new art teacher, recently graduated, a year younger than me, with all the bounce and enthusiasm of a teacher fresh on the scene, and all the flighty sensibilities one would expect from someone immersed in the art world. She didn’t wear clothes so much as she draped herself in them. Her hair fell past her waist, and her every movement was accompanied by the clinking of jewellery.

			My first glimpse of Zoe was preceded by a plume of perfume, the kind of heady, musky scent not usually worn during the daytime. And then Zoe swept into the staffroom like her feet barely touched the ground.

			She paused, she turned, she met my gaze, and she beamed so wide I could see almost every single one of her slightly crooked teeth. ‘Morning!’ she trilled. ‘Tell me, is the coffee and milk free for all, or am I out of luck if I want a caffeine boost?’

			My heart fluttered. Goosebumps rippled across my skin. The part I had buried started to crack open, and I knew, immediately, that I was in trouble.

			***

			Zoe read books on astrology and crystals. She saw a reiki therapist. She didn’t journal, but she did paint or draw her feelings in the morning. These things should have made me cringe, but all they did was make my head spin even more. Zoe’s personality spoke to the romantic inside me who had lain dormant, resting beneath an oppressive layer of practicalities like fertility, marriage and superannuation.

			Zoe and I spent every lunchtime talking and would walk together when we were on recess or lunch duty. We developed in-jokes and a secret unspoken language of raised eyebrows and pointed looks to see us through the tough moments of teaching.

			‘I’ll have to meet her one day!’ Paul said. ‘Although the way you talk about her, I feel like I already know her.’

			If my husband thought it was weird that after six months of my endless talking of Zoe, he still hadn’t met her – despite us progressing our friendship to outside work hours, to cafes and dinners and marking together and planning lessons – if he thought that suspicious, he didn’t say anything. I don’t know why I didn’t invite Zoe into that portion of my life.

			No, that’s a lie. I do know. I know exactly why I kept Zoe separate, all to myself.

			One day Zoe invited me out for a night on the town. I’d told her all about how much I loved dancing, and she told me there was a club in Perth that played the ‘best beats’ and had a ‘killer atmosphere’. (The way she spoke sometimes made me feel like there were decades between us.) She said it didn’t get going until late, but it was worth it. It was called Connections.

			Now, I had heard that club name mentioned by friends in the past, but always in jokes, never with serious intentions of attending and always with a caveat that it was a ‘weird, niche’ nightclub. It wasn’t for them, my friends said, because Connections was Perth’s biggest ‘gay and lesbian’ nightclub.

			I briefly considered that perhaps Zoe did not know this … but she’d said that she went there all the time. She affectionately called it ‘Connies’ and waxed lyrical about late nights ‘tearing up the dancefloor’. She said it was her and her friends’ favourite place.

			And … I wasn’t sure what that meant about Zoe. I wasn’t sure what that meant about us. I couldn’t answer her straight away to say if I was coming to Connections, and I hated that. Finally I said yes, lied to Paul about where we were going and hyperventilated in the work toilets the day before. I hated that too.

			I thought about Zoe possibly liking girls, and it made my stomach quiver with an excitement I couldn’t quite quash.

			I hated that the most. Or, I told myself I did.

			That Saturday it took me two hours to get ready. I suddenly loathed all my clothes. I’d never been more aware of how I looked. I loathed everything and anything and was almost on the verge of tears until I managed to pull myself together. Paul joked that I needed to get out more. He offered to drive me into the city to save me having to find a park, but the thought of his presence even slightly encroaching on this night made my skin itch, so I said no.

			That night was a blur. I was all at once on edge and relaxed; the tension arose from a strange anticipation, the relaxation from an eerie sense of everything being right. Fated.

			When I danced, I felt distant from myself, separate from my arms and legs. But I had also never, ever been more acutely aware of my surroundings. Never, ever more acutely aware of Zoe. Of dancing in front of her, to the side of her, near her, next to her. With her.

			We didn’t speak much. It was too loud for conversation anyway. Around me, I saw people living in abundance, in freedom, without constraints or inhibitions: men kissing men, women kissing women. Things inside of me were breaking and coming back together reformed and different. I felt different. I felt alive, in a way I never had before.

			When Zoe and I kissed, it was, I thought, an earth-shattering, soulmate-confirming inevitability.

			***

			After that night, everything was wonderfully, terrifyingly, excitingly, beautifully different. Zoe and I went to the same cafes but hooked our feet together beneath the table. We went to Zoe’s to mark papers and spent the time wrapped in each other on the couch, or in her bed. Our secret shared language became loaded with sexual tension.

			I felt like a teenager again – unsure, uncertain, scared I was doing everything wrong. This second-guessing wasn’t helped by the years I’d spent repressing my feelings. I’d sat on hardwood church pews feeling unwelcome even as I smiled, ducked my head and murmured prayers in unison with everyone around me. Unlearning my religious beliefs was painful and difficult, but Zoe was wonderfully patient. I cried through kisses, panicked in the midst of touches and regularly scrubbed my skin raw of invisible dirt. Sometimes, afterwards, I would feel sick low down in my stomach, and I couldn’t pinpoint if the disgust was because I’d been raised to believe everything I was doing was a sin or because of the looming spectre of the person I was trying not to think of every moment I was with Zoe.

			We never mentioned Paul. We never mentioned that I was married.

			Zoe didn’t push me with questions about the future or what we were going to do – and, at the time, I was endlessly grateful. I believed that she was giving me time to sort things out in my own mind before I took steps to sort them out in the real world.

			Four weeks after we started our affair, I found out I was pregnant. It was simultaneously the best and worst news I had ever received. Paul cried and hugged me. So did Zoe. I kissed both of them, separately, in those moments and tried not to think too deeply about that.

			If Zoe not asking questions about our future four weeks into the affair should have, in retrospect, caught my attention, then her not asking questions after I told her I was pregnant should have prompted me to end things there and then. Rather than feeling threatened or scared that I would leave her, she just seemed excited and happy for me.

			But I started to think maybe it was because she saw a future where she and I raised the child together – a future where I left Paul, and she and I were officially a couple. I started to think I might want this future too: being part of a family where I never had to hide any part of myself, where I was embraced and accepted fully.

			I was so naive.

			***

			In any vision of the future where I left Paul for Zoe, I saw him being upset, naturally, even heartbroken and devastated. But I envisioned him eventually accepting the situation. I knew there might be bitterness, because my husband was only human, and maybe resentment for a few years. But Paul was, I knew – thought I knew – a good man, and we’d spent six years together, six years loving each other.

			I never saw maliciousness. I never saw rage. Like I said, I was naive.

			Paul discovered the affair in the most clichéd of ways: looking through my phone. It hadn’t occurred to me to delete those texts – in fact, quite the opposite. The sentimental part of me wanted to keep a record of our mild flirting, our virtual stretching of fingers across town, the softness, the uses of I love you and wish I was with you. There is something so beautifully validating in the words I miss you – that my absence from someone’s life would be noted is the ultimate compliment.

			In Paul’s defence, it wasn’t distrust that drove him to look through my phone. We had a doctor’s appointment upcoming to discuss the pregnancy, and he couldn’t remember the day, but rather than admit that to me – something I’m sure he worried would come across like he wasn’t invested in the baby – he checked through my phone to see if he could find the date. Instead he found a love story told in late-night text exchanges.

			I was lying stretched out on the couch, drifting in and out of sleep. Then Paul dropped the phone onto my face, and I had never, ever been more awake in my life.

			‘What,’ he spat, with so much venom that for a moment I thought he was someone else, a stranger looming over me, ‘the fuck is that shit on your phone?’

			I was disorientated, and my face stung. I tried to ask what he was talking about.

			He seethed. ‘Are you a dyke?’

			The word delivered more of a blow than the phone he’d dropped on me.

			I struggled to keep up with what was happening. Paul flung out accusations. I started to cry. I didn’t want to lie. I tried to explain I didn’t want to hurt him, that I couldn’t help how Zoe made me feel. I tried to tell him it hadn’t been planned. I tried to explain I’d never lied about my sexuality, that I wasn’t gay, that I had truly loved him as well. But it was like pleading with a wall of flame that took every word I spoke and used it to fuel itself, to rage higher, faster, more intensely.

			Paul was red in the face, his gawky limbs seeming to expand his body into something terrifyingly intimidating. He called me more slurs. There’s no sense in repeating them, really – you can use your imagination. The bottom line was that I’d betrayed him, betrayed our marriage, ruined his life and the life of our baby. He told me I would be an unfit mother.

			My heart could not calm from its pounding. Paul could not stop his yelling. I managed to wriggle from the couch and leave the room. I told him I would stay with a friend for the night, that he could calm down and that we could talk more tomorrow.

			Paul said, ‘Get fucked.’

			I arrived on Zoe’s doorstep. She seemed full of sympathy, gently wiping the tears from my face, worriedly asking questions.

			I talked through the fight with her. As I did, I searched her face for any signs of relief that we’d been found out – a bittersweet happiness, perhaps, and a glimmer of hope.

			Zoe said, ‘I’m sure you two will work it out.’

			I didn’t sleep that night.

			***

			Paul did not calm down. Paul sent texts that told me, in no uncertain terms, that the baby would be his. That someone ‘like me’ was not fit to raise a child. I tried to call him to talk, but he refused to pick up. I stayed home sick from work that day.

			Zoe didn’t take the day off to sit with me. She gave me a hug in the morning and told me to ‘talk to Paul with an open mind’, words that confused more than comforted me, then went to work. Apparently she didn’t have much personal leave to spare and the kids in her class were in the middle of a project.

			I sat on her couch, one hand on my stomach, one holding my phone, and felt like my life was flaking away around me, one piece at a time.

			I left voicemails for Paul. I got angry, finally telling him his words were hurtful, then regretted it and implored him to remember that he knew me, he knew I was a good person and would never intentionally hurt anyone. I flipped between standing up for myself and trying to placate him. I told him he was wrong to say I would be a bad mother, that he knew how much I loved children, and that we could talk through how it would be for the child.

			When these texts went unanswered, I drove back to the house. I found it locked and empty, Paul’s car gone. I waited for a while, debating whether I should be there when he got home or give him more space. I texted Zoe, asking for advice.

			Neither of them messaged me back. It felt like I was screaming into a void.

			***

			Time passed. Things didn’t get better.

			Paul continued to hurl abuse at me. Zoe grew maddeningly distant. I split the time between being at my house and fighting with or avoiding Paul and staying at Zoe’s. Each time I was in her apartment, she would make excuses to leave or would already be gone, with nothing but a message telling me to let myself in. Our physical intimacy had entirely ceased when I most desperately needed it.

			I felt alone in a way I never had before, so I tried to focus on the life growing inside my belly. I sat in stillness to connect with this little form, channelling all the love I wished that Paul and Zoe would accept into my child instead. With each moment of the two of us coexisting, I was more determined not to let Paul take custody. It was me and the baby against the world. I would trace my fingers across the skin of my belly and imagine tiny fingers mimicking the movements from inside. I’d whisper words I hoped they could hear, about love, about togetherness, about acceptance. I’d say, ‘You are my lifeline,’ and I meant it. The baby was the string holding my body upright and keeping the pieces of me tied together.

			Paul told Mum and Dad everything before I had a chance to. At the time, I felt it was the worst thing he could have done. The secret I had so meticulously protected had been ripped away and spilled out into the open. Mum and Dad seemed more confused than anything, asking if I had ever really loved Paul, if I’d always been ‘gay’ and if the thing with Zoe was just a ‘phase’. I didn’t have the energy to answer their questions.

			I still love you, Mum messaged. She meant well, but the caveat of ‘still’ cleaved my heart in two.

			Mitchell – twice-divorced and unemployed, on his latest get-rich-quick scheme, living in our parents’ spare bedroom – messaged just once: Gross.

			***

			On week two of existing in no-man’s land, drifting between house and apartment, performing the role of a teacher rather than truly being one, I confronted Zoe about her behaviour.

			She sighed heavily. ‘Rach.’

			She had never called me ‘Rach’ before, and it felt like a shove to create distance.

			‘Look. I mean. The thing is, I think you’re amazing. I truly do. You’re incredible. But I’m just not really a settling-down person …? I kind of thought – you know, with you being married and everything … It was just fun, right? I thought we were on the same page about that. To be honest, you being here all the time – it’s been weird for me, okay? And really, shouldn’t you be trying to work things out with Paul instead of hanging around here? I bet it doesn’t look good to him, you staying with me. I’m not saying you need to leave or whatever. Like I said, you’re amazing. You’re such a good friend. You can totally crash here as long as you need. But like, I’m just thinking of Paul. I’m just thinking about how he must feel, you know?’ Zoe gave me a smile and a disconcerting shoulder pat.

			I stared blankly at the wall and breathed through my mouth. I thought, in, out, in, out.

			The next day my boss, Principal Baker, asked me to come into his office. I thought maybe someone had told him about the pregnancy, something I’d yet to mention to work, given … well, everything else that was going on.

			There was a woman in the office with Principal Baker. She had grey hair and severe glasses to match her pursed-lip expression.

			Principal Baker asked me to sit down. A usually courteous older man, quick with a smile, he was so grave and solemn that I remember wondering if a student had died.

			Principal Baker began by telling me that the school was progressive and open-minded, and they understood that teachers had personal lives and that it wasn’t for anyone to judge them, that he certainly didn’t, and that he knew many wonderful people who lived ‘alternative lifestyles’ – and perhaps he would have continued in this vein if the woman hadn’t pointedly cleared her throat.

			I felt very hot and very sweaty. Someone had clearly told him that I was interested in women. I remember thinking, This is bad.

			Of course, I had no idea.

			Principal Baker told me that an allegation had been made against me: apparently I had been acting inappropriately with the older female students and made one student in particular uncomfortable. He said that the school took this allegation very seriously, that the police had been contacted so they could ‘get to the bottom of this’, and that he knew I was a good teacher so he was sure they would ‘figure it out’. He added that the school fully supported alternative lifestyles, but inappropriate conduct would not be tolerated. He asked if I wanted some water, then said the police would arrive soon and told me to sit tight.

			I stared blankly at the wall and breathed through my mouth. I thought, in, out, in, out.

			Principal Baker said he’d get me that water, just in case. He left the room.

			The woman looked at me. ‘Sinners like you,’ she hissed, ‘are going to burn in hell.’

			And then I leaned over the bin underneath Principal Baker’s desk and vomited.

			***

			I had believed whole-heartedly in love. I’d believed that love conquered all, that it soothed wounds, tempered rage, that it underscored the actions of every human, granted them the compassion and empathy to move in this world. I’d believed in the inherent goodness that was inspired by love. I suppose I’d forgotten how love was so often intertwined with hate.

			Paul had leaked the news I was ‘gay’ to the other staff. But he hadn’t stopped there. He had conspired with his friend, a dad at the school, to coax the friend’s daughter into telling staff that I had been hanging around the girls’ change room and watching her get changed.

			Under police scrutiny, the lie quickly fell apart, although the girl had not been willing to implicate her father or his friend. Being underage, she copped a juvenile caution and a referral to the Juvenile Justice Department, where she wrote a bland apology letter that was delivered to me – I never bothered to read it. Her dad bought her a brand-new mobile phone as a thank you for keeping quiet. I’d guess the police didn’t know about that part.

			Although the allegation had gone nowhere, it had surfaced, the police had interviewed me at the school and I’d been outed. The damage – irreparable, irreversible – had been done. There was a complaint from a religious parent. Whispers in the staffroom. Withering glares from a mother at pick-up time. A child withdrawn from my class.

			Zoe, meanwhile, told the staff she had a girlfriend whom she’d been quietly seeing the past few weeks, and she showed the year 6 coordinator photos she’d had printed from their recent date to the zoo. ‘I’ve never felt this way before,’ she said excitedly, and she even dropped hints about already moving in together.

			That day, I spotted blood in the toilet at school. My stomach began to cramp violently. I almost passed out in the bathroom, and they called an ambulance to whisk me away.

			When the doctor told me there was no heartbeat, I wondered if they were talking about me or the baby. The strings binding me together snapped, the light within me went dark, and I knew then that it was all over.

			Within two weeks, I had applied for a job hours away from Perth, got it, signed away my house to Paul in the divorce, packed up my life and left everything behind for a new unit in a tiny coastal town where I would commute thirty minutes to work every day.

			The last words Paul spoke to me were, ‘It was your fault.’

			Mitch texted, That is how God punishes sinners.

			I bought a new phone, with a new number, and tucked the old one in the back of a cupboard and didn’t look at it again.

			So you can see where I was at, where my head was at, when it all began with Alice.

			***

			She really liked romance novels – Alice, I mean.

			It will come as no surprise that I accumulated many romance novels over the years. After everything that had happened, I couldn’t bear to read them again; all the talk of love and forever felt like a grater against my skin. But I also couldn’t bring myself to donate them or, worse, leave them in my old house for Paul to unceremoniously destroy or chuck out. So I’d taken a select few, my absolute favourites, and brought them with me in the move, even though I vowed never to read them.

			I lent Alice those novels. On a whim, I took the first one to give to her after our first few conversations.

			I never told the police that was how it all began, because I knew exactly how lending books of love to a student would seem.

			***

			Alice didn’t make much of an impression on me when she first started in my year 11 English class. But then, by that point, not many students did.

			I’d transitioned to teaching high school because I couldn’t bear to be around young children anymore; I felt the absence inside of me like a pulsating wound. The teenagers, for the most part, lacked the openness, willingness and excitement of the children. It took very little time for their cynicism and lacklustre efforts to wear away whatever love for teaching I’d managed to hold on to.

			There was the occasional bright spark: a student who actually engaged in conversations about the texts we were studying. Those students were the main reason that I kept coming back, day after day – them and the money, of course. It hurt, sometimes, to remember a time when that didn’t even cross my mind, not because I was well-off but because pure love and passion had driven me.

			Anyway, Alice was a bright girl who flew largely under the radar. For the first few weeks of term, she sat alone before she suddenly began sitting with you. She didn’t raise her hand in class, but when I read her responses I could see that she understood more than she let on. It intrigued me, but not much, not enough, because nothing much did anymore.

			In term two, we began our study of The Great Gatsby. That there was a film adaptation had piqued the interest of enough students for my classes to be slightly more engaged. Alice, in a response to an in-class question, wrote a softly sweet analysis of Daisy and Gatsby, then followed it up by suggesting there was homoerotic tension between Nick and Gatsby. Her comments were sharp and interesting, and they made me laugh.

			And so, when I handed back the papers, I told Alice I thought she’d done a good job and I could see she’d thought really deeply about the book.

			I remember her face lit up like a light switch had flipped. Her demeanour brightened, her body straightening as though my words had hit her reboot button.

			After the lesson, she approached my desk as the other students filed out. Timid and trembling, with a slightly tilted head, she reminded me in that moment of a dog fearing a smack on the nose. ‘I really like the book, Miss. I’m real glad we’re studying it. It’s like, romantic, but also not? I think that’s cool?’

			I asked her if she’d read many classics.

			Alice gave a shrug. ‘I’ve not really read many?’ Every statement ended in an inflection, like she was testing out her capacity to have opinions. ‘Like, maybe? I think so? If they’re books like this one then, yeah, I guess?’ And with a blush that stained her slightly rounded cheeks, she ducked her head and left the classroom in a hurry.

			That night, in my tiny, clean unit, I thought of my romance novels. I dug out my copy of Pride and Prejudice and decided to lend it to Alice.

			When I handed it over, she beamed, and when she took it, her hands trembled. She promised to take ‘real good’ care of it, as she looked at it like it was a priceless artefact.

			***

			It took Alice only a few days to read Pride and Prejudice. This surprised me – it’s not exactly the easiest of books – and made Alice all the more intriguing. She dropped it back to me during lunch at the staffroom, telling me she hadn’t wanted to keep me waiting to get my book back. When I told her it was impressive that she had read it so fast, she blushed, shrugged and said that she liked to read at night. ‘It’s like … a nice way to just forget everything else, you know?’ she murmured.

			We talked about what she thought of the novel, and I felt some of that old spark for teaching return. I’d forgotten what it was like to introduce a young mind to something new and exciting, and to observe the ways they made connections and saw patterns. I decided to go more modern by giving her The Notebook the next day.

			When Alice was midway through The Notebook, I found her sitting outside on the front steps of the school, almost two hours after the end-of-day bell. I had taken to hanging back in the staffroom quite often, not because I had anything too pressing to do but because some days the thought of going home to my unit felt so depressing that I couldn’t bear it. The clean white surfaces, void of anything personal, and the boxes shut in my spare bedroom, the door firmly closed – it all felt empty. My life felt empty. I felt empty, as though I was nothing but a vessel and a broken one at that, riddled with cracks that let life ooze straight out of me.

			Alice was reading on the steps, leaning against a low wall, and there was a bottle of Coke on the ground next to her along with an open packet of lollies.

			I watched her from the top of the stairs. As you know, students at the school commuted from all around the shire. Some dispersed to houses nearby, but most crammed onto buses that shuttled them across kilometres and ran at a shocking level of infrequency considering that for some kids they were the only way back home. This meant the school was eerily empty by four-thirty and certainly by ten to five, the time my watch displayed.

			I startled Alice by saying her name. I went to stand by her. When I asked why she was still at school, she avoided my gaze, her fingers fluttering nervously across the page of the book. Clumsy excuses tripped off her tongue: she’d missed the bus, her phone was out of credit, she was waiting to be picked up, she was fine, it was fine.

			I didn’t press, didn’t push, stayed patient – until softly, hesitantly, Alice said that her mum had had friends over the night before, that they’d still been there in the morning, that they usually stayed a day or so, and they were – here, she searched for a word – ‘loud’. ‘It’s just, like, a lot? So I just wanted to, like, chill first. I was gonna go to Hannah’s, but she’s busy, you know? And it’s just kinda peaceful here when almost everyone’s gone.’

			I asked her how long she was planning on staying away from her house to ‘chill’, and I tried to check that she was, indeed, going to be on the final bus in twenty minutes. When the response was evasive enough to raise alarm bells, I had a brief internal debate.

			It lasted for a few seconds. My common sense submitted to the bleeding heart that Alice had awoken inside me. So I offered to drive her into town and let her stay at mine until she felt like she could go home.

			***

			What had started as a knee-jerk reaction to a child who didn’t feel safe going home, a one-time offer, somehow became a regular occurrence. Alice never asked, but I kept stumbling across her sitting on the school steps hours after she should have been home. Or sometimes in town, I’d find her loitering in the shops with a listless look on her face. I couldn’t bear to let her continue to wander, unchecked and aimless, especially on days when the wind picked up and the rain settled in.

			I kept telling myself I needed to report the situation to the school, to the police. But I kept putting it off because I was enjoying spending time with Alice.

			Of course, I tried to tell myself that it was also because whenever she let slip things about her home life, about her mother, she would beg me not to tell anyone. Alice was terrified of being whisked away from her home, sent to live elsewhere; she said that was what had happened to her mum. I think in her mind, there was a connection between Marnie’s current state and her unstable childhood, and Alice was desperate not to follow in her footsteps. So I’d tell myself it was for Alice, I was staying quiet for Alice, everything was for Alice. If you tell yourself something enough, isn’t it funny how you almost come to believe it’s true?

			But it wasn’t a lie that I was enthralled by her. Alice was bright and, when she overcame her shyness, observant and funny. I loved to watch her blossom, watch as she dropped ‘real good’ from her vocabulary and began to try out more complex words that looked like they felt weird on her tongue, but she persevered anyway because I always beamed at her when she had a go. When she warmed to a topic or told stories, she commanded attention in an unobtrusive way. She soaked up praise like a sponge and buzzed with such an intense desire to please that it hurt my heart. I wanted to bring out her confidence, insert steel into her wilting backbone, and dust away the cobwebs of doubt that kept Alice hiding in others’ shadows, desperate for love and affection. I wanted the whole world for her.

			We sang along to the radio on the drive home. We did homework at my kitchen table. We made muffins and biscuits together. We watched television. We read together on the couch. Sometimes Alice would be writing an assignment and singing along to the radio as I prepped dinner, and the scene was so painfully domestic that I felt like I might drown in it.

			I had cauterised my heart and sealed off my emotions, but now my wound was seeping again. It was demanding my attention, demanding I notice it, deal with it. It was telling me I was trying to squeeze Alice into the hole inside of me. Would I tear myself apart trying to accommodate her, or would I try to file her edges away until she fit the mould?

			I told myself, Alice is not mine. I told myself, Alice is not mine, but no one else wants her. I told myself, Alice is not mine, but what was mine had been taken away from me before I’d even had a chance to nurture it.

			***

			There were red flags. I was self-aware enough to recognise them and self-deluded enough to ignore them. Like:

			When I began shopping for Alice.

			When I noticed that she rarely had a properly packed lunchbox, so I started to make one for her and bring it in each day.

			When I bought her a new uniform skirt because she’d complained that hers was getting too tight and that her mum kept forgetting to give her money to order a new one.

			When she told me she was struggling in History, and I started researching local tutors.

			And, of course, when Alice told me more about her home life – her mother’s erratic behaviour, the drug-taking, moments of psychosis, drinking, strangers coming and going. How she would hold her mum as she sobbed and raged and came down from whatever she’d taken; how Alice felt tired all the time. When she told me all these things, I knew I had a duty of care to report her situation to the school and the police, possibly get her removed from her mother’s house. Yet I didn’t do it.

			Red flags, like I said.

			I drafted emails to my principal and glanced at the police station every time I drove past. I teetered on the edge but held back, afraid they would take Alice away and I would never see her again. And in my mind’s eye I could picture a policeman on the other side of the desk asking me how I knew all of this, asking me, with a gleam of suspicion in his eyes, ‘Why has Alice been spending time at your house alone?’

			Anyway, I told myself I was taking care of Alice. Her home life was tough, yes, but I had stepped up. I would just continue to be the best mother I could be.

			I had to remind myself, again, that I wasn’t Alice’s mother. Wasn’t a mother at all.

			Self-deluded, like I said.

			***

			Eventually, I did call Alice’s mother.

			There is no redemption for me in this. By this time, at least a month of the whole situation had already passed. It took Alice crying to me that Marnie was becoming increasingly more demanding. The woman kept trying to lock her in her room, even threatening to tie her to the bed and never let her leave. Alice told me that she wasn’t afraid so much of being locked in the room or tied up, but of her mum forgetting that she’d done it – then Alice might starve to death and rot away in her room while it slipped Marnie’s mind that she had a daughter. There was a terror in Alice’s eyes that I could neither ease nor ignore.

			The woman who answered the phone at Alice’s house had a heavily slurred voice, raspy and rough as though every word tore at her throat before tumbling out of her mouth. A grunt confirmed her to be Marnie, and I launched straight into my spiel.

			I introduced myself as Alice’s English teacher and stressed how bright Alice was, how smart and insightful and creative. Then I said that I was concerned about how Alice had seemed a bit lost lately.

			‘Lost?’ Marnie echoed. ‘What do you mean “lost”? She’s at school. She’s not lost. Is she waggin’? Are you tryna find her?’

			I backtracked. I tried to explain that Alice wasn’t physically lost, that she’d just been somewhat upset lately.

			‘Yeah? Probably boy shit. Teen drama.’

			I was frustrated by the dismissal in Marnie’s voice, her clear desire to end the call, the lack of care, the slur, the drunkenness, the drugs, Alice being scared, Alice being neglected.

			So I lost my temper, slightly. I got sharp. I got short. I told Marnie Montgomery that Alice was worried about her behaviour and that it was making me concerned and that it was negatively affecting Alice’s mental health.

			Marnie said nothing.

			I pushed on. I told her that I knew about her substance abuse problem and that I’d noted numerous times that Alice had insufficient food, was left to wander the streets, and was often tired and lethargic. I got personal. I said Alice had told me that Marnie was disinterested and unengaged, and I stopped just short of saying ‘neglectful’.

			‘She told you,’ Marnie interjected. ‘She told you, huh. She been talkin’ all over town, has she? Who are you to talk to me about this? Who the fuck do you think you are?’

			And it spiralled from there.

			‘Fuck you, you bitch!’ she was screaming, and I felt like the phone was shaking with the force. ‘Fuck you –’

			I hung up. I immediately thought that I should contact the police. I didn’t, though.

			***

			In hindsight, I moved on from that phone call altogether too quickly. It rattled me for a few days, but when Alice showed no signs of suffering the consequences of my actions and made no mention of her mother telling her about the call, my apprehension eased off. No one from the school pulled me up asking why I was contacting parents and accusing them of taking drugs, and Marnie never called back. I convinced myself that perhaps it had just been an off day for the woman. More than that, I felt like I’d done something, and it eased my conscience enough to allow me to enjoy my time with Alice once more.

			I started to think of my own mum, of the years of no communication that stretched between us. I suddenly itched to hear her voice. When I was alone, I would be awash with childhood memories, the kind that made my heart ache not with pain but with longing and fondness. I was afraid, though, of how Mum might receive me. I’d removed myself under such a heavy cloud of shame and loss that I couldn’t fathom a world where my reaching out would be met with anything other than scornful rejection.

			And yet, as Alice spent longer at my house and I started to tell her stories about my own childhood, and she expressed a wistful desire to meet my mum because she sounded ‘so cool’ – well, I couldn’t ignore the itch for much longer.

			I reached out tentatively with a text message, hoping my mum’s number – pulled from that old phone – hadn’t changed. It hadn’t.

			Over the next day, Mum and I didn’t move beyond texts filled with heavy apprehension and wariness on both sides. She told me about how much my departure had hurt her, how she’d been so worried, so confused and then so angry. And now she was still all those things but also relieved and happy. I told her I felt the same.

			After days of messaging, we spoke over the phone. We cried a lot, and I wasn’t ready to speak to Dad yet – or Mitch ever again. But Mum told me that I was still family, whatever happened. We divulged parts of our lives, and when Mum asked me if I was okay, in the tone that really meant, ‘Are you happy, are you fulfilled, are you content?’ Well, I smiled and said I was.

			***

			It was 11.30 p.m. on a Tuesday. I was asleep in bed when someone pounded on my front door. The knocking sounded furious, and I woke up with my body already on high alert. It was strange – at first I thought the noise was coming from a neighbour’s place, because it couldn’t possibly be from mine. It took me far too long to realise that it most definitely was.

			I took my phone with me and went down the hallway to the door. I remember seeing that it was shaking on its hinges and how my fingers seemed to vibrate similarly as I went to type 000 into my phone.

			Then, a voice: ‘Oi! Oi! I know you’re in there! Open up!’

			I did not hit dial. Marnie Montgomery was slamming on my door. I thought of the police arriving with sirens and commotion louder even than Marnie now, and Marnie being arrested, and maybe she would shout about Alice spending time here, but I could explain it, couldn’t I? I’d only have to point to Marnie’s screaming right now to show the police why I’d been looking after Alice. They would understand.

			‘I know what you’ve been doing to her, you sick perv! Open up!’

			It felt like I’d been plunged into cold water. My insides froze, my throat tightening in terror. I ran to the door and hit it with such force that Marnie stopped banging. I tried to shout and whisper at the same time for her to lower her voice, for her to stop, please, stop –

			‘Open the door!’ Marnie shrieked. ‘Open the door, you kiddie fiddler!’

			Now I was hot, with tacky sweat under my armpits. I opened the door, made sure the chain was still in place, and tried to speak, to say, I would never, I had never, please –

			And then everything happened very quickly.

			My door chain popped out of its latch, and I fell backwards as the door swung in, and then Marnie was in my unit.

			I remember glimpses of her face. Pupils blown wide, skin pockmarked by a life lived hard, a wild halo of dirty blonde hair, scraggly fingernails that dug into my skin when she grabbed my shoulders and screamed in my face. Spittle across my own skin, and a sensation as though all of my limbs had seized up in terror. I was rendered entirely useless.

			Then I heard another familiar voice: ‘Mum! Mum, stop! Stop! Stop!’

			I think Alice tried to get between us. I remember her blonde hair and her hands on her mother’s arms, shoulders, waist.

			But Marnie’s hands only left my shoulders to draw back in a fist, then swing at my face. Her balance was shot, the punch glancing off my cheekbone with less force than intended but enough to knock me to the ground. I lay frozen, skin stinging, and forgot how to breathe.

			‘Mum, please,’ Alice sobbed. ‘Please, stop. Please, you need to go. We need to go.’

			‘Perve.’ Marnie swayed above me, her hatred so powerful it was like a tangible thing between us. ‘Stay the fuck away from my kid, I swear to God, or I’ll kill you.’

			Alice pulled at her mother’s arms, shoulders, clothes. Marnie’s focus drifted away as she allowed herself to be led from the house. She continued to mutter a stream of obscenities and slurs. I heard Alice saying, ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry.’ Their voices receded, and somewhere sirens started to wail, getting closer.

			When the police asked, my ears were still ringing with Marnie’s words. The hideous accusations felt like they were seared into my skin, tarring my body. So I told the police there had been an intruder and that I was pretty sure they’d just been trying to rob me.

			‘Neighbour said they heard some … things being yelled,’ a policeman said.

			I told them I didn’t know anything about that.

			***

			For the next two days I didn’t go to work, my sympathetic principal allowing me the time and space to sit at home and nurse the bruise blossoming across my cheekbone. I kept the doors locked and the curtains closed, switched my phone to silent and mostly huddled on my couch, the television playing soft inconsequential things that generated enough background noise to keep the thoughts at bay. There were a few knocks on the door, hesitant and tentative, and only after school hours. I ignored them.

			I waited for the police to mention Alice or Marnie, but they didn’t, so I repeated my burglary story and told them I wouldn’t be making a statement. They pushed me to pursue charges and talked potential CCTV footage – and I thought of video evidence capturing the words Marnie had screamed into the night air. Eventually the police gave up.

			I went back to school on Friday, wanting a distraction from an unexpected ache in my womb I hadn’t felt in years, one that pulsed in time with the pain from my cheekbone.

			Here’s the thing: when I left work for the day, hours after the final bell, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. That’s the truth. I still wasn’t sure when I exited the school and saw the back of Alice’s head as the girl stood on the steps, shifting from foot to foot. I still wasn’t sure when she turned and met my gaze, and her eyes filled with tears.

			And then – I thought of Paul, my baby, my family and my job, and, of course, Zoe. Everything I had lost. I also thought of everything I was starting, ever so slowly, to get back.

			And then I knew. I knew.

			I am not proud of what I did. I looked to the left of Alice’s face, shook my head, dropped my eyes and marched swiftly down the stairs, past Alice without stopping, right into the car park. I walked steadfastly and rapidly towards my car. I walked, and I did not look, and I did not see, and I just simply did not.

			‘Fuck you!’

			I will never forget that guttural profanity, almost primal in its pitch. Something solid struck the back of my head with a thwack and a slosh of liquid like icy fingers down my spine. From the corner of my eye, I saw Alice’s water bottle rolling across the asphalt. But I didn’t stop, didn’t turn, kept walking, kept moving, my head down, eyes low, keys unlocking the car.

			As I slid into the driver’s seat, I briefly felt a spark of happiness somewhere inside and thought that at least I seemed to have helped give Alice that backbone after all.

			***

			I loved love. I love love, still. But I know the world now. In that moment, it clicked, really clicked, how the world works. Love is simply not enough. Even so, it still tears me apart to think of my part in this story, of how I might have contributed to Alice’s pain.

			I never spoke to Alice again outside of English classes. She took to wagging, so our interactions were few and far between. I never reported the absences, so I didn’t report Alice’s absence on Tuesday, 30 June 2015, even though her seat was glaringly empty. By evening the next day, it was all across town that Alice Montgomery had gone missing.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-three

			When Rachel finishes talking, her head is in her hands, her fingers clawed and buried in her thick dark hair. They are in her lounge room, and the tea that she brought them when Hannah arrived has long since gone cold, untouched on the green tray.

			There is a hollowness in the pit of Hannah’s stomach and a nausea that lingers in the back of her throat. Everything she is learning, hearing, about Alice, about everyone, is growing heavy on her back, the kind of weight that breaks bones. This is too much, Hannah thinks, and then she thinks of Alice crying on the ground and decides, This is not enough.

			She finds her voice. ‘How much did you tell the police?’

			Rachel doesn’t raise her head from her hands. ‘Not much. I said Alice came for tutoring once or twice, but that was it. I didn’t tell them about Marnie’s attack, or … any of the rest.’

			‘You lied to the police.’ Hannah is careful to ignore the hypocrisy of her words.

			Rachel lifts her head then. ‘What good would it have done for me to tell them that Alice was hanging around here, or to tell them Marnie attacked me?’

			‘No good at all,’ Hannah says quietly, her voice cold. ‘Anything you told them wouldn’t have accomplished a thing, because it was all too late.’ The anger comes now. ‘Everything you knew, about Marnie, about Alice’s home life – you should have gone to the police before. You might’ve saved her.’

			‘You think I don’t know that?’ Rachel’s face looks ragged at the edges. ‘You think I haven’t tortured myself thinking of what might have happened if I’d reported Marnie?’

			‘She attacked you.’ Hannah is at a loss. ‘She was violent. The police were right there. Then maybe Alice might have been – I don’t know – taken into care, sent away. She might not have … You had a duty of care.’

			‘And I failed it,’ Rachel says bluntly. ‘I had to make a choice. I knew how it looked, how it would seem – her coming round all the time, the allegation from the old school –’

			‘But that girl made it up.’

			‘Do you think that matters? Once the words are out there in the rumour mill, no one cares if you’re innocent or guilty. Your name is mud. Especially if it then came out I’d been hanging with some girl, no matter how innocent it was. Marnie could’ve ruined me, and I’d already been through that. I’d barely survived. I had a choice – I chose me. I live with that every day. I think what if, all the time. I left teaching afterwards because I couldn’t take the guilt. And I couldn’t take the fear that anytime a student called me a favourite teacher, someone would think it was inappropriate. I second guessed everything.’ She pauses to breathe, then laughs with no humour. ‘I chose me, then my whole life crumbled anyway. And now it’s just – just me, in this unit, and freelance work that barely covers my mortgage. I chose me, and it was for nothing.’

			Hannah feels frustrated by Rachel’s focus on herself. ‘Okay, okay, so … you can’t tell me anything else? That’s all you know about Alice …?’

			Rachel spreads her hands as she slumps back in her chair. ‘I’ve given you all I have.’ And it seems like she really has, like she’s been entirely drained.

			‘But – but surely –’ Hannah stops.

			Rachel is a crumpled human on the chair, just as Marnie had been. They have told Hannah everything. She knows this, believes this. It’s just that everything is not enough.

			It’s as if Hannah is a balloon that someone has untied and let the air out of, a gradual deflation sweeping from her feet all the way up to her head as gravity pulls her down.

			The town’s rumour mill pointed the finger at Marnie, and it was wrong. Marnie pointed the finger at Rachel, and she was wrong – and now there’s nothing, Hannah realises. Nothing but two broken people who let down Alice in different ways but who did not spirit her away or kill her. Alice is still missing, and Hannah has learnt nothing but how terrible the girl’s life was in the lead-up.

			‘I’ll show you out,’ Rachel says, and it takes an effort for her to stand from the couch.

			Hannah follows her in silence.

			At the front door, Rachel stops her with a touch to her arm. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more,’ she says quietly. ‘I know how much Alice adored you, and how much you must have loved her right back.’ She hesitates and then, in a voice almost painfully gentle, says, ‘Hannah, have you ever heard the theory of Occam’s razor? That the simplest explanation is likely to be the truth?’

			Hannah steps away from Rachel’s hand. She doesn’t look at her former teacher’s face. She leaves without saying anything because, she thinks, there isn’t really anything more to be said.

			***

			When Hannah gets home she goes to her old room, sits on the bed and messages Cassie, because she feels like the woman has invested enough time into tracking down Rachel to deserve to know what Hannah has learnt. She gives an abridged version, but enough that Cassie’s response is immediate: Jesus Christ.

			Then, Poor Alice.

			Then, Poor Rachel.

			Then, just like, all around, a giant shit show for everyone.

			And Cassie is right, Hannah thinks. There are no winners or losers in Alice’s story, in Rachel’s, even in Marnie’s.

			So what now? Cassie asks. What’s the next move, Hot Bitch Holmes?

			Hannah thinks for a moment, glancing around at a room that no longer remembers her. Nothing, she types back. That’s it. There isn’t anything else.

			Then she puts the phone on her table, lies down on the bed and stares at the ceiling for hours and hours and hours.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-four

			Hannah welcomes the sense of detachment that settles over her for the next few days. She feels separate from her body, as if she is watching dispassionately from a distance as someone who looks like her, talks like her and moves like her goes through the motions, eats and drinks, pats George, breathes, and converses with her mother in pleasant tones, because everything is fine, it’s all fine. She calmly deletes messages from Cassie without opening them – everything’s fine, it’s all fine. She helps her mother with exercises and daily walks, and Jamie looks at her like she can see something empty in the frozen smile on Hannah’s face, but everything’s fine, it’s all fine. She gets a reminder about her upcoming flight from Perth to Melbourne in a week’s time and feels no particular way about departing, and she picks up her diaries, packs them into her suitcase and zips it closed, because everything’s fine, it’s fine.

			Somewhere deep inside, Hannah gets the sense that she is wailing with enough force to split the skin of her throat. She thinks she might have made that noise once before, aloud.

			But she is fine. Everything is fine.

			***

			One evening, Hannah can’t sleep. Her body feels heavy, but her mind throbs with a buzz like there’s a fly in her ear, keeping her awake. She pulls on a hoodie over her pyjama top, slips on sandals, takes her car keys, and drives to the nearest servo to buy a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. Then she goes back home. She steals the bottle of cooking wine in Jamie’s pantry, lets herself into the backyard, sits at the table and doesn’t bother with a glass, just unscrews the bottle and takes a swig.

			The bush beyond the back fence is an impenetrable wall of night unblemished by light pollution. It seems so thick that if Hannah walked into it, the darkness might swallow and crush her, obliterating her body until she’s ashes and dust that blend into the inky well. 

			If Hannah tilted her head back, she would see the spill of stars, might even be able to make out the dusting of the Milky Way. But she doesn’t need another reminder of the vast expanse above her and how inconsequential her existence is.

			She lights a cigarette and sits with it for a moment, letting the smoke swirl around her. Then she takes a drag and closes her eyes at the instant light-headedness and the rush of dizziness through her body.

			The glass door slides open. ‘I smelled smoke,’ says Jamie. ‘I assumed Ginger was out smoking late. But it was so strong, I got up to close my window – and lo and behold I spotted you sitting down here, puffing away.’

			Jamie shuffles out, lopsided, having only grabbed a single crutch seemingly in her haste to come out to admonish Hannah. Her face is disapproving in a way that makes Hannah feel sixteen again, caught with alcohol on her breath and glazed eyes after sneaking out one night.

			‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ Jamie says.

			‘I don’t.’ Hannah looks at the burning glow between her fingers, the ash that crumbles to the ground.

			‘Clearly,’ Jamie snipes sarcastically. ‘Look, love, you’re an adult. I can’t tell you what to do. But smoking – lord, there’s enough out there now I thought people knew better than to start smoking! I can’t tell you to stop – I can ask you to, and I can say, “Not under my roof, not while you’re here.”’

			‘Jamie,’ Hannah says, ‘I don’t smoke.’

			‘Hannah.’

			‘I don’t.’ She gives the cigarette a tap. ‘I just … I don’t know. I needed something tonight. Something … more.’

			Jamie seems to think it over, then carefully lowers herself to sit in the other chair. ‘One of those nights,’ she says. Then, ‘Mine was weed.’

			Hannah stares at her.

			Jamie gestures to the smouldering cigarette. ‘My “something more” was weed. Only occasionally! But … when that feeling came on, like alcohol wasn’t enough to knock me out, I’d always go for weed. I had a teeny stash I bought from a dealer in Perth on a visit. It lasted me for years, that was how little I smoked it. But I liked having it there as a comfort. If things got too bad, I could always switch off for a while.’ She pauses. ‘Not that that’s healthy, of course. But we can’t be saints.’

			Jamie has never spoken of drug use except to warn Hannah away from it. That straight-edged Jamie – who Hannah believed indulged only in an occasional glass of wine – has felt the need to mute the world, like Hannah does, is surprising.

			She says, ‘I never knew that.’

			‘Well, it’s not something I’m going to be sharing with my daughter now, is it,’ Jamie says wryly. ‘It’s not exactly behaviour I want to be encouraging.’

			In the short moment of silence that follows, Hannah watches the cigarette shrink, its ashy end growing longer. She thinks of mothers and what they don’t tell their kids, what they keep back, and whether it’s more because they want to protect them or because they’re being selfish, and the intersection of both reasons. She thinks of Alice and Marnie, Alice and Rachel. People who don’t want to be daughters or mothers, like Marnie. People who want to be both, like Rachel. And what did Alice want? What does Hannah want? She doesn’t know how to answer either question. She loves Jamie, but being with her always feels, in some way, painful, because her presence brings with it memories soaked in sadness. Did Alice feel that way about Marnie, a love edged in hurt?

			‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Jamie asks. ‘Whatever it is that’s brought you out here with cigarettes in the middle of the night.’

			‘Do you remember much about Alice?’ Hannah says.

			Whatever Jamie was expecting, it clearly wasn’t that question. ‘I mean … a little. You girls didn’t tend to hang around the house too much, and if you were here, you were pretty firm on me not butting in. I remember she was very quiet, very polite, and sweet. She seemed like a lovely girl.’

			Hannah purses her lips; the generic answer annoys her. ‘What about her mum? Did you know Marnie? Did you know what she was like?’

			Jamie takes longer to consider her reply this time. ‘I spoke to her a few times on the phone, organising sleepovers, checking in on you girls. And I saw her at the IGA when I was working, but she never seemed to want to chat. In and out, that was Marnie. She … well, I had my suspicions, but they were mostly based on rumours, things people said, and I’ve always thought gossip was nasty. Never put much stock in it. There was a gut feeling too, but –’ a helpless shrug ‘– what can you really do with that?’ She bites her lip. ‘She did come round the day after Alice was reported missing. Marnie was still in pyjamas, barefoot, frazzled, asking if Alice was here, when I’d last seen her daughter. She seemed half out of it – that’s probably the first time I truly thought, Yes, this woman is on drugs. But I guess by then it was too late.’

			The burn of the cigarette is dangerously close to Hannah’s fingers. She stubs it out on the mosaic tabletop.

			‘I did try to make things easier for Alice whenever she came around,’ Jamie says. ‘I’d give her extra food to take home, a few of your hand-me-downs.’

			‘I didn’t know you did that. I never saw you do it.’

			‘I tried to be subtle – didn’t want to embarrass the poor girl. I helped a few times when she came through my checkout, covered the cost or chipped in a few dollars if I could. We weren’t that well-off ourselves, but I didn’t know if Marnie even had a job. I worried about Alice.’

			Didn’t we all, Hannah thinks. We all worried, worried, worried, did little things, small things, tiny things, pointless things, not enough, and now she’s gone and all of us sit around saying we wish we did more.

			‘I think –’ Jamie is on a roll, lost to her memories ‘– the most I ever talked to her was when I gave her a safe-sex lecture.’

			‘You what?’

			‘Oh yes.’ Jamie is laughing to herself. ‘Gosh, I must’ve embarrassed myself more than her. It was after I saw her with her boyfriend. It must’ve been a month before she disappeared. Anyway, I was just suddenly convinced Marnie wouldn’t have ever told her about contraception, so I cornered her in the car park afterwards. The poor girl went bright red.’

			‘Boyfriend …?’ Hannah’s brain is sparking like an engine igniting, chugging to life. She is feeling present, feeling awake, her attention caught. ‘Alice didn’t have a boyfriend.’

			‘She didn’t?’ Jamie frowns. ‘I could’ve sworn she was dating the boy who worked at the pharmacy. What was his name? Kyle Blake, that’s right. I saw them kissing up a storm at the pharmacy on his break – that’s when I gave my little spiel.’ The frown fades into a chuckle. ‘Anyway, if they weren’t dating, they certainly were … What’s the term? Hooking up.’

			Hannah’s heart is racing. Marnie didn’t mention this, and neither did Rachel. No one knew, Hannah realises. It was a secret Alice kept to herself, for herself.

			‘Did you tell the police?’ Hannah asks Jamie.

			‘The police …?’

			‘About the boyfriend, about Kyle. You talked to the police, didn’t you? Told them about Marnie coming by. Did you mention Kyle as well?’

			Jamie’s brow furrows. ‘I don’t … no, I don’t think so,’ she says slowly. ‘But Marnie would have, surely. I think I just assumed Marnie did.’

			But Marnie didn’t, Hannah knows. Marnie didn’t, Jamie didn’t, Rachel didn’t, Hannah didn’t. Chances are, no one did. And here – Hannah is shaking – here is the answer, an answer so obvious she almost wants to start laughing: a secret boyfriend. She tries to picture Kyle, tries to push her mind back to hanging in the pharmacy as Jamie collected prescriptions. He had the pale skin of someone who would burn far too easily living in a coastal town in WA, long black hair, she thinks, and piercings.

			Isn’t it always the case? The husband did it, the boyfriend did it, the stalker, the jealous ex – always, so often it’s a cliché. What had Rachel said, Occam’s razor? An explanation didn’t get simpler than this.

			This is it, Hannah thinks wildly, this is actually it.

			‘Han, love, are you okay?’ Jamie peers at her.

			She stands up as she screws the cap back onto the red wine, leaving the cigarette packet on the table. She wants a clear head tomorrow – tomorrow, when she tracks down Kyle and finds out what he did to Alice all those years ago.

			‘I’m fine.’ She thinks she might actually mean it this time.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-five

			It takes some self-restraint for Hannah to take herself to bed after Jamie’s revelation. But she wants a sharp, at least semi-rested, mind to tackle tracking down Kyle. It feels like something she can’t afford to mess up.

			She manages a few hours of sleep, enough that she only needs one coffee before she settles herself on her bed with her laptop, poised to begin. She takes inspiration from Cassie and logs into Facebook. She isn’t surprised to see that the name Kyle Blake is fairly common, so she plugs in filters: home town, workplace and school. Then she clicks through four of the top profiles. Two have lax security, giving her freedom to scroll their pages – but disappointingly, a single glance tells her that neither is the right Kyle. The next two are locked up tight.

			Hannah is reduced to looking at their profile pictures through narrowed eyes, head tilting this way and that. They both seem to be white men. One is a family man with an arm slung over a woman, the other arm wrapped around the waist of a tween boy, all three with cheesy grins. His face is innocuous, generic, pleasant enough. The other profile picture shows a man alone, and it is a mirror selfie. He is shirtless, his chest is covered in tattoos that twist down his arms, his hair is long and black, and he is wearing black sunglasses despite the photo obviously being taken inside. The flash of the iPhone has obscured his face.

			Hannah has to choose between Kyle Blake being a benignly smiling partner and father or the type of man who takes shirtless photos with sunglasses on inside – and she knows which one she would lay her money on.

			She opens Facebook Messenger and deliberates over what to send. What lie will coax Kyle out from his hiding place and pique his interest enough for him to meet her? Should she flirt? Claim they went to high school together …? Hannah chews her lip. Frustration is growing within her, and her flight home is looming. Her patience is whisper thin, a hairsbreadth away from cracking. She doesn’t want to pander to this man. She is tired, bone-tired, and so close to answers she can feel it.

			My name is Hannah, her fingers are typing, I was best friends with Alice Montgomery. Can we meet and talk?

			She hits send, then immediately regrets it. If Kyle did murder Alice or have something else to do with her disappearance, Hannah’s lack of finesse will surely send him running for the hills. She feels a terrible certainty that she has botched her last chance.

			Then there’s the bubble of his face; he has seen her message. Three dots appear as he types.

			okay. where r u

			Hannah stares at the screen. Kyle hasn’t questioned why she wants to talk to him, and he isn’t confused by her mention of Alice. It’s as if he has been waiting for this and is unconcerned. It should frighten her, she thinks, that he’s unfazed. There’s an undercurrent of danger to his calm. This is not someone she should be meeting up with, she thinks.

			Back in the old town, she types, where are you? Where is good for you to meet?

			The bubble and the three dots appear again.

			***

			Kyle Blake tells Hannah to meet him in the next town over. He gives her an address that brings up a Google Street View of a white-brick unit. A click onto an old real estate listing reveals it is three-bedroom, one-bathroom, bought three years ago, with a sandpit of a front yard and unappealing mottled brown-and-orange carpets in the lounge and bedrooms. She counters – because she does have some common sense – by suggesting a meet-up at the local pub instead, and he leaves her on read. She takes this as a no.

			She does give the address to Jamie and tell her vaguely that she’ll be visiting ‘another old friend’. If Jamie is confused when Hannah doesn’t offer a name or further details, she doesn’t let on.

			Hannah screenshots the messages between her and Kyle. She briefly googles how to send timed emails and also how to stop timed emails should Kyle not end up doing anything to her, then decides the entire thing is too much effort.

			Her phone dings with more messages from Cassie – hey Hot Bitch Holly, coffee today? – which are taking on an increasingly concerned edge – are you okay?

			Hannah ignores them, climbs into her car, types in the address and heads off. She sings along to music on the way and keeps her mind in the moment. She has learnt her lesson, from Marnie and from Rachel, not to let the anticipation build. Kyle feels right, Hannah thinks, but she doesn’t let herself sit on that thought for too long because the crushing disappointment each time has been eroding her ability to endure it again.

			When Hannah parks, she takes a moment to scope out the joint: nondescript, simple. The sandpit of a front yard is gone, replaced with a neat, trimmed lawn with enough green to signify that someone in that unit cares about keeping it alive. Then Hannah glances up and down the street – and her eyes snag on something.

			She lets out a gust of air that is part astonishment, part annoyance. She gets out of the car and watches as the driver of the green Getz, parked a house down from her, does the same.

			Hannah looks again to Kyle’s house, but there is no movement, so she hurries down to the other vehicle. ‘Did you follow me?’ she demands.

			Cassie folds her arms over her chest and leans against the vehicle. ‘Technically no. Your mum gave me the address. I asked where you were, she said you were visiting an old friend, I was instantly suspicious because you don’t have friends, so I faked that I was supposed to be there too – which I think she only slightly bought – and asked for the address because I’d “forgotten” it. And, voilà, here I am.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Why?’ Cassie’s eyebrows shoot up her forehead. ‘You haven’t been replying to my messages! I’ve been out of my mind with worry. You got all depressed after your talk with Rachel, then you dropped off the face of the earth, then your mum said you were going to visit a mysterious friend – I almost thought …’ She stops.

			‘Almost thought what?’ Hannah suddenly realises, sees the answer on Cassie’s face. ‘Because of my dad, you thought –’

			Cassie is quiet.

			Hannah balls her hands into fists. ‘I’m not like him,’ she snarls. ‘So you can get that out of your head. I’m fine.’

			‘You say those words like they mean nothing. Is it any wonder I don’t believe you?’

			‘Well, that’s on you.’ Hannah rocks back on her heels and folds her arms over her chest. ‘I’m not wasting my time convincing you of anything. I’ve got places to be, so if we’re done here –’

			‘What place to be?’ Cassie interjects, looking around. ‘Where are we? And who is this fake friend you invented?’

			‘Who says they’re fake?’

			‘Literally anyone who has met you for more than five minutes,’ Cassie deadpans. ‘Drop the act, Hot Bitch Holly. The only time you’ve met up with people while you’ve been around here is when you’ve wanted something from them. So who do you want something from now?’

			Hannah frowns, because Cassie’s assessment feels uncomfortably true and alarming given what it means for Hannah as a person.

			‘Is this about Alice?’ Cassie asks quickly. ‘This is about Alice, isn’t it? I thought you said there wasn’t anything else to look into …?’

			Hannah relents. ‘There wasn’t – until Jamie mentioned that Alice had a boyfriend.’

			Cassie’s eyes widen. ‘I’m guessing her mum didn’t mention that.’

			‘I don’t think Marnie knew. I don’t think anyone knew. I didn’t. And Jamie said she never told the police because she assumed Marnie would have.’

			‘But if Marnie didn’t know …’

			‘Then maybe the police never found out,’ Hannah finishes. ‘Maybe they never spoke to him.’

			Cassie looks like she’s warming to the theory. Then she says, ‘Holy shit, the black eye! I was thinking the other day, and I remembered – I’ve been trying to reach you to tell you – Alice had a black eye before she went missing! You don’t think …? Maybe he … I mean, it had to have been him or Marnie. And if it was him – maybe he’s an abusive arsehole. Maybe she tried to leave him, he snapped and he killed her.’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘God damn,’ Cassie breathes. ‘Christ, Hannah, this could be it. At the beginning, you know, I still thought – but now it’s all so … Wait, so – hang on. Who is it that you’re visiting?’

			‘I found Kyle on Facebook,’ Hannah explains. ‘Kyle Blake – Jamie told me his name.’

			‘He lives here?’ Cassie’s voice goes high-pitched. ‘Are you absolutely fucking crazy?’

			Hannah is taken aback.

			‘Seriously, you find out that Alice maybe had an abusive boyfriend and your first move is to go alone to see him at his house? What the actual fuck? Did you even tell the police?’

			‘Tell them what? That Jamie saw Alice kissing some guy who might have been her boyfriend …? A single witness, and it’s seven years later …?’

			‘That’s enough for them to maybe question him!’

			‘Maybe question him. “Maybe” isn’t good enough. It’s a seven-year-old cold case. I bet none of them even care anymore.’

			‘You can’t go in there,’ Cassie says flatly. ‘This isn’t like Rachel or Marnie. He’s young, fit and potentially a murderer. This is actually dangerous.’

			‘So wait out the front if you’re that worried. And if I don’t come out in an hour, call the police or something.’

			‘Oh my god. I don’t understand – why does it have to be you? This whole time, why are you so adamant that it’s you who goes in, you who talks to these people? The police …’

			Hannah tunes out. The hairs on the nape of her neck rise, and she knows that she is being watched. No, not just watched: stared at. There are eyes laser-focused on her back, like someone is pressed against her, breathing into her ear.

			She turns around. While she and Cassie have been arguing, the door to Kyle’s house has opened. He is standing on the porch, looking at them.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-six

			Kyle Blake’s stance is neutral, his arms by his sides. He is wearing shorts and a singlet, his tattoos stark on his skin, his dark hair past his shoulders. And Hannah can tell, even from this distance, that he’s tall and broad.

			‘Is that him?’ Cassie whispers.

			Hannah lifts a hand in a quick wave that Kyle does not respond to, then she walks towards the house. Cassie makes a strangled noise, and Hannah leaves her to decide whether she is staying or following.

			As Hannah gets closer, she can see the piercings still adorning Kyle’s face – one in his eyebrow, one in his lip – and though he is lean, there is some bulk to him, clear definition in his arms. His face gives nothing away as she approaches.

			She stops just short of him and waits. Cassie arrives at her back, and the woman’s body is crackling with so much fearful tension that Hannah can practically hear her vibrating.

			‘All right then.’ Kyle has a deep, gravelly voice. ‘Comin’ in?’ He gestures at the still-open door and heads inside before Hannah or Cassie can say anything.

			‘We’re going to get murdered,’ Cassie whispers.

			Hannah ignores her and follows Kyle inside the unit, which turns out to be clean, white, crisp and modern. As they walk down the hallway and pass the lounge, she can even see that the horrible old carpets have been replaced with light-coloured floorboards. Someone has made this place a home, and the possibility that it might be Kyle who has done this unsettles Hannah.

			Kyle leads them to the kitchen and gestures to the stools pressed against the bench. Hannah takes one, Cassie the other.

			‘Hope you don’t mind,’ Kyle says and turns to the sink, ‘but I need t’get the dishes done.’ He starts filling the sink with hot water and adds some dishwashing liquid, and the ritual is disquietingly domestic.

			Cassie, Hannah can see, is unable to tear her eyes away from the set of fancy chopping knives just next to the sink – it’s as though she thinks if she can stare hard enough at them, her gaze will prevent Kyle from ripping one free and stabbing them both.

			There’s a forceful thud out the back, like something falling, and Hannah and Cassie jump.

			Kyle shuts off the tap. ‘It’s cleaning day,’ he says, as if that explains it.

			There is a silence as he dunks a saucepan. It’s filled with congealing pasta sauce, an alarming blood-red that Hannah can tell does not lend itself to calming Cassie.

			‘You wanted t’ask about Alice?’ Kyle says.

			Hannah is surprised that Kyle is so willing to bring up Alice. And she wasn’t expecting a man doing the dishes either. She wasn’t expecting the casual air he exudes. She wasn’t expecting to feel like she is a child perched at a kitchen bench, poised to tell her parents all about her day as they complete chores.

			‘Uh …’ She fights to recalibrate. ‘Kyle, someone told me they saw you two kissing, said that you might have been dating …?’

			Kyle snorts. ‘I mean, “dating” is a bit much. Wasn’t anything serious like that. It was a few weeks, barely. We hooked up a few times, hung out. She came up short one day buying some Panadol, so I made up the difference – she was cute, I felt bad for her. Then we just started talkin’ and hangin’ out, then makin’ out. It was just casual fun. Alice was a cool chick.’

			‘Did Alice just think it was casual fun?’ Hannah asks.

			‘Well yeah.’ Kyle slides a few butter knives into the soapy water. ‘Alice didn’t have time for serious shit. She even said not t’tell anyone about us. I think she couldn’t be bothered to deal with any attention it might’ve gotten. It sounds harsh, but I got it. Small town shit. Sometimes you just want somethin’ for yourself. And she had plans t’get the hell outta town as soon as she could. She didn’t want t’be tied down. She was tellin’ me she had a friend who was helpin’ her get her school stuff on track and might be her ticket out of her hellhole of a house. That was Alice’s plan – get away from her mum, get into uni, get outta town.’

			There is more banging outside. It’s distracting, and Hannah wishes it would stop.

			‘Were you still seeing her when she went missing?’ she asks.

			‘Kinda? I reckon the last time I saw her was like a week before, maybe longer. But it wasn’t like we’d had a fight or somethin’. She was pretty bummed out the last time we caught up, told me some shit had gone down recently. I figured she was just going through it and didn’t want to hang when I didn’t see her after that.’

			Kyle finishes up and drains the sink. The gurgle fills the kitchen.

			Hannah is grasping for something to say, her mind blank. Kyle doesn’t seem evasive, she realises – he isn’t acting like Marnie or Rachel, who were at the brink of cracking under the weight of secrets.

			‘Did the police ever question you about Alice?’ Hannah asks finally.

			Turning from the sink, he reaches for a dish towel hanging on the oven. ‘I went to them, when I saw the news. I’ll be honest, I was pretty messed up by it at first. Alice was a cool chick, like I said. I wanted to help, so I told the cops we’d been hooking up and that she was kinda depressed the last time I saw her.’

			‘And that was it?’ Hannah presses.

			‘Well, yeah.’ He wipes his hands on the dish towel, then hangs it back up. ‘I couldn’t really give them much. Hadn’t seen Alice in over a week. Hell, I wasn’t even in town when she went missing.’

			Hannah stills. ‘What?’

			‘Yeah, I was in Brisbane,’ he says, ‘t’see my dad.’

			Hannah is very aware of her breathing, loud in her ears, and all other noise fades away until it is just her and her own oxygen.

			Cassie pokes Hannah’s leg. She is making a meaningful face. She is saying, He didn’t do it, with her eyes.

			It wasn’t Kyle, Hannah thinks. It wasn’t Marnie. It wasn’t Rachel.

			‘Look, I’ll be honest,’ he says abruptly, ‘I was pretty weirded out by you wanting to come round. Like I’m not sure what this is all about …? That’s why I agreed. I was trying to, y’know, work out what you were implying.’

			When Hannah doesn’t answer, Cassie tries to take control. ‘We – we weren’t … We’ve just been chatting to people, about Alice. About how she was never found. We – I mean, more Hannah than me, because I didn’t really know Alice, and Hannah was her best friend – anyway, Hannah didn’t know Alice had a boyfriend. I guess we just … We were just trying to see if you knew anything else about what happened.’

			‘See, but that’s weird,’ Kyle says. ‘It’s been seven years. Why now?’

			‘Well …’ Cassie looks to Hannah, who still isn’t sure how to speak. ‘Hannah hasn’t been back in a while. It’s just sort of been a case of being back home and all the memories …’

			‘Right.’ He frowns. ‘I’m still confused, I’ll be honest. Like, did you think I did somethin’ to Alice? Like, you aren’t going to be tryin’ to start some shit about me, right?’

			‘We just wanted to see what you knew,’ Cassie repeats.

			‘Yeah, okay. Just, kinda felt like you were comin’ in here lookin’ at me like I was a criminal.’ He crosses his arms. ‘I don’t really appreciate it. I got a family, y’know. And you’re messagin’ about some lost girl who probably killed herself, and I just had t’see y’guys, you know, to make sure you weren’t implyin’ anything around town. Because those folks there, they see my tatts, they make shit up. My girl don’t need that. My wife’s a nurse – she don’t need trouble either.’

			Cassie says, ‘We’re sorry if it –’

			‘And why do you call yourself Alice’s best friend?’ He is looking at Hannah.

			She feels … She doesn’t know. She feels like something is happening inside her, like she has tipped over that edge she was always teetering on and found nothing but a short drop and a sudden stop. She has hit the ground and splintered apart.

			Somehow she finds her voice. ‘I am … I was … I am Alice’s best friend.’

			There’s that banging outside. Hannah can’t focus. Who is making that racket?

			‘I don’t remember that,’ Kyle tells her. ‘Far as I remember you didn’t give two shits about Alice.’

			Bang, bang. Hannah shakes her head but doesn’t know if it’s in response to Kyle or to clear her mind. ‘I did,’ she says, and why is her voice so quiet, so pathetic?

			‘Bullshit. Alice told me she was pretty sure you hated her. She told me about how you –’

			A bang, the clatter of a door, the tumble of footsteps down the hallway, and there is someone in the kitchen doorway, a pint-sized someone. ‘Dad, I finished putting away the toys!’

			A girl, Hannah sees, and then thinks, wildly, Alice. It is Alice standing there – no, her daughter, that blonde hair, those eyes, Alice’s daughter. And Alice is alive, she ran off with Kyle Blake to start a family, and she’s hiding in another room because she doesn’t want to see Hannah, because why would she –

			‘Did you now, Tamara?’ Kyle says, passing Cassie and Hannah to grab the little girl by the waist and lift her squealing into the air. ‘Or did you just throw them into the shed, ’cause I sure heard a lot of bangin’ out there?’

			The girl is giggling, and now Hannah is seeing, really seeing, that she has blue eyes, and her hair is brown, not blonde, and she is not Alice, nothing like Alice. Hannah is seeing ghosts; she is seeing the face of Alice where she isn’t, clutching at straws, chasing shadows, falling down rabbit holes. She is seeing murderers in mothers, killers in teachers and abusers in high school boyfriends. But now, in front of her there’s just a man with tattoos and long hair, who maybe kissed Alice once or twice, hung out with her and was sad when she went missing, nothing more.

			Hannah wants to leave. Desperately. She stands.

			The girl is wriggling in her dad’s arms, and he sets her on the ground. ‘All right, go to your room – I’ll check out this so-called cleanin’ in a sec,’ he tells her, then she is off down the hall. He turns back to them. ‘We done? I don’t really think there’s anythin’ else to say.’

			Cassie stands and touches Hannah’s arm. ‘Yeah, we’ll go.’

			‘Good,’ he says.

			They head for the door, and he follows.

			‘Look,’ he says to Hannah, voice harsh, ‘I don’t know what you think you’re doin’. But if you’re goin’ round trying to accuse people of hurting Alice, if you’re goin’ round trying to find people who did wrong by her, maybe you should start by taking a good look in the mirror.’

			He shuts the door in their faces, hard.

			‘Dick,’ Cassie breathes.

			Hannah heads for her car, and her limbs drag as if she is swimming.

			Cassie falls into step beside her. ‘Well, as much as I’m glad we weren’t in any danger, that sucks that it was a dead end. I really thought this was going to be it, you know? What a dick, though.’ She wrinkles her nose as they reach Hannah’s car.

			Hannah stares at the lock and can’t remember what she’s supposed to do next.

			‘Like, the shit he was spouting. Who knows, maybe there’s projection or deflection there. Maybe he was a dick to Alice, and now he’s slinging accusations around to make himself feel better.’

			What do I do next? Hannah thinks, then, Alice, what do I do? Alice, please –

			‘… think you’ll do any more sleuthing, or is this it? Because I’m not sure my heart can handle too much more excitement, I won’t lie …’

			Hannah is falling, breaking, falling, breaking. Alice, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry –

			‘… okay? Hey, talk to me? Are you okay?’ Cassie is gripping her arm, shaking her, but Hannah can’t feel it, can’t feel a thing.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she gets out, and then she is sobbing – huge, body-racking sobs – her legs crumpling to the ground, and all she can do is cry and cry and cry because Kyle was right, so right, about her, about everything.

			She is the one who gave Alice that black eye.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-seven

			Hannah Shean is an excellent liar. She has had infinite practice lying to herself, after all.

			***

			Fifteen-year-old Hannah Shean begins hanging out with Alice Montgomery and in their year and a half of friendship never once lets herself think the word ‘friend’ about the other girl. The idea of a best friend, in fact, is repugnant to a scornful Hannah who knows better than to put that much stock in others. Hannah is acutely aware of people’s failings, of the fallible, unreliable nature that they hide behind masks of fixed smiles and pleasant platitudes. The idea of trusting someone wholly and relying on them completely is wildly, spectacularly stupid to Hannah, who understands you can never actually know what goes on inside anyone’s head except your own.

			She lets others call Alice her friend or call them ‘best friends’, as if they are some sort of unit, can’t have one without the other, but internally she scoffs at the idiocy of others seemingly unable to move beyond the simplistic idea that you need relationships to survive. Of course, Hannah understands you need other people – she is all across that idea. You need other people to generate money, to make connections, to get places; you need other people in the same way that an indifferent cat needs a human to feed them. Replace that human with another, and it makes no difference to the cat, because the product – their food, water, shelter – remains the same, and that’s all that matters. Hannah thinks cats have the right idea: no permanent attachments, just people drifting in and out fulfilling whatever need she has.

			The need that Alice fills, Hannah thinks, is to pass the time. Alice can be funny, and she tells random and hilarious stories. She likes the same music as Hannah, and she’s good at painting nails. Whenever Hannah wants to do something, Alice is willing to tag along. Alice listens when Hannah needs to rant and doesn’t try to fix her problems, unlike Jamie.

			Hannah secretly likes that it awes the other kids when they hear her call her mum by her first name. Even Alice, with the most messed-up mum in the world, would never. Or maybe Alice says ‘Mum’ to Marnie to remind her of who she is, on the days she wakes up and looks at Alice like she’s a stranger, and she doesn’t know where she is or how she got there.

			Anyway, Alice doesn’t talk too much about her own issues, just bits here and there, and Hannah is glad. She thinks if Alice started opening up more, she would be picturing her and Hannah as closer than they are – and Hannah can’t be encouraging that. Alice is convenient, and they have a pretty good time together. The arrangement is perfect to Hannah.

			Until, after a year and a half, Alice-who-is-always-there becomes Alice-who-is-never-there.

			Of course, Hannah writes in her diary in messily scribbled words, that’s exactly why I don’t have friends, because they’ll ALWAYS do this – they just decide they have bigger and better things and then they DITCH you. It’s what I always say, and I’m being proven right AGAIN. Typical.

			What Hannah doesn’t write is that she didn’t know this would happen with Alice. Or at least, somewhere deep down, she didn’t think it would.

			Hannah had thought that Alice would always be there. But now the girl is pulling away, being strange and evasive, never wanting to hang out after school, always distracted and making things up when Hannah pushes and probes. She is leaving me, Hannah thinks, and she writes in her diary, Pretty sure Alice is hanging out with other people. Like I care. She’s off doing her own thing, and it’s fine. She is leaving me, Hannah thinks, and finishes her deliberately apathetic diary entry without mentioning the panic building in her chest and the way her heart hurts. She feels sick, and alone, and when she reaches for her phone to text Alice only to realise her last text has gone unanswered, a ball forms in her throat and her eyes burn.

			If she doesn’t want to hang out anymore, Hannah writes, then she should just tell me, like it’s fine. Then I can stop wasting time. But Hannah is thinking, Why doesn’t she want to hang out with me, and what did I do wrong, and why is this happening again?

			Hannah isn’t a fan of self-doubt and insecurity, because those emotions are usually prompted by someone else’s actions and she hates letting other people affect her so much. She doesn’t like others thinking they wield any sort of power over her, because they don’t – because she’s independent, she doesn’t need anyone, and she’s better off alone. She takes these unwanted emotions and tries to transform them into feelings she’s more comfortable stewing in. She has done this before: turned grief into hate, made rejection into detachment, and taken loneliness and made it apathy.

			This time, Hannah chooses something she is really good at: anger. The thing about anger is that it’s the foundation for all of Hannah’s other states – the hate, the detachment, the apathy. Anger simmers at the base of it all, bubbling away like a pot on a stove that she keeps at boiling point so she can feel its heat in her veins, although not enough to make her explode.

			Hannah is good at quiet anger – until she isn’t.

			Alice comes to her after a few weeks of vanishing acts. It’s the weekend, and Hannah is sitting on the sand of the bay where they hung out together until Alice decided she had better things to do.

			Alice strolls up and sits down like she hasn’t been ditching Hannah, like it’s any other day. ‘Hey.’ Alice stretches her legs out in front of her and wiggles her bum into the sand to form a nice groove. ‘Thank god I found you.’

			Years later, when Hannah looks back on this moment and pictures Alice, she can see the tightness at the corner of her eyes, the pale skin, the chewed lips. But in the moment, Hannah thinks only of her gently simmering rage and of how she won’t accept an apology because Alice has shown her true colours – shown how she’s willing to abandon Hannah, who isn’t going to let it happen again. Alice might have been the first to push, but Hannah will have the last shove: the final say in the death of whatever this is.

			‘I’m, like, so tired,’ Alice says and leans back on her hands. ‘I just really need to … I dunno. Sleep for a week. Things have been messed up lately.’

			The apology that Hannah has been expecting does not seem to be forthcoming. Her irritation is building.

			‘I need to tell you something. Some intense stuff went down the other –’

			‘Um,’ Hannah interrupts, because is Alice seriously just going to rock up like everything is okay and start whingeing? ‘I didn’t say you could sit there.’

			Alice looks confused and glances around. ‘What do you mean? Sit where …?’

			‘There.’ Hannah shuffles away and points directly at Alice. ‘I didn’t say you could sit next to me.’

			Alice frowns. ‘What? Stop being weird, Hannah.’

			‘I’m not being weird.’ Hannah tosses her hair for effect. ‘I’m saying I don’t want you sitting next to me. Or being near me. I’m telling you to go away.’

			‘Don’t be mean,’ Alice says quietly, ‘I need to talk to you. I –’

			‘Oh my god.’ Hannah rolls her eyes. ‘Seriously, you’re going to start whining about your life right now? You expect me to just, like, sit around and listen to you whinge?’

			‘It’s what I do for you!’ Alice snaps, a flare of anger crossing her face, and it catches Hannah off guard because Alice has never bitten back. ‘You’re always complaining about something, and I always have to listen, and your life isn’t even that bad –’

			‘You have no idea about my life!’ Hannah retorts, and she gets to her feet. ‘So just shut up and go away!’

			Alice stands up too. ‘Why are you being such a bitch?’

			‘Don’t call me a bitch! You’re the bitch. You’re a bitch and – and – and a stupid junkie whore daughter!’

			Alice moves quickly, her hands on Hannah’s chest, shoving her back. ‘Don’t say shit like that!’

			Reeling, Hannah stumbles in the soft sand, and for a second she can’t catch her breath, more from shock than pain.

			She looks at Alice, who is wide-eyed, apparently just as stunned. ‘Sorry,’ she blurts, stepping towards Hannah, ‘I didn’t mean to do that –’

			‘No wonder no one wants to be friends with you!’ Hannah shouts, and she is hurting somewhere in her chest, from the push but not the physicality of it. ‘You freak! Nobody even likes you! Go away!’

			Alice’s eyes fill with tears. ‘Don’t say that,’ she whispers. ‘Stop it. You’re supposed to be my best friend. I said I was sorry … I said I didn’t mean to do it.’

			‘You’re not my friend,’ Hannah rages – hurting, heart hurting, chest tight, don’t cry, all Alice’s fault. ‘I hate you! You were never my friend. I just felt sorry for you. So just go away and leave me alone!’

			Alice moves towards Hannah and reaches for her arm. ‘Han, I’m sorry –’

			When Alice’s fingers close on her arm, Hannah can’t – she can’t. The touch is light but feels like a vice closing on her skin.

			Hannah plants a hand on Alice’s chest. The girl is solid, unmoving, and her grip tightens. She says something, but Hannah’s blood is rushing in her ears, a roaring as loud as the wind, the ocean.

			Later, she will recall the feeling of her fist colliding with Alice’s cheekbone and part of her eye, the squishy give of the eye in its socket, the pain radiating down her own wrist, across her fingers. She will conjure these sensations, and she will vomit in the toilet at home and rub at her hands like she can scrub away the memory.

			Alice hits the ground. She lets go of Hannah’s arm. She sits at Hannah’s feet and starts to sob – big, heaving, gasping sobs – with one hand pressed to the eye that Hannah hit.

			Hannah looks down at her. ‘Leave me alone,’ she says again, and her voice comes out high-pitched, ‘just leave me alone!’ And then she flees.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-eight

			In the second-last entry of Hannah’s diary – an entry she has refused to read, even as she’s been searching for clues, looking for anything that might point to what happened to Alice – her teenage self scribbled a single disjointed paragraph:

			Alice deserved it, it wasn’t even my fault, she pushed me, she wouldn’t let me go, oh my god am I going to go to jail, I’m going to get expelled, I’m in so much trouble, it was her fault though oh my god.

			She doesn’t re-read the words, because she can’t stand the panic and worry that are only for herself and not for the girl she left crying and hurt on the beach. She can’t stand the reminder that in the aftermath, when there were no repercussions, no police sirens or teacher meetings, all she felt was relief: not remorse but an overwhelming release of fear.

			Hannah feels the guilt now, though. She feels the thick sludge of it that coats the bottom of her stomach, a perpetual reminder of the terrible person that she was, that she is.

			She wrote only once more after that entry – a single line, Alice is missing, on 30 June 2015.

			‘Atonement’ is a funny word. Hannah wonders if she has been seeking it in the years since that day on the beach. Maybe her relentless drive to find out what happened to Alice is another form of making amends. If she can find Alice, she can prove she’s a good person. If she can find Alice alive, she can tell her she is sorry. If she can find Alice murdered, there will be someone who treated Alice worse than her. If she can prove that Alice didn’t kill herself, then she can tell herself that her actions didn’t affect the other girl.

			But the truth is, there is no worse or better. She can rage at Marnie, can guilt Rachel, but all three of them let Alice down.

			Here’s what Hannah now knows about Alice going missing:

			That Marnie, Rachel and Hannah each used her: as a scapegoat for a terrible life, as a substitute for a family denied, as a comfort blanket.

			That whatever happened to Alice, in some way they all contributed to the creation of a person vulnerable enough to succumb to any of the outcomes.

			Hannah failed Alice. Marnie failed Alice. Rachel failed Alice.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-nine

			Cassie drives Hannah home because she is in no condition to do so. She barely manages to shake Cassie at the front door because the woman is all worry and confusion, asking if Hannah is okay, should she call someone, what can she do, what does Hannah need?

			‘I need to be alone,’ is all Hannah says, and maybe there is something in her face, in the way she says it – I need to be alone now, for a week, for a month, forever – because it gets through to Cassie. The other woman clearly doesn’t like it, but she is a person who respects boundaries. With a final worried look and a touch to Hannah’s arm that lingers – that communicates sadness, disappointment, loss – Cassie leaves.

			The house is empty. Hannah dimly remembers a post-surgery check-up appointment she was supposed to be back in time to take her mum to, but the thought drifts distantly across her mind. She is somewhere else entirely. George greets her, darts around her feet and butts at her legs, angling for attention that she can’t give him right now.

			She walks through the house to the internal garage door. She opens the door, and then she steps through.

			***

			Hannah has five core memories of her father.

			The first is a trip to the beach. She is maybe six years old and terrified of the ocean, of the strength of the waves and the unpredictability of their swells. He takes her hand and leads her to the water’s edge. The water swirls at her feet, and her toes sink into the wet sand; when she moves, they come free with a suction pop. She resists, but he is insistent, and she looks at his face with his big bushy beard, white teeth gleaming in a grin. ‘It’s going to be okay, Han, I got you!’ He leads her in, and she clings to his hands, his arms, and he tugs her to his chest, wades into the water and holds her close. She tastes salt on her lips, and there are stinging drips in her eyes, but she feels wholly safe.

			The second is an early morning. His flight is at four-thirty to go onsite for work; he’s up at three-thirty to make himself breakfast before he heads to the airport. She gets up with him, even though she is bone-tired, just to keep him company. The only light in the lounge is from a lamp and the television playing Green Acres. He eats toast on the couch, and she curls up next to him, her head on his lap, and he smells like engine oil and rust and peanut butter, and neither of them speak; they quietly exist in the calm of the room.

			The third is a trip to Albany. The three of them go together, and they eat dinner at a restaurant where she and her dad share jokes and giggles, and her mum plays the straight man with a smile on her lips. She and her dad play ‘soccer’ with the sugar sachets on the table, and Jamie tells them to calm down before they knock something over. And then Hannah’s elbow clangs against her drink, drenches the tablecloth, her skirt. She cries, and Jamie hugs her, tells her it’s okay and scolds her dad for being a bad influence. When the adults’ after-dinner coffees come, her dad, in penance, lets her scoop the chocolate foam from his cappuccino and eat the mint.

			The fourth is during the school holidays. She is bored, sick of playing in the backyard alone. She goes inside, and her dad is on his two weeks off, so she goes searching and finds him lying on the bed he shares with Jamie, flat on his back, staring at the ceiling. There are tears running down his face, but his expression is blank, his breathing normal, and the effect is so terrifyingly discombobulating that Hannah almost starts to cry herself. When her dad sees her in the doorway, he says, ‘Hey, kiddo, don’t worry, just had a bad dream. You reckon I can get a hug?’ And she climbs into bed with him, and he wraps her in his arms, hugging her, and she can feel wetness on her head and knows he is still silently, calmly crying.

			The fifth is when she is eleven and home earlier than she should be. She didn’t feel like going to after-school dance class. She is tired and grumpy, a preteen bundle of hormones. Her dad’s car is in the driveway, but he doesn’t answer when she walks in the door, shouting his name, shouting she’s home, shouting she’s hungry, and what’s there to eat? There’s no response, but that’s fine; she makes herself a peanut butter sandwich, leaving the butter on the counter, and crams it into her mouth while watching cartoons. Her mum is due home in fifteen minutes, and Hannah has left crumbs all over the couch – she probably should have gotten a plate. She yells for her dad again, Where’s the vacuum? I made a mess, and, Dad? Dad? Where are you?

			The internal garage door is partially open, so she pushes in because sometimes he’s inside, tinkering with his tools. He is in there, but he’s not tinkering, he’s hanging from the ceiling, and Hannah supposes, in hindsight, she was not supposed to be home for another hour, he didn’t expect she’d be the one to find him, but she is, and she does, and someone makes a noise like a screaming wail, and the next day, when Hannah’s voice doesn’t work because her throat is raw, she will realise it was her. She goes to the floor and makes that noise for a long while, and maybe she’s stopped by the time Jamie gets home, maybe she hasn’t; she certainly hasn’t moved, is still curled on the floor in the garage, and she doesn’t leave until Jamie picks her up and takes her away.

			***

			It is there on the floor, all these years later, that Jamie finds her once again. And though she is upright and cross-legged, and the garage is empty save for Jamie’s car, Hannah hears her mother start, hears her stifled gasp, and knows she is reliving a moment from long ago.

			‘Sorry,’ Hannah says without turning.

			Jamie simply says, ‘It’s fine,’ before she moves in slowly, crutches scraping against the ground. ‘You okay, sweetheart?’ She’s speaking in a measured tone, like she is approaching someone swaying on the ledge of a tall building. ‘What are you doing in here?’

			Hannah thinks. ‘Remembering,’ she settles on.

			There is a pause. Jamie hovers over her. ‘It’s a bit cold in here. Do you want to go back into the lounge?’

			Hannah shakes her head. ‘No thanks.’ She is not ready to move, and she thinks Jamie will leave her to it.

			But Jamie moves to the car, leans against the hood, props herself and her crutches up, and looks down at Hannah.

			Hannah looks up at her, then above her at the ghost that swings, and then back down to her hands. ‘I’ve been looking into Alice’s disappearance,’ she says, ‘while I’ve been back. I went around talking to all these people – her mum, this teacher she was hanging out with, that guy Kyle you mentioned. I was so sure there would be an important reveal. I’ve always told myself that something happened to Alice – I never wanted … I couldn’t ever think that maybe Alice did something to herself. So I thought they might know something that would just suddenly solve it, even that they might confess to doing something to her, and then there’d be some sort of … closure, I guess.’

			She is drawing with her fingertip on the cold cement of the garage floor, and it takes a beat before she realises she is writing Alice’s name, over and over again.

			‘There were no real answers. All I learned was that Alice had a really awful time of things and that none of us – except Kyle, maybe – did anything to make it better.’

			Alice, she writes, Alice, Alice, Alice, Alice.

			‘Alice and I got into a fight, before she vanished.’ She glances up at Jamie, then down again. ‘No, that’s a lie. She pushed me once, and she didn’t mean it. I hit her in the face, and I did mean it. I was –’

			She blinks furiously and swallows a few times. Alice, Alice, Alice, Alice.

			‘She’d been busy, caught up in other things. I thought she was pulling away from me, and I didn’t think I’d care about that, but I did. I tried not to care about Alice as a friend, but I did, so when she was distracted, it hurt. I was so scared of her leaving me that I just decided to … make her go. So it would be on my own terms. So I would have the control. So it wouldn’t be another surprise. So I wouldn’t always be wondering afterwards what I could have done – or what I’d done to make her leave. If I closed the door, I held the answers.’ The laugh that escapes her is wet. Her finger stops swirling letters, and she dusts her palm across the surface like she has actually written the name there and wants to erase it. ‘All that, and she still left me wondering. She still found a way to leave that has me wishing I’d done something different.’

			Hannah looks back up.

			Jamie’s eyes are bright and watery. ‘You were teenagers, love. You were just kids. Everyone does stupid things when they’re teenagers. It’s just most people get the chance to –’

			Hannah shakes her head to stop Jamie – she doesn’t want to hear her behaviour excused. Not anymore. ‘I wish I could tell her I’m sorry.’ Her voice is quiet, tight.

			For a beat Jamie says nothing, then, ‘So tell her.’

			Hannah is confused, but only momentarily. Then she looks down into her lap, clenches a fist tight enough to dig her nails into her flesh, and closes her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Alice,’ she whispers. ‘I’m sorry for not calling you my best friend, for pretending like I didn’t care. I’m sorry for not listening, and I’m sorry you didn’t know how much you meant to me, and I’m sorry for whatever happened. I wish you were still here. I miss you.’ There’s a break in her voice. ‘I didn’t want to, I don’t want to, but I miss you. I’m so sorry, Alice. I’m so sorry.’

			Hannah swallows back the sobs that sit in the back of her throat. She waits. She opens her eyes.

			‘I don’t feel better.’ She is disappointed.

			‘It doesn’t work like that,’ Jamie says, her voice soft. ‘You don’t just say the words and it gets magically better.’ Her mouth twists wryly. ‘If only it were that easy. But it did help, yes? To talk to her …?’

			Hannah thinks. ‘Yes,’ she admits.

			Jamie nods. ‘I talk to your dad a lot, still. A lot more back when it had just happened.’ She twitches her head up. ‘I would … I would yell at him back then. Just scream and shout at him. I was so angry at him.’

			‘I don’t remember you doing that.’

			‘It was …’ Jamie hesitates. ‘It was when you were in Perth.’

			The air thickens with unspoken hurt. Hannah drops her gaze.

			‘Hannah –’

			‘You shouldn’t have sent me away.’ Hannah doesn’t know where the words have come from, only that she has needed to say them for a very long time.

			After a short silence, Jamie says, ‘No, I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry, Han. I couldn’t –’ a tear squeezes from the corner of her eye ‘– you wouldn’t let me grieve, with the photos, and I needed –’ She stops, seems to gather her thoughts. ‘No, that’s not all of it. I was trying to process, yes, but I also … I couldn’t hold both of our experiences of grief. You didn’t want to admit yours, and it just hovered over you, an ominous cloud that you wouldn’t acknowledge or deal with. And I know it was my job to take it from you, until you were ready, because I’m your mum, but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t have it in me. I tried to get you help, with the therapist. I thought if I couldn’t hold your grief, maybe someone else could. But you were so adamant that you didn’t want to go back, so certain it wouldn’t help, and I didn’t want to push you. What if forcing you made it worse? And … I didn’t have the energy to argue, to fight about it. Then when you came back from Perth, you were quieter, and I … I tried to tell myself you’d processed it on your own. I was lying to myself, I guess. I’d gotten to a good place and just didn’t think I could go back down again. I convinced myself you’d dealt with it and were just fine. And I’d only cry when you weren’t around, where you couldn’t see, and I’d tell myself it was to protect you, but I think it was just because I didn’t want to trigger something in you I wasn’t able to deal with.’

			There is another silence.

			Hannah doesn’t know how to feel. She should be angry that Jamie didn’t help her more and pushed her away because Jamie couldn’t deal with her. She should be thinking that Jamie is a terrible mum. But Hannah isn’t. She’s thinking of all the mums, she’s thinking of Marnie and Rachel – and beyond them, their mums, all of them making mistakes and trying, loving and failing, being broken and sad, and keeping things from each other. She’s thinking of them all sitting together but being alone in their sadness.

			Rather than feeling anger, Hannah is just aching for all of them, and for every moment they suffered alone and every hurt they inflicted on one another because they couldn’t bear what they were keeping inside. Hurt people hurt people, Hannah thinks.

			‘I don’t think,’ Jamie says, ‘we were ever quite right after then, were we?’

			‘No.’ Hannah slowly shakes her head. ‘I don’t think we were.’

			‘I’m sorry, Hannah.’

			‘I’m sorry too.’ She meets Jamie’s watery gaze. ‘I’m sorry for trying to punish you for so long. I’m sorry I’ve been so shit at helping out. I’m sorry I only came here because … because I thought it might fix me, and not because I wanted to help you recover.’

			Jamie rubs a tear from her cheek. ‘You have been pretty bad at helping out,’ she says. ‘I had to take an Uber today. You owe me the money.’

			Hannah gives a laugh that she doesn’t really feel, then she lets her gaze drift beyond Jamie’s head. ‘I’m still so angry at him. I’m so angry he left. I spent so long afterwards trying to work out why, what I did, what … even what you did to make him go. In the end all I could figure was that people just leave, it’s what they do.’

			‘Han …’

			‘Why weren’t we enough to keep him around?’

			‘It doesn’t work like that. Your dad had a mental illness – he was battling something far bigger than the both of us. And he loved us, the two of us, as much as he could.’

			‘I can’t remember him without second-guessing it all.’ Hannah draws an uneven breath. ‘Wondering, had he already planned it then? Was he just counting down the days while he was riding a bike and laughing with me?’

			‘Whatever joy your dad felt with you was genuine,’ Jamie says firmly. ‘He wasn’t pretending. Or –’ a pause ‘– or a liar, like you say. You can be sad, you can have depression, and it doesn’t mean you can’t love those around you, can’t feel moments of deep joy and contentment with them. And … and if he ever forced a smile, it was because he did love you, and me, and because he wanted us to be happy, wanted to keep us from worrying.’ Jamie seems tired. ‘Han, people are going to leave you. They are going to love you, then sometimes they will still leave. It’s a fact of life, but you can’t be living constantly in motion, in fear of them going. That’s a half-life. It’s not what your dad would want. Or what Alice would want either.’

			Hannah feels the soft fall of tears with each blink, watching little darkened patches of water scatter across her clothes and onto the pavement. ‘Sometimes I think I’m a bad person,’ she confesses. ‘A really horrible, shit person. I’m always lying and manipulating people. I don’t do anything for anyone – I just do it for me.’

			Hannah sits on the ground with her mother above her, and she feels all the ways the two of them are broken and scrape against each other – but also, for the first time, all the ways some of their sharp edges slot into one another to create a whole.

			‘You’re not a bad person, Han. You’re a person that bad things have happened to. You’re a person who has reacted badly. You’re a person who might have done bad things. But badness is not your default. I don’t believe that. I can’t believe that. If you think you do bad things, then just … stop doing them. Do good instead.’

			Is it that simple? And then Hannah thinks, Maybe it is, and also, Maybe it isn’t. Maybe she can decide to change her ways. That decision might not be enough to fundamentally change every part of her overnight, but it might be a first step in a long line of steps that can lead to her being better, doing better.

			‘Mum –’ the word feels unfamiliar, weighty on her tongue ‘– I don’t have a job in Melbourne. I’m unemployed. And I don’t have a place to live either.’

			Jamie stares. ‘Well, that’s silly! You always have a place to live. You have here.’ She tilts forward, unsteady with her hip, and extends a hand down to Hannah. ‘Shall we go and have a cup of tea? I think I need one right now.’

			Hannah looks at the hand, then at her mum. ‘I’ll take a coffee, actually,’ she says, because she can’t help being contrary, just for kicks. And her mum smiles, and Hannah takes the hand and lets herself be helped up from the ground.

		



			MARNIE, RACHEL & HANNAH

			‘I don’t see how he can ever finish, if he doesn’t begin.’

			Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 9, ‘The Mock Turtle’s Story’

			



 

			Marnie Montgomery doesn’t expect Hannah Shean to show up back at her door, but the woman does, and she has two chocolate croissants and coffees from the local bakery. Marnie lets her in, even though she has already told Hannah all she knows, all she did, and she mentally prepares herself to be shouted at again.

			But Hannah just sits on her couch, sips coffee and eats some of the croissant. Then finally she tells Marnie she’s sorry for everything Marnie went through, and that while she thinks Marnie wasn’t a good mother, she isn’t a bad person, just a hurt one. Hannah says, ‘None of it was your fault, you know? What happened to you,’ and Marnie feels off-balance when she says that, all tight in her chest, but not the breathlessness that has been coming on more and more lately – something different, something deeper.

			Then Hannah eats her croissant, and Marnie thinks, Shit, I may as well eat mine, might even keep it down, who knows. And when they talk again it’s just random small talk and then some stuff about Alice – but actual stuff about Alice, not about her disappearance, actual nice stuff they remember. Hannah tells Marnie things she never knew about Alice, and Marnie remembers things she’d forgotten, like how Alice always bought Sultana Bran for breakfast but she hated sultanas, so she’d sit there and pick them out. ‘What a little weirdo.’

			Hannah leaves, and Marnie is pretty sure she won’t see her again, but that’s okay because she thinks they got what they needed out of each other. Marnie feels strange after, lighter in some ways, and maybe it won’t last, maybe it will. She’ll enjoy it while she can.

			As she’s getting ready for bed that night, she talks to the photo of Alice she has on the bedside table, just like she has done every evening since she got sober. She tells her daughter all about her day, about Alice’s old friend showing up again. And she asks Alice questions even though she can’t answer, because Marnie should’ve done when Alice was still around, and, Marnie thinks, it’s never too late. Before she goes to sleep, she tells Alice she’s sorry, like she always does, every night, and this time, this night, she almost feels like Alice forgives her.

			



 

			Rachel Olney is grocery shopping when she runs into Cassie, who steps into her path, stopping her in the middle of the aisle. Rachel is tense because she’s sure Cassie knows everything, but Cassie tells her she just wanted to say sorry about barging in with Hannah the other day. Cassie adds that she also wanted to say sorry for everything Rachel went through, back with her old school, her ex-husband. ‘I know things are better for us now,’ Cassie adds, ‘but it just reminded me how many people out there are dicks still.’ Rachel is surprised but thanks her, and Cassie says goodbye and walks away.

			Rachel had already felt lighter since Hannah’s visit, as if purging her secrets loosened something inside of her. It felt different to when she talks things through in her head at Church, maybe because she still hasn’t worked out what she’s doing there or who she’s talking to. Maybe she’s just there because the incense smells like her mum, or maybe because she likes that she can walk on sacred ground on her own terms, or that she can negotiate her own beliefs now – in higher powers, in what a family looks like, in what shape her life should take.

			She’ll always feel guilty for what happened with Alice. But talking through everything has made Rachel realise that she can’t make suffering her entire life, that she does Alice a disservice if she uses her as an excuse to feel sorry for herself.

			A few days ago, Rachel downloaded a dating app. Despite thinking she is long past her use-by date when it comes to dating, she did it anyway – and now she has a date lined up with a woman tomorrow night, and another with a single dad two nights after that. Her mum, who has been nagging at her for years to get back out there, screamed with excitement on their usual weekly phone call when Rachel told her. Ginger grumbled and demanded a chance to vet both potential suitors. Rachel’s heart swells with love for the family, found and blood, that she is slowly building around herself.

			It’s possible that neither date will go well, but Rachel is okay with this. Life is not a romance novel, but that doesn’t mean she can’t get dressed up and excited anyway.

			



 

			Today Hannah is driving to Perth.

			She is driving to Perth, and her mum is following behind, because Hannah is dropping off her rental car but not getting on a flight to Melbourne. When she gives the rental back, she will climb into the car with her mum and return to their house.

			Hannah is not excited or depressed by this fact – she is simply accepting. She and her mum are not magically healed after their talk, although they are getting along better, and their arguments feel less layered, like they have shed years of pent-up grief and anger.

			She needs to stop, though; she knows this. She needs to plant her feet, take stock. She needs to drop out of the course she is languishing in and not immediately start another. She needs to figure out what kind of job she wants. She needs to see a therapist.

			And for all this, she needs stillness to examine the thoughts and feelings as they come. Maybe the house in the town where it all started is the perfect place to do so.

			Cassie left for Brisbane before they got the chance to catch up again. Hannah did send a message, even though she thinks Cassie deserves more than words on a screen.

			I’m sorry I dragged you into everything, that I used you. But I’m glad you were there to help. I want to say I do understand – everything you said, I understand. About how complicated it is to love someone who chose to leave. I’m sorry I dismissed your feelings. I hope everything works out for you.

			Cassie replied quicker than Hannah expected. Thanks, Hot Bitch Holly. You’re all right.

			Hannah thought for a moment, replied, *Hannah.

			Yeah, Cassie typed back, you seem more like a Hannah again.

			She knows that Cassie’s part in her life story might be over, but she thinks she’s okay with that. It was both bad and good timing. Bad, for the spark between them that was never explored. Good, because Cassie was exactly what she needed, when she needed it. Either they will cross paths again, or they will fade from each other’s lives and Cassie will be another face to scroll past on social media, nothing more than the woman with the blunt fringe and tattoos who made Hannah eat ice-cream on the bay.

			Hannah thinks she might never know what happened to Alice. But she knows she has to learn how to be okay with that. Some things remain unanswered, and life is not always tied up neatly in a bow. Closure is sometimes something you have to give yourself when the world is unable to give it to you. She will probably never know exactly why her dad took his life. She will probably never know what whisked Alice away that Tuesday.

			In dark times, Hannah will think dark thoughts: Alice murdered, Alice slipping on the rocks and drowning in a tragic accident, Alice with stones in her pockets walking into the ocean to sit at the bottom and rot away, Alice walking into the darkness of the bush until she’s swallowed up whole.

			In light times, Hannah will think light thoughts of Alice running away and starting a new life somewhere. Hannah will imagine one day being in a shop somewhere and hearing a vaguely familiar husky voice, and she’ll see a round-faced blonde woman, and their eyes will meet and linger for longer than necessary – but they will then continue on their way because Alice got out, and Hannah will not be the one to drag her back in.

			Hannah still tells stories, but they are to herself now, and they are of the past, to remember those who left as more than their absence in her life. Or her stories are of an imagined world where she can watch those lost ones live out their lives. Sometimes you need to find your own version of closure.

			And now, Hannah drives down the long road back to Perth, and though she knows her mum is close behind and will disapprove, she can’t help but put her foot down, kicking her little rental car into high gear. She is listening to the playlist from 2015, and she cranks it up, winds the windows down. She sings, top of her lungs, unrestrained, and the world is wind, music and a landscape flying by. There are lyrics in her mouth and goosebumps on her skin, and somewhere, somehow, she even thinks there might be Alice next to her in the passenger seat, and she’s singing along too, she’s singing along just as loudly.
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