
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Fiona Lowe

‘Lowe excels at writing about ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. And she does it here with finesse. The Accident is a gripping read, and an excellent choice for book clubs.’

—Weekend Australian ‘Notable Books’

‘Fiona Lowe’s stories about secrets, families and moral dramas in small-town Australia always make for good long weekend reading, and The Accident is another engrossing tale.’

—Canberra Weekly

‘Fiona Lowe’s name is practically synonymous with rural mystery novels. The Accident is another gripping ride through drama and tragedy in an imaginary small town … masterfully complex characters and a heavily emotional story that will make this book difficult to put down.’

—GLAM Adelaide

‘The WA wheatbelt is the backdrop for Lowe’s engrossing new novel, loaded up with small-town scandal, secrets and lies … there are twists aplenty, but the truth sure can hurt. Don’t be surprised to read it in one sitting.’

—The Herald Sun

‘Greed, self-interest and moral drama feature in the latest novel by Fiona Lowe, the undisputed queen of Australian small-town fiction … The Money Club is another enjoyable character-driven tale by Lowe that will keep you happily entertained.’

—Canberra Weekly

‘Suburban noir is so hot right now and this book is the reason why … Told from the perspective of three women, it unpacks topics including coercive control and inter-generational relationships.’

—The Chronicle on The Money Club

‘A gripping tale about greed, the price paid for ill-placed trust and the lessons that come with having it and losing it all … Ultimately, The Money Club is about hope.’

—Weekend Australian ‘Notable Books’

‘In the age of fraudsters, The Money Club is indeed a timely read … Lowe’s writing style is as approachable, relatable, well-paced and as humane as ever. She possesses the rare strength of not judging her characters, which provides for the development of their depth.’

—Better Reading

‘Lowe examines issues around blended families, sexuality and alcohol consumption, weaving them into a moving and utterly enthralling look at family, friendship and life … A Family of Strangers is a glorious, heart-warming tapestry of a novel.’

—Better Reading

‘A Family of Strangers is an engaging, thoughtful and astute novel.’

—Book’d Out

‘Fiona has been a midwife, family support worker and sexual health counsellor in her former lives, so she knows a thing or two about the complexities of family relationships … she deals with the full panoply of the human existence in this engaging read.’

—Australian Country on A Family of Strangers

‘Rich, thought-provoking, and extremely absorbing, A Home Like Ours is yet another incredible read from the very talented Fiona Lowe.’

—Better Reading

‘Fiona Lowe has expertly crafted a world that’s easy to spend time in … If you’re looking to lose yourself in a cosy new novel that shines a spotlight on women’s lives and stories, then A Home Like Ours by Fiona Lowe deserves a spot on your bookshelf.’

—Mamamia

‘An insightful, warm and engaging story, A Home Like Ours is another fabulous novel from award-winning Australian author Fiona Lowe.’

—Book’d Out

‘Fiona Lowe’s ability to create atmosphere and tension and real relationship dynamics is a gift.’

—Sally Hepworth, bestselling author of

The Mother-in-Law, on Home Fires

‘Lowe breathes real life into her characters … a profoundly hopeful tale, one of re-generation, of the strength gained from women supporting women, and of a community pulling together, one that acts as a powerful reminder of the resilience of the human spirit … a deeply Australian story that brilliantly captures our own life and times.’

—Better Reading on Home Fires

‘Part-Liane Moriarty, part-Jodi Picoult, Just an Ordinary Family is a compelling drama about a seemingly ‘ordinary’ family that implodes after a domino effect of lies, betrayals, disappointments and regrets … set to be the next Big Little Lies.’

—Mamamia

‘Fiona’s insight into the fickle nature of life … and how best intentions can so easily come undone makes it simple to identify with her characters and lends an authentic resonance to this rollercoaster story.’

—Australian Country on Just an Ordinary Family

‘Lowe weaves character development and complexity with stunning finesse … this story is not a light read, but it is one that proved difficult to put down.’

—GLAM Adelaide on Just an Ordinary Family

‘Birthright is a complex story that seamlessly intertwines many story lines. It is full of interesting characters that reveal more and more as the story progresses. It is raw, incredibly engaging and reads beautifully.’

—The Big Book Club

‘Distinctly Australian with its power to evoke grit and tenderness, joy and bleakness, tragedy and comedy, all at once.’

—Better Reading on Birthright

‘Lowe is a master at painting believable characters with heart and soul that contribute to creating such an addictive read.’

—The Weekly Times on Birthright
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Family quarrels are bitter things. They don’t go according to any rules. They’re not like aches or wounds, they’re more like splits in the skin that won’t heal because there’s not enough material.

F. Scott Fitzgerald

Babylon Revisited
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PROLOGUE

The sweet curve of golden sand reaching out to meet the gentle swell of a sparkling Southern Ocean kissed turquoise by an unhindered summer sun is an image replicated again and again on Instagram. Rye, Woolamai, Torquay, Lorne—the inf luencers all talk salt vibes, harmony and the unwavering belief that magic will happen. It’s where surfers hang out the back dreaming of a point break, and tourists film Reels capturing the squeals of delight—or nerve-tingling shock—when the icy chill of foaming saltwater hits bare ankles. Either way, the message is clear: nothing bad can happen under such a clear cerulean sky.

Further down the coast at Kooramook—a far less photographed beach—local businesses are celebrating the sudden interest in their sleepy hamlet. When AFL legend Jacko Sampson bought the old Hewitt farm, the locals thought that might make nights at the pub a bit more interesting. But it’s his wife, Isobel, and her social media skills that are putting Kooramook firmly on the map with adorable TikToks of their blond tousle-haired children excitedly exploring rockpools, riding high on their father’s broad shoulders or snuggling into her lap. They garner ‘likes’ in the tens of thousands.

With sentiments such as feeling blessed and family glue, cashed-up PFMs—people from Melbourne—are flocking to the district, wanting to replicate the wholesome family fun. The local real estate agent is busier than she’s ever been and is dreaming of tripling her commission within the year.

But a storm is about to break over Kooramook. It won’t come in the form of violent waves crashing over sooty volcanic rock and tearing at Neptune’s lace, or wind-blasted rain driving into the tussocky seagrass valiantly holding the sand dunes in place. It won’t come in the form of a raging geomagnetic storm where the night sky dances wildly in vivid pinks and greens evoking awe-inspiring beauty.

Instead, this storm slides in silently, accompanying the soft peach and pink streaks of dawn, as gentle waves deposit a body on a tiny patch of sand nestled between the rockpools.


Chapter One

Cecilia Cilento—CC to everyone unless she was in trouble—squinted into the summer glare as she navigated her car west along the C176. The plan had been to leave Geelong by four to avoid a sun-dazzling three-hour drive and the risk of hitting dusk-drawn wildlife. But her job as a registrar at the hospital meant plans were always fluid. Even so, she’d been particularly hopeful that today was the day everything would fall into place, and it had, right up until three thirty. The baby who went into foetal distress obviously hadn’t received the memo that this was CC’s precious weekend away. By four o’clock she’d been assisting with an emergency caesarean section.

Now, as CC turned right at Woolsthorpe, Taylor Swift was rudely interrupted by the sound of cascading bells. She pressed the ‘answer call’ button on the dashboard screen. ‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Hello, darling. All settled in?’ Anji said.

‘No, I got away late, but I should be there by eight.’ Her stomach rumbled. ‘I’m hoping one of the cuzzies has cooked.’

‘You’re taking something?’

CC swallowed the reply ‘As if I couldn’t with you and Nonna constantly in my head’. Their words had kept her up until midnight baking instead of sleeping. ‘I made torta caprese and I’ve got two bottles of Prosecco.’

‘Are you sure that’s enough?’

Anji’s anxiety bounced from the car speakers, both familiar and annoying. It had been a constant presence in CC’s life but always seemed heightened whenever she was visiting Kooramook and the Friend family’s holiday house affectionately known as the shack. It had made some sense when CC was small and heading off on summer holidays without her mother. Back then Anji had worried that CC would miss her and not miss her enough. She’d also worried that CC might do something that would jeopardise the standing summer invitation, which was the solution to Anji’s school-holiday childcare. As insurance, and in good Italian style, she had always sent CC loaded down with gifts. But these days Anji’s Kooramook anxiety was long past its usefulness or relevance.

‘Mum, it’s plenty. I promise that neither of us will be haunted by Nonna or Rosa. Besides, the cuzzies were raised by Julia so the fact I’m arriving with home-baked goods gives me automatic rockstar status.’

CC was related to the Friends—James, Ollie, Lily and Felix—by their sharing of great-great-grandparents. The Friends’ grandmother, Rosa, and CC’s grandmother, Maria, were first cousins, making CC and the four Friends third cousins. However, CC felt far more Italian than the Friends, probably because Rosa had devastated her rural Italian family by not only marrying a ‘ten-pound Pom’, Bert, whom she met in the migrant hostel in Australia, but by the more horrifying fact that he was Anglican. The shock waves had hit the Filosa family with the strength of a Sicilian earthquake.

As a result, CC’s grandmother, Maria, was married by proxy in Palermo before being allowed to set foot on the boat to Australia to join Alfonzo, her Italian-born husband. Maria had arrived in far north Queensland—a strange land with a strange language, the blandest food on the planet and dishwater the Australians dared to call coffee—sixteen hundred kilometres away from where Rosa lived. Whether it was the distance or the long reach of familial disapproval, the cousins didn’t communicate or see each other again for almost forty years despite being each other’s only relative in a foreign land.

They did, however, share the reality of only having one child each; and CC’s mother, Anji, had continued the tradition by only having CC—although that may have had more to do with her husband vanishing than any undisclosed fertility issues. Anji never mentioned CC’s father and CC had stopped asking about him long ago. His absence in their lives also extended to his family, who refused any contact. Alfonzo, Anji’s father, died in an accident on a sugarcane plantation when Anji was sixteen, so CC’s immediate family was matriarchal. It wasn’t until she turned five and was invited to the shack that she’d learned she had relatives in Australia.

‘Zia Rosa has invited you to spend summer at the beach with Nonna,’ Anji had told her, ‘and your cousins.’

The discovery of the Friend cousins had changed CC’s life. For five weeks every summer and again at Easter, their presence broke up the loneliness of being an only child. For years she had counted down the days from Easter to the next summer, and she would have gladly given up Christmas if it had meant bringing Boxing Day and her arrival at the shack forward.

Twenty-five years later, her gut still fizzed with excitement when she was on her way to Kooramook. Tonight there was an extra zing because it was the first time in years that all the cousins would be at the shack together.

‘Are they scattering Leo’s ashes this weekend?’ Anji’s question broke into CC’s thoughts. ‘Is that why they’re gathering at the shack?’

Leo, the cousins’ father, had died suddenly and unexpectedly at seventy-four from a brain bleed two months earlier.

‘I doubt it,’ CC said. ‘I mean, if that was the purpose of the weekend, why would I be invited? Anyway, Leo wasn’t the biggest fan of the shack. I’m going to ask if I can stay there for the three months I’m rostered to Port—Shit!’

She braked hard—a kangaroo had jumped in front of the car. ‘Mum, it’s dusk and I need to concentrate. Love you, talk soon.’ She cut the call.

As she turned south off the Princes Highway she was greeted by the vista of a tranquil ocean and her shoulders immediately dropped. She pulled over and wound down her window, breathing in deep lungfuls of warm, salt-tanged air. Not for the first time she reminded herself that the crazy hours she was working and the experience she was gaining would eventually enable her to live somewhere along this coast, where glimpsing the ocean every day would fortify her and help her balance the caregiving aspects of medicine with her own needs. Not that CC was naive about the nature of the ocean. She knew it only took a change in wind direction and a drop in barometric pressure to turn joyous serenity into roiling, foaming danger.

The driveway of the shack was easy to find, marked by a towering Norfolk pine, the only substantial tree in two kilometres. Salt-laden winds challenged even the most dedicated gardeners and most people didn’t try to grow anything beyond wattle, but Bert and Rosa had both grown up on islands and had been more than up for the task. Now, well-established acacia hedges took the brunt of the wind, creating an oasis for other plants to thrive including fruit trees and a once impressive vegetable garden.

As CC indicated to make the turn, memories roared back. Life at Kooramook had contrasted so dramatically with her home life that visiting always felt like living on another planet. Home was quiet and routine ruled—school, homework, chores and the occasional outing with her nonna and Anji. Whereas at Kooramook the only rule enforced by Bert and Rosa was that they be home in time for dinner.

Leo and Julia would occasionally swoop in and out like magpies—two days here, two days there—organising and directing, and treating them to trips to the old art deco cinema in Portland to see the latest blockbuster movie and eat fish and chips on the beach. But as fast as they arrived, the cousins’ parents departed and the halcyon unstructured summer days returned. Oh how CC had adored them. She still experienced a shot of loss whenever she recalled the summer she and Felix had finished high school and Leo had congratulated them on being adults before waxing lyrical about the ‘freedom of the young’. CC had been shocked to realise this speech meant that her thirteen years of summer holidays at Kooramook were over and she’d grieved the loss. Fortunately, Ollie and Lily continued to invite her to visit, and for that she was ever grateful.

The tetanus-waiting-to-happen gate was propped open and CC parked her old Subaru wagon between James’s Mercedes four-wheel drive and Ollie’s brand-new RAM 1500. She didn’t recognise the Tesla that was also parked there. Although it was the sort of car Lily might wish to drive, CC knew the cost was prohibitive for a woman who lived from one short-term contract to the next with decent gaps in-between. Perhaps it belonged to Felix and Bronte. Apart from a quick chat at Leo’s funeral, CC hadn’t seen her youngest cousin and his partner in over two years.

As she stepped out of the car she heard the chatter of children and saw Lily playing pied piper, leading her nieces and nephews through the dunes up from the beach. CC waved.

‘You’re here!’ Lily enveloped her in a wet, sandy hug.

‘I am. Sorry I’m late, there was an—’

‘God, it’s good to see you.’ Lily pulled back without pausing for breath. ‘It’s been too long. I’m so glad you’re here. I need you here. We nee—’

‘Jesus, Lily!’ James’s frustration cut through the fast-fading light. ‘The kids are supposed to use the outdoor shower before coming inside. Now they’ve tramped sand everywhere.’ He stopped and squinted into the fading light. ‘Is that CC?’

‘Sure is,’ CC said.

He gave her a tight smile. ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’

A ripple of surprise ran through her—not at his directness because that was just James, but at the fact he didn’t know that Ollie had invited her. She was about to tell him, but James was saying, ‘Good to see you,’ and leaning in to kiss her brief ly on the cheek.

Lily suddenly roared like a lion and chased Ollie’s youngest kid, Archie, into the house. His squeals of delight shook the old fibro walls.

James rubbed his temples. ‘God! I need a drink.’

‘I’ve brought Prosecco,’ CC said.

He gave her an indulgent look—one that said, of course you did. He always seemed entertained when she showed her Italian tastes, which she found odd as they both had Italian nonnas.

‘I’ve just opened a Coonawarra red, but Gretel will happily join you with bubbles.’ James hefted CC’s overnight bag from the boot, then stood still.

‘What?’ she said.

He grimaced. ‘You’ve still got time to back out.’

‘Back out from what?’

‘Utter chaos. It’s a zoo in there. Kids, who’d have ’em.’

She laughed. ‘Lily will have exhausted them at the beach, Ollie and Paige will soothe them with polpette, and Felix and Bronte will ignore them. In twenty minutes they’ll all be in a food coma and collapsed in front of a movie.’

‘Hmm, maybe. Mine are getting a bit old to fall for that trick.’

James ushered her inside and the familiarity of the shack circled her. It was the ultimate retro experience: a mix of the sixties, eighties and early 2000s. Bert had bought the block in 1966 and over the course of a couple of years had built the now iconic fibro-cement beach house with its distinctive angled roofline. Although it was now double its original size—and that wasn’t saying much—it still only had one bathroom and the outhouse added a second toilet. When the grandchildren had arrived, Bert built in the back porch with flywire screens and it became affectionately known as the ‘sleep-out’. It was where the boys had slept, and when CC had first arrived at Kooramook her older cousins had declared it a girl-free zone. By the time they were seventeen, that rule no longer applied and more than once CC had seen girls slip in and out under the white haze of moonlight, the bang and squeak of the screen door drowned out by the crash and roar of the surf.

Not a lot had changed over the years. The large living room was still filled with a mismatched selection of comfy couches circa 1990 and vinyl beanbags. Two dozen boxes of board games—everything from Monopoly to the more recent addition of Catan and Azul—were stacked on bookshelves, along with an eclectic selection of paperbacks that were either Christmas gifts or had been purchased from the second-hand book stall at the Kooramook market. The only real nod to the modern world was a small flatscreen television, which didn’t receive a signal but had a DVD player attached to it. CC remembered the video player that had preceded it and the drama that had unfolded when the well-worn copy of Toy Story broke.

Beyond the living room, the kids sat at the solid blackwood table that Bert had made. CC wondered how many meals had been eaten at that table over the years. She took in the familiar kitchen—pale green wooden cupboards with angled silver handles, grey and white patterned lino flooring, and the brown, yellow and orange wallpaper pattern of coffee percolators, cups, baskets of fruit and pepper grinders. A set of green and cream Bakelite cannisters, their contents labelled in cursive script, sat on the mantelpiece above the stove as they’d always done.

James spoke over the babble of voices. ‘CC’s here.’

Ollie turned from the stove, a wide grin on his face and a large spoon in his hand. CC got a flash of Rosa serving generous portions of polpette and pasta to starving teenagers after a day of surfing.

‘Cuzzie!’ Ollie set down the spoon and crossed the room in long strides before wrapping her in a hug. ‘It’s been too long. Thanks for making time,’ he said softly in her ear. ‘You need to be here.’

Surprised by the unusual seriousness of his words, she pulled back and tried reading his expression, but he’d already turned away and was talking to the kids.

‘Okay, you lot, you remember your fourth cousin, CC?’

‘Is that cake?’ Archie asked with the directness of a three-year-old, his eyes glued to the round container in her hands.

CC smiled. ‘It is.’

Ollie’s eldest, Elsa, stared at her, then pointed to James’s children. ‘How can you be our fourth cousin when we’ve only got two?’

‘We’ll draw you a family tree after dinner,’ Ollie said. ‘The most important thing to know is that CC’s family.’

‘I want cake,’ Archie said, and the other children joined in, the noise bouncing off the walls.

Paige, Ollie’s wife, told them to shush and dumped bread and oil on the table before greeting CC. Gretel enthusiastically accepted the bottle of Prosecco and immediately popped the cork. The sound brought Felix and Bronte into the room, and CC gave them both a hug before accepting a glass of bubbles.

Ollie lugged a huge pot to the table and Paige placed two dressed green salads at either end.

‘Everyone sit,’ Ollie said to the adults. ‘Let’s eat.’

James looked askance at the spaghetti and meatballs. ‘I thought the kids were eating first.’

‘I’m not a kid, Dad,’ Maddi said in the world-weary tone of a twelve-year-old.

‘I’m a big boy,’ Archie announced.

‘That’s right, Arch,’ Ollie said. ‘No more babies so we’re all eating together family style.’

James grimaced, refilled his wine glass and sat.

As bowls were filled with pasta, the conversation centred around the passing of the salad, parmesan, bread and pepper grinder. Ollie and Paige fielded the kids’ complaints and squabbles with equanimity. CC noticed that James and Gretel didn’t interfere—it reminded her of Leo and Julia when Rosa and Bert had ruled the table.

When everyone’s bowls and glasses were full and CC had raised the first fork twirl of pasta to her mouth, Felix said, ‘So about the “no more babies” comment, Bronte and I are pregnant.’

‘OMG!’ Paige clapped her hands in delight. ‘Congratulations.’

Bronte elbowed Felix in the ribs. ‘Remind me exactly when you last threw up because you were pregnant?’

‘Awesome news, mate.’ Ollie rose and slapped his younger brother on the back before squeezing Bronte’s shoulder. ‘Well done, clever woman.’

James and Gretel echoed the congratulations in far more restrained tones than Lily, although that wasn’t difficult.

When CC added her own good wishes, she found herself rubbing at an unexpected hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach. Did she want a baby? That would require trusting a man to stay in her life for longer than a year and so far that seemed harder than finding a cure for cancer. She snuck a glance at Lily, who’d recently celebrated her thirty-ninth birthday. CC wondered if the news had tugged on her cousin’s fast-fading fertility, but her face held only delight.

Bronte was peppered with questions. How was she feeling? How far along was she and when was the baby due? Gretel asked which hospital they’d chosen for the birth, and Paige suggested they consider midwife-led care. Lily chimed in, suggesting a home birth and asking what their plans for the placenta were—would they use it to make birth announcement cards or dry it to use in moisturiser? When Maddi squealed ‘ewww’ and Blake asked what a placenta was, James told the children they could take their cake and ice-cream and eat it outside. There was a fast mass exodus.

Despite being the only doctor among them and currently working an obstetrics rotation, no one asked for CC’s opinion because she was, and always would be, ‘little cuz’ even when she was eighty.

When Paige and Ollie called the kids in for bed and Lily promised bedtime stories, Bronte and Gretel were deep in conversation and Felix was checking his phone. James rose to open another bottle of wine. CC glanced into the kitchen and took in the explosion of dirty dishes and pots and pans that littered every surface.

‘Who wants to help me wash up?’ Silence greeted her. ‘James?’

He turned, bottle in hand, his face a study of dismay. ‘This place needs a dishwasher. We’ll do them in the morning.’

CC envisaged hungover adults, hungry children and no clean dishes. She started stacking plates. ‘It won’t take long.’

‘Washing up for two doesn’t take long. Washing up for sixteen will take at least half an hour. The kids should be helping,’ James said stubbornly.

CC was thrown back in time to when a teenage James would spend ten minutes arguing about why it wasn’t his turn to wash up. She supposed it had been good practice for a career in the law.

‘While you dry, you can fill me in on work,’ she said. She had little interest in James’s work, but knew he loved to talk about it. ‘Gretel said you’re now head of Wills and Estates?’

James smiled and picked up the tea towel. ‘And a named partner. Do you have a will, CC?’

‘Not yet.’

‘You should.’

‘My car’s twenty years old, I don’t own a house, and I have a whopping HECs debt. I really don’t need one.’

‘You say that, but you’d be surprised. Besides, making a will is a helpful guide for those who love you. It’s a roadmap when they’re grieving and not thinking straight. The least you can do is give them the relief that they’re following your wishes rather than guessing at them.’

‘I suppose when you put it that way …’

‘I even got Lily to make one.’ He smiled. ‘We could do yours this weekend.’

CC laughed. ‘Can I afford that?’

‘I’ll give you the family discount.’

When the kitchen had been restored to order and the table set for breakfast, Lily breezed into the room. ‘OMG! Come outside. The moon’s amazing!’

Ollie had lit the fire and circled chairs around the pit. Felix offered whisky—a tradition inherited from Bert—but CC stuck to amaretto, which Rosa and Nonna had preferred.

She raised her glass. ‘It’s so special to be here again, and an extra treat with all of us together. When did that last happen?’

‘Must be at least ten years,’ Lily said.

‘Nah, longer than that.’ Felix glanced at James. ‘Bert’s ninetieth birthday?’

‘James missed that,’ Ollie said, a hint of rebuke in his voice.

‘Leo missed that,’ Gretel said, defending James.

Bronte raised her brows at CC, who now regretted asking the question. ‘Here’s to not letting it be another decade then,’ she said.

Murmurs rolled in the night air and caught in the crackle and pop of the fire.

CC gazed up, revelling in the awe of nature. The night sky at Kooramook was both stunning and daunting in equal measure, although tonight’s full moon made stargazing tricky. All she could really see was the cloudy ribbon that gave the Milky Way its name.

‘James, you’ve told CC the news?’ Ollie said.

‘About his promotion?’ CC smiled. ‘Yes, it’s great.’ She raised her glass again. ‘Congratulations.’

‘Christ, James,’ Ollie muttered, one knee bouncing wildly.

James shifted in his seat and glared daggers at Ollie. ‘To be fair, I didn’t even know CC was coming. Anyway, you always say the shack is a business-free zone. In fact your email subject line was very specific. It said family weekend.’

Felix took a long sip of whisky, but despite his silence CC could hear him saying ‘literal James strikes again’.

‘It is a family weekend,’ Lily said, her face shining in the firelight and her hands clasped together. ‘A time to bond. Right, bros?’

‘Exactly,’ Ollie said. ‘And this involves the family.’

The tension between Ollie and James quashed CC’s night-sky-induced serenity and now some less than stellar childhood memories of the cousins fighting rose to the surface.

‘I can go inside if you need to discuss something private,’ she said.

‘I can’t believe you still haven’t told her,’ Ollie said. CC noticed Paige put her hand on his jiggling knee.

‘James has been flat out with work,’ Gretel said emphatically.

‘That is correct. And as executor of both wills, I have up to a year to inform the beneficiaries,’ James said in the pompous tone that always riled Ollie. He leaned around his wife so he was facing CC. ‘Gretel will back me up here. Your name’s on the top of next month’s to-do list.’

‘Ah, okay.’ CC had no idea what else to say. Her mind was sticking on ‘both wills’. What did that mean when only Leo had died? Had he left her something? It seemed unlikely. Her contact with him as a child had been sporadic; and as a young adult, the only interest of his she’d seemed to share was a love of books, although not the same books. Leo had collected first editions of British authors writing in the first half of the twentieth century—Hardy, HG Wells, DH Lawrence and George Orwell. Had he left her one of their books?

James cleared his throat. ‘You may not be aware, CC, but Bert’s will was very specific in regards to the shack. He knew Dad didn’t share his love of the place and that if he inherited it, he’d sell. So Bert’s estate couldn’t be wound up until Dad died. Now that’s happened, the shack has been left to all of us.’

CC’s brain struggled to comprehend the news. ‘Us? As in an us that includes me?’ Given she was unrelated to Bert other than distantly by his marriage to Rosa, she didn’t understand why she was named in the will.

James nodded. ‘That’s correct. You now own a fifth of the shack.’

Shock numbed her, but was quickly replaced by gratitude for an old man who’d recognised how important the Friend family was to her, and how those childhood summers at the shack had shaped and expanded her world. Now, not only was she tied to the cousins by precious memories of holidays past, there was the promise of many more wonderful times to come. It was the ultimate family glue.

She let out a squeal of delight. ‘This is the most incredible news!’

Ollie grinned at her. ‘The best.’


Chapter Two

At the shack, CC had always shared a bedroom with Lily, sleeping soundly in a narrow single bed under a green chenille bedspread and waking with the sun. Or with Lily hauling her out of bed in the middle of the night to gaze at the stars and moon, or in the pre-dawn darkness to watch the sun rise. Thankfully that hadn’t happened this morning. Between Lily’s snoring and restlessness and Maddi’s sleep-talking, CC’s sleep had been disrupted, but mostly she’d been awake trying to absorb the wonderful and unexpected inheritance.

As the early light filtered under the ill-fitting blind, she replayed the scene in her head, picturing everyone around the fire pit. Ollie’s wide grin, Paige’s smile, Felix’s nod—their happiness for her, for themselves. When she got to James, she struggled to recall his or Gretel’s expressions. Had James smiled? He wasn’t the most emotive of humans. His voice had been his usual no-nonsense tone, so she couldn’t read anything into that, which was reassuring. Wasn’t it?

Despite her joy, she couldn’t quite banish a niggle of concern. She hated that it had wriggled into position—it was ridiculous, there was absolutely no reason for it. She put it down to the fact that James was twelve years older than her and she’d never spent as much time with him so she didn’t know him as well. Once he’d gone to university, he’d rarely visited the shack.

Her musings had banished sleep and there seemed little point in staring at the old, stained ceiling, so she quietly picked up her bathers and wetsuit and padded out of the room. After dressing in the bathroom, she stepped out onto the deck and stood under an apricot-streaked sky, breathing deeply. This was one of oh-so-many reasons why she adored the shack—the vast sky above her that spread on forever towards the distant horizon. There was nothing better than an early-morning surf, although the hearty cooked breakfast that followed was a big drawcard—not that it had quite the same meditative qualities. Still, bacon!

Grabbing one of the many bodyboards that lay piled against the old shed, she jogged through the dunes to the shack’s almost private beach. It was a small cove that none of the tourists knew about and few Kooramook locals visited as the easiest access was from private property. It was rare for anyone to venture along the steep walk around the bluff—not even keen fishermen risked it, preferring easier coves for their catch.

CC stood for a moment gazing at the long, languid waves thumping the sand with a promise of a decent ride before elegantly withdrawing. She’d learned to swim in a Melbourne pool, but Ollie and Lily had taught her to respect the power of the ocean and how to escape a rip current. She was forever grateful, but was still a wuss when it came to entering the rimy Southern Ocean—she both tiptoed and hurdled in as if high steps and jumps would ease her way. It never did.

Today, in celebration of her inheritance, she plunged into a wave, yelping as a trickle of brine found an entry point and trailed a chill of icy water down her back. Blooded, she lined herself up for the next wave, jumping forward onto the board, kicking furiously. The wave caught her up and lifted her to its crest before dropping her down its face and rushing her into the shore. Exhilaration sang in every cell. When the sand stopped her with a loud crunch, she pushed up laughing and returned to do it again and again and again.

On her eighth landing she heard someone calling her name. Wiping hair and saltwater from her eyes, she recognised Ollie standing with his surfboard tucked under an arm.

‘Great morning,’ he said.

‘The best.’

‘When are you going to be a real surfer?’ he teased.

It was an old line without any bite. Ollie had the patience of a saint and, out of respect for that, CC had tried surfing many times with little success. She had also failed at skateboarding and snowboarding, eventually conceding that her balance or natural caution was the issue.

‘I am a real surfer,’ she said, elbowing him in the ribs. ‘It’s your definition that’s the problem.’

He laughed. ‘Fair enough. I’m just pleased you’re here.’

She checked his expression against the words. Of course that was warmth in his eyes, right? This was Ollie. But the unexpected need to check won out.

‘Are you sure you’re totally fine that Bert’s will includes me in the shack?’

‘Mate!’ His tone implied that he was offended she’d asked. ‘It’s golden. Hell, you love this place as much as we do. Why do you think I organised this weekend?’

Unease jabbed her. ‘So James isn’t happy about it?’

Ollie rolled his eyes. ‘Who ever knows with James.’

Her stomach dropped and her face must have betrayed her dismay because Ollie swore softly under his breath. ‘I was teasing. Of course he’s fine with it, but you know what he’s like. The law says he has a year to tell you, so in his head, as long as he does it within a year, he’s sweet. The rest of us thought you deserved to know sooner.’

A rush of warmth filled her. ‘Thank you.’

‘Too easy! But there’s nothing to thank. I wanted all of us together to celebrate. It’s pretty special, right? Bert knew how much we loved this place and now we can keep it going just like he wanted and continue to honour his legacy.’

CC’s memories of Rosa were far stronger than her memories of Bert, who had been as quiet and comfortable with long periods of silence as Rosa had been with noise and chatter. CC had spent many afternoons in the boat with Bert during which he’d hardly said fifty words and all of them had pertained to fishing. Some people had thought him taciturn, but CC had appreciated his aura of calmness and his gentle smile—two things that were replicated in Ollie.

From her first summer in Kooramook CC had loved all her cousins dearly, but it was Ollie who’d been the most inclusive, inviting her to join in most activities. The summer she was fourteen she’d crushed on him. If he’d noticed—and he would have been blind not to—he’d only ever behaved like a fun but responsible big brother and, unlike Felix, had never teased her about it.

Thankfully, her crush had quickly transferred onto Felix’s schoolfriend Dylan, who’d always spent a week at the shack. This hadn’t helped things with Felix, who was the same age as her and from day one had viewed her as competition and an adversary to be defeated. Now, years later, despite Felix no longer fearing CC would usurp his place in the family, the competitiveness between them still shone in any game. So much so that Ollie always insisted they be on the same team. ‘Be a force for good not evil,’ he’d say, although Lily and James complained that together CC and Felix were unbeatable.

Ollie squinted, checking out the waves. ‘I better head out so I’m back in time for the kids’ breakfast. I promised Paige a sleep-in.’

‘Take your time,’ CC said. ‘I’m happy to get brekky started.’

‘You sure?’

‘Totes. Besides, no one ever says no to my Nutella pancakes.’

He crooked a brow. ‘Want to risk something on that?’

It was the standard Friend dare and she chose the easiest option. ‘Absolutely. Five bucks to prove you wrong.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Nah, you know the rules. It needs to be something other than money.’

‘A Mars bar.’

‘Doctor Cilento, the last of the big spenders.’

‘Hey, have you seen my HECs debt?’

She gave him a gentle shove towards the water before running to the beach steps—her beach steps—with excitement fizzing through her. As soon as she reached the house, the urge to tell her mother the monumental news had her reaching for her phone and checking the reception. Two bars! This was a miracle as the shack was in a hollow and rarely connected to the Kooramook tower. Hoping it would hold, she made the call.

‘CC?’ Anji’s agitation rushed down the phone. ‘What’s wrong? Has something happened?’

The tension clawed at CC and she blew out a breath. ‘Mum, chill! Why do you always think something’s wrong?’

‘Because it’s seven o’clock in the morning! Because you never call when you’re at the shack.’

CC tried not to hear criticism and failed. ‘Only because the reception’s hit and miss down here and it might fall out at any moment.’

‘I know. And you’re always busy catching up and having fun, which is the point. So why are you calling now?’ her mother said reasonably.

The balloon of chagrin deflated. ‘Okay, fair call. Sorry, Mum. I’m calling because I’ve got great news.’

‘You asked them about living there during your Portland rotation?’

In all the excitement, CC had forgotten about that. ‘No, better! Bert’s left me one fifth of the shack!’

‘What?’ Now her mother sounded as dumbfounded as CC had been the night before. ‘How? He’s been dead for years.’

‘It’s some complicated will thing. Until Leo died, Bert’s estate couldn’t be fully settled, but he’s left the shack to the five of us! I hardly slept last night trying to process it. It’s so unexpected that I keep pinching myself, but at the same time it’s so perfect, because the cuzzies are—’ She stopped herself from saying ‘the siblings I never had’ for fear of upsetting her mother. ‘They’re as excited as I am.’

There was silence on the line.

‘Mum?’

‘Sorry, darling. I’m just taking it all in. That’s wonderful news. I know how much you adore it down there.’

‘I do, and now I don’t have to wait to be invited. I can come whenever I like, so we can plan a visit.’

‘We?’ Her mother sounded tentative.

‘Yes, we! You and me. We can have a mother and daughter weekend.’

‘That sounds … What a lovely idea. But can it really just be the two of us? The shack always sounds like a passing parade of Friends.’

CC laughed. ‘In all senses of the word.’ She heard the low rumble of voices behind closed doors. ‘Sorry, Mum, I’m on breakfast duty so gotta go. Love you, talk soon.’

CC dived through the shower, whipped up some pancake batter and set Rosa’s caffettiera bubbling on the stove. It surprised her that none of the cousins had bought a coffee machine; then again, supporting the local Making the Drop cafe so it stayed open was a new tradition. Kooramook didn’t get the tourist numbers like Lorne did, and even there business owners struggled to stay solvent out of season.

Felix emerged from a bedroom wearing an old school hoodie and tartan pyjama pants. ‘Coffee smells great, but it makes Bronte barf. Got any ginger tea?’

CC opened cupboards. ‘Peppermint any good?’

‘Peppermint’s fine,’ Bronte said, sliding onto a stool next to Felix. ‘Any dry biscuits?’

CC passed Bronte the peppermint tea and the biscuit barrel. ‘I’m so excited this inheritance news means I’ll be down here making sandcastles and memories with your little one.’

‘We’re looking forward to that too. It’s just …’ Felix exchanged a look with Bronte.

‘What?’ CC asked.

‘We love it down here, but as much as we love the shack and the story of Bert building it piece by piece, it’s sixty years old and showing its age.’ Felix gesticulated wildly in a manner reminiscent of Rosa. ‘The downpipes are corroded, the mice have way too many entry points, and have you been here in winter?’

‘The wind whips through every crack, making the place unin-habitable,’ Bronte said. ‘These days caravans are more luxurious.’

Felix looked straight at CC. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m totally over sharing a room and fighting for use of the bathroom.’

CC laughed. ‘I thought you blokes had the lemon tree.’ When Felix didn’t crack a smile she said, ‘But isn’t it all part of the fun?’

‘For the kids maybe, but we’re thirty and Ollie snores like a freight train. Bronte and I reckon it’s time for a purpose-built holiday house that meets all our needs.’

CC’s skin itched with surprise and an ache pulsed deep inside her. ‘Are you saying pull down the shack?’

Felix’s eyes lit up. ‘Exactly. I’ve designed enough houses for other people to know what works and what—’

‘Morning.’ James marched into the kitchen, car fob key in hand. ‘Gretel needs coffee so I’m doing a cafe run. Who wants what?’

CC pointed to the stove. ‘There’s coffee in the pot.’

James eyed it with suspicion. ‘Think we’ll stick to barista made.’

‘We could get a coffee machine,’ Felix said. ‘Then you could make your double shot extra hot soy latte here.’

‘We could.’ James’s agreement lacked enthusiasm. ‘There are a lot of things we could do. We need to talk—’

‘Is that coffee? Thank God!’ A bleary-eyed, wild-haired Lily staggered into the kitchen looking like she’d barely slept.

CC poured her a coffee and set about making a fresh brew.

‘Drank too much last night, did we?’ James said dryly.

Lily threw him a cold stare. ‘I drank less than you. You know I’ve always struggled with sleep.’

‘Have you?’ James sounded genuinely surprised.

‘Yes,’ Lily said indignantly. ‘And it’s taken years to work out why.’

‘Sleep apnoea?’ CC said, thinking about Lily’s snoring.

Lily shook her head. ‘ADHD.’

James scoffed and Felix rolled his eyes. CC appreciated that neither brother had said ‘here we go’.

She poured Lily a glass of water, knowing that if she did have ADHD it would be more beneficial in helping her wake up than an espresso. But mostly she did it so she could school her face into a neutral expression. The current trend of women self-diagnosing with ADHD based on Instagram and TikTok posts was worrying. Unfortunately, Lily was a prime candidate to believe the spiel.

CC adored Lily, and as a child had initially thought she was the older sister she’d never had. However, it hadn’t taken long to realise that in many ways she was wiser than Lily and it had been CC who put the brakes on activities that risked limbs, if not life. Lily was a very different personality from her brothers. Unlike James and Felix, she hadn’t chosen a career carving out a dedicated path and reaping financial rewards along the way. Nor had she done a trade like Ollie. She’d started three different degrees and finished none. After uni, she’d flitted between a variety of jobs—cafe cook, front of house greeter, disability support worker, and a very short-lived stint in a call centre. Leo and Julia had valued money and prestige, so they’d struggled with Lily’s lack of ambition and the low-paying jobs that turned housing from stable to unstable in one pay period. They’d used their networks to find ‘more suitable’—their words—jobs for her, trying unsuccessfully to mould Lily into a ‘corporate lackey’—Lily’s words. But Lily had been miserable. She was far more suited to wearing boho than Melbourne black, and she totally rocked a crocheted vest.

CC knew there had been a period a year earlier when Lily had turned in on herself and been very low. She had moved to the shack and worked cleaning holiday rentals and troubleshooting for absent Airbnb hosts as well as making soaps and hand creams, which she sold at various markets in the district. She’d joined the Food Rescue program, donating Rosa and Bert’s olives, apples, peaches, nectarines and mulberries, and after two months had declared the ‘passive halotherapy’ of living in Kooramook to be regenerative. CC thought the lifestyle suited her and had hoped Lily would move permanently, but eight months later she’d abruptly returned to Melbourne.

‘When did you get your official ADHD diagnosis?’ CC asked, almost pushing the glass of water into Lily’s free hand.

‘What do you mean by official?’

‘A report that came out of your testing for ADHD,’ CC clarified.

‘Testing?’ A confused look crossed Lily’s face. ‘I had a telehealth appointment with a psychiatrist who’s an ADHD expert. I told him I’ve always had trouble concentrating, how I’m always losing my phone, forgetting appointments and I struggle to focus. He agreed that I had ADHD and said my difficult year probably wasn’t anxiety and depression like my GP said, but ADHD. He prescribed Ritalin.’

CC’s gut churned at such a fast diagnosis given over a video call, and yet Lily did have some trademark ADHD symptoms. ‘Have you noticed any difference since you started taking the meds?’

Lily downed the water, then picked up the coffee pot despite it not having finished brewing. ‘It’s only been a few days but I feel fantastic!’

CC couldn’t quite match the thrashing in bed and the shadows under Lily’s eyes with her statement. But she wasn’t Lily’s doctor so all she could do was suggest she keep her follow-up appointment. Before she could say as much, the children rushed into the kitchen with cries of ‘I’m starving!’ and ‘Can we have bacon?’

Bronte stood quickly and rushed out of the room. Felix called after her, ‘I’ll bring you toast.’

Lily asked James for a half-decaf, half-regular extra hot coffee with coconut milk, then lost herself in her phone.

Ollie walked into the kitchen, his hair still damp from the outside shower. Like Felix, he was wearing shack-chic—a pair of very faded shorts and an old Silverchair T-shirt with a frayed collar. James asked him if he wanted a coffee.

‘No, thanks, Jimmy-boy. I’ll stick with the caffettiera.’

James grunted and walked out the back door.

‘Nutella pancakes, Maddi?’ CC asked, flipping two onto a plate.

‘No way! They’re so not healthy!’ Maddi stomped to the fruit bowl, grabbed a banana and left the room.

‘I don’t eat pancakes,’ Blake said. ‘Are there Froot Loops?’

Ollie laughed. ‘CC, I think you owe me a Mars bar.’

Archie and his siblings chanted, ‘Pancakes! Pancakes! We want pancakes!’

Ollie clapped his hands once, the sound reverberating like a shot. ‘Quiet, you lot. And sit, or it’ll be a school morning breakfast.’ Silence ensued and he flicked on the stove. ‘Blake, I’ll make you French toast, and there’s pancakes and bacon for everyone else after you’ve eaten some fruit. Then you can take the mums their breakfasts, and after that the tide will be low enough to rock-pool ramble. Then after lunch we’ll—’

‘Factor in a family meeting this afternoon,’ Felix said, buttering toast. ‘James wants one.’

Had James said that? CC tried to remember exactly who had said what during the conversation bingo.

Ollie’s smiling mouth flattened. ‘It’s a waste of good weather and a bit rough on the kids.’

‘Surely they can watch a movie or play a game for half an hour,’ Felix said.

Ollie snorted. ‘Says the bloke with no kids.’

‘Yet,’ Felix ground out.

‘Half an hour?’ Lily laughed. ‘This is James we’re talking about. It’ll take him that long to outline the agenda.’ She stuck a spoon in the Nutella jar then shoved it in her mouth.

‘Are you sure James wanted a meeting this weekend?’ CC asked Felix. ‘Last night he said the shack was a business-free zone.’

The skin around Felix’s eyes tightened. ‘Like Ollie said last night, we’re all here so it makes sense to discuss things.’

‘Wath thort of things?’ Lily asked around the lump of Nutella.

Felix sighed in a way that said ‘I love you dearly but’ … ‘Everything to do with the shack.’

Lily swallowed. ‘We’ve never done it before.’

‘It was never ours before,’ Felix said, an edge to his voice. ‘Now that it is, we need to consider things like the rates and—’

‘Oh, chillax,’ Lily said airily. ‘James will look after all that.’

CC recognised the flush rising up Felix’s neck and pinking his jaw. She’d seen it many times before—the first being when they were seven and she’d beaten him at Skip-Bo. It always heralded an explosion that left few people standing.

She vaulted into peacemaker mode. ‘A meeting’s a good idea, but I think James has a point about keeping the shack a business-free zone. Why don’t we preserve our weekend and plan for a dedicated Zoom meeting one night soon?’

Ollie squeezed CC’s shoulder. ‘Great idea. Lily, you right to handle that?’

Lily stuck out her tongue at the implication that she was technophobic. ‘Have phone, can Zoom.’

‘Felix?’ CC asked.

But he’d stalked out of the kitchen holding a plate of toast.


Chapter Three

After dinner and a rousing game of Pictionary—Felix, CC, Maddi and Leyton blitzed it, leaving scorched earth in their wake—Ollie offered to take anyone who wanted to go fishing out in Bert’s old Streaker early in the morning.

Gretel sounded horrified when Blake expressed interest. ‘Isn’t it forty years old? Are you sure it’s seaworthy?’

‘Of course it is,’ Paige said. ‘Ollie takes our kids out in it all the time.’

‘It’s registered and I give it a complete overhaul every year,’ Ollie said patiently. ‘I wouldn’t risk my life or anyone else’s. I’ve got comms, everyone wears a PFD and I never go out in rough weather.’

‘Ollie’s a good sailor,’ James said. ‘I have no problem with Blake going if he really wants to bait hooks.’

Blake’s face scrunched in distaste. ‘Yuck. No thanks.’

The parents, and soon-to-be parents, drifted off to bed, blaming flagging early on a day of sun and surf. By ten the house was quiet and CC was doing a final wipe-down of the kitchen when Lily appeared wearing an off-the-shoulder Indian print maxi dress, the green hues making her eyes sparkle. In a classic case of random collision of genetic material, Lily and Ollie had inherited Bert’s green eyes; otherwise the southern Italian genes dominated, as they had with James and Leo. It was only Felix who shared his mother’s hazel eyes, pale skin and fair hair.

‘Let’s go,’ Lily said.

As familiar as the statement was, it didn’t hint at the destination. ‘Go where?’

‘It’s Saturday night. Where do you think?’

CC tried not to sigh. She was in holiday mode and as such hadn’t bothered to blow-dry her hair after her pre-dinner surf. ‘I’m hardly pub ready.’

Lily laughed. ‘Of course you are.’

‘I’m in happy pants!’

‘Exactly.’ Lily removed the sponge from CC’s hand, then thrust her handbag at her. ‘Put on some lippy and you’re good to go.’

Experience had taught CC that attempting to refuse Lily only delayed the inevitable. She pulled her wayward hair up in a knot, spritzed some perfume, swiped on cherry red lipstick and slid her feet into her Birkies.

Lily gave her the full top-to-toe sweep before pushing CC’s old linen shirt off one shoulder. ‘Now you’re vibing it.’

CC laughed. ‘Yeah, right. I had more luck in the dunes as a teenager than I’ve ever had at the pub.’

‘That’s because you overthink everything.’

Did she? CC tried shaking off the thought, putting it down to another unsubstantiated ‘Lily-ism’, but as they walked the eight hundred metres to the pub, it refused to budge.

It was a still, clear night and the moon lit their way as they strolled to the soundtrack of the chirrups and squeaks of ring-tailed possums and other nocturnal animals. Lily suddenly squealed in delight and ran off the road to squat at the base of an old tree.

CC was used to this sort of thing—Lily had eagle eyes for the gold of roadside junk. She was always bringing things back to the shack; her best finds to date were a six-pack of unopened beer cans, a sprocket set she’d gifted to Ollie and the complete set of Penguin Classics paperbacks.

‘What have you found this time?’ CC asked.

‘Come and look.’

CC picked her way through the long grass until she was peering over Lily’s shoulder. A bright green shimmering light, of almost radioactive intensity, lit up the old tree stump in a spectacular display of bioluminescence.

‘Wow! That’s incredible. What is it?’

Lily’s face creased in a wide smile. ‘Ghost mushrooms! I saw this crop this afternoon but I wasn’t sure if they were ghost or not. In daylight they look a lot like oyster mushrooms, but at night they do this. Lucky I didn’t pick them for the risotto.’

A wave of nausea hit CC at the thought of eating poisonous mushrooms. ‘I’m glad you checked.’

‘I know my way around shrooms. Even if I’d used them, these babies won’t kill you, just give you some solid cramps and make you chuck. Handy for cheating lovers and annoying brothers.’

CC laughed. ‘Remind me never to cross you.’

Lily pushed to her feet, grinning. ‘You’re safe. Come on, I could murder a drink.’

The Kooramook pub had been built in 1925 as a shack for intrepid recreational fishermen prepared to make the journey in unsprung vehicles along rough and corrugated roads. Over the years it had been expanded and renovated many times, but it still occupied its original location, nestled between dense bush of stringybarks, messmates, prickly moses and blackwoods, and overlooking a golden beach and thousands of kilometres of blue-grey Southern Ocean. In today’s world there was no way building permission would be granted so close to the dunes, but the title was grandfathered, which was likely the reason the pub was still operating when other businesses in Kooramook frequently failed. An enormous deck dotted with umbrellas and picnic tables crossed the front of the old weatherboard building, maximising the view, and a huge glass wall connected the deck to the original pub and an open fire—a real drawcard in winter. During the summer months the pub catered for the PFMs, but it still retained its country roots, serving the locals who were the backbone of the business. Any talk of removing ‘Roast of the Day with Five Veg’ from the menu or banishing the Friday-night meat raff le risked riots. Although a few of the younger blokes in the district now drank the craft beer brewed onsite.

Fifty metres from the entrance CC and Lily were greeted by the bass beat of the pub band playing a banger from the nineties. They pushed open the old door with its gold lettering of Dining Room stencilled across the glass, and music and yelled conversations blasted around them. CC longed for the peace of the shack.

‘I’ll find a table, you get the drinks,’ Lily instructed.

CC didn’t argue—she was earning decent money and lacked a social life to spend it. The bar wasn’t too crowded and she was served quickly. The young bartender recommended the tropical punch beer. Without really thinking CC agreed, then immediately spied a bottle of her favourite pinot gris and was flooded with buyer’s remorse. She carried the condensing cans of boutique beer away from the bar and glanced around, looking for Lily.

A few people writhed on the pocket-square dance floor, urging the fifty-year-old guitarist to attempt a knee slide. CC was instantly reminded that there was always something awkward about being sober in a crowd of well-lubricated people. Unlike them, she could only see the slide in terms of ligament tears and a fractured patella.

A group of men were gathered in a corner and CC recognised the bloke in the middle from the Kooramook Facebook page—Jacko Sampson, AFL star. He and his wife were as close to celebrities as the village got. No wonder the pub was heaving.

‘CC!’ Lily was waving from a bar stool positioned next to an enormous barrel that doubled as a table. Her eyes lit up when she saw the brightly decorated pink, orange, blue and green can of beer. ‘Good for you!’

CC had no idea what she was talking about. ‘Good for me how exactly?’

‘For breaking away from wine and embracing the drink of the common man.’

CC took a slug of the beer and almost gagged on the sweetness. ‘Do you see any blokes here drinking girly beer like this?’

But Lily’s expression stayed serious. ‘You know what I mean.’

CC really didn’t, but like many things with Lily she’d learned not to dig too deep lest Lily tell her she was too Italian, too career-driven and far too serious in working for the man. They’d shared that conversation too many times before and CC didn’t want things to head there or into big pharma territory. Although, if Lily was now taking Ritalin, CC wondered how she would justify it, but she really didn’t want to find out. She was planning to turn the conversation back to Lily—always a safer option—when her cousin’s gaze drifted and she tensed.

CC turned to see who Lily was looking at, but in the crowd it was difficult to tell. ‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

Lily blinked like someone whose hypnotic trance had just been broken. ‘Absolutely. It’s so great that you’re now officially part of the shack. You can come down whenever you want.’

The low buzz of excitement that had been part of CC for twenty-four hours fizzed again. ‘I know! And the timing couldn’t be better. I’m doing a rotation in Portland soon and I was thinking it might be more fun to stay at the shack than the house the hospital provides.’

Lily’s brow wrinkled slightly. ‘You sure? The shack’s an igloo in winter.’

‘By all reports, so’s the Portland house.’

‘But it’s closer to the hospital. You need to be careful.’

CC was struck by the oddness of Lily being cautious. ‘Did something happen when you were living here last winter?’

Lily shuddered and took a long draught of her beer. ‘Black ice and fog. The guardrail was the only thing that stopped me going over the side.’

‘Oh God. That sounds scary.’

Lily nodded, then instantly brightened. ‘Show me the photos you took today.’

CC opened her phone and handed it to Lily, who swiped over the images murmuring her appreciation of them, before sending the best of the family shots to her own phone.

‘Now, let’s find you a man,’ she said.

‘No, thank you,’ CC said firmly.

Lily raised her brows. ‘Woman then?’

CC shook her head. ‘This weekend’s all about us and I want to catch up with you. Besides, right now I’m not looking.’

Lily was still holding CC’s phone and she swiped back to the home page. Damn it! CC knew by her cousin’s grin that she’d spied the dating apps.

‘And she lies and lies. Now let’s see …’ Lily’s fingers flew across the screen.

‘Lily!’ CC thrust out her hand, demanding the return of her phone. ‘I do not want to meet anyone tonight.’

But despite the terse tone, Lily ignored her. The phone pinged with a familiar notification.

‘Seriously, Lily. The phone. Now!’

Lily handed back the device, saying, ‘You’re welcome,’ then walked away as a bloke approached.

CC wanted to slide under the table. Hell, she wanted the ocean to throw up a tsunami and drag her away—anything to get her out of this excruciating situation. Then she recognised the bartender who’d served her, and relief kept her in her seat. This wasn’t a match—he was a decade younger than her. He was only here to clear away glasses.

‘Hey.’ He slid onto the vacant stool.

‘Ah …hi?’ Confused, CC pushed her empty beer can towards him.

His lips parted in a smile and he leaned forward. ‘I’m on a break. Fancy a walk on the beach?’

She was instantly thrown back to when she was sixteen and an invitation to walk along the beach was code for making out in the dunes. She tried hard not to sigh. ‘You do know I’m at least ten years older than you, right?’

He shrugged and this time his smile resembled a leer. ‘Yeah, but you’re hot.’

It was a long time since anyone had told CC she was hot, but she wasn’t a teen anymore and the statement no longer resembled a compliment.

She peered at his name badge. ‘Thanks, Jesse, but I don’t think so.’

His bottom lip curled. ‘Then why did you swipe right?’

She rolled her hands palms up, hoping for understanding. ‘I didn’t. It was my cousin—she got to my phone. I’m sorry for wasting your time.’

He gave her an assessing look and CC saw the moment he decided she wasn’t worth the effort. Pulling out his phone, he walked away. CC assumed he was searching for someone else to invite to the dunes.

She needed another drink, but as the band was also on a break the bar was two deep and she didn’t want to leave the barrel table and risk losing it. She texted Lily: Come back!

While she waited she used the time to read a medical journal article from her never-ending ‘must read’ list. She was deep in the research about the link between autism and antenatal nutrition when she heard someone say, ‘CC?’

She looked up in surprise and came face to face with the keyboard player and lead singer from the band. He was holding a glass of white wine in one hand and a beer stubbie in the other. Perhaps it was her who-the-heck-are-you expression or her lack of acknowledgement that she was CC, but as he placed the glass of wine in front of her, he added, ‘It’s from Lily.’

When she stayed silent he pointed his stubbie towards the deck. ‘She’s the tall woman over there.’

Lily waved. CC groaned, and the bloke looked a little taken aback.

‘Lily’s my third cousin,’ CC said by way of explanation.

Confusion crossed his features, scrunching his ski-jump nose. ‘So you know her?’

‘I do. Ten minutes ago she was sitting here.’ CC indicated the seat he was standing behind.

‘Okay …’ He glanced towards Lily, then back at CC. ‘Third cousin. That’s pretty far removed, right? So you’re dating and this is a romantic gesture?’

‘No, we are not dating.’

He flinched at her tone and rubbed his jaw. ‘She wants to date you?’

CC sighed. ‘Lily’s on a mission to set me up with someone tonight. When I rejected the bartender, you must have been her next victim. Sorry.’

He pushed back a flop of dark blond hair. ‘So you’re not gay?’

‘Nope. Or bi. I’m also not looking.’

In her peripheral vision CC saw Lily giving her two thumbs up. Lily had even less of an idea than she did about who was perfect for her, and a musician who looked like a surfer was not it. Still, an idea bloomed.

‘If you’ve got time before your next set, I’d appreciate it if you sat down and drank your beer,’ she said. ‘That way Lily might just back off and leave me in peace for the rest of the night.’

He laughed and CC caught a glimpse of straight white teeth. Then he stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Tom. Tom Greely. What’s CC short for?’

‘Cecilia, but I’m only called that when I’ve seriously ticked off my mother.’ She shook Tom’s hand, matching the firmness of his grip, then raised her glass and took a sip, savouring the fresh and fruity flavours. At least Lily had bought one of her favourite wines. ‘So, Tom Greely, is life in the band all sex, drugs and rock’n’roll?’

He tilted his head to the side and again his hair flopped forward. He pushed it back. ‘It’s more like free beer, limiting “Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again” to once a set and taking Beroccas the next morning.’ His grin revealed a dimple in each cheek. ‘My mother’s horrified. She paid a shirt-load of money for me to learn classical piano.’

CC laughed. ‘So there’s a day job?’

‘Oh, yeah. That’s where the drugs come in.’

Was this bloke seriously telling her he was a drug dealer? She took in his tanned face, longish sun-streaked hair and golden stubble—classic look of a bloke who spent a lot of time at the beach. Despite the professional surfing community being anti-drugs, she knew recreational drug use on the coast continued to be higher than the state average.

He gave her a ‘gotcha’ smile. ‘No need to panic, CC. I’m a pharmacist at the Portland hospital.’

Her cheeks fried with embarrassment and she gulped her wine. ‘You got me good.’

‘Yeah, I couldn’t resist. By the way, don’t ever play poker.’

‘Actually, I’m pretty good at poker because I know I’m in the game,’ she said, recovering her equilibrium.

He ducked his head as if dodging the lob and sipped his beer. ‘What about you? What do you do when you’re not being set up by Lily?’

‘I’m about to start my training in rural and remote medicine, but I’m struggling with what to specialise in. Right now I’m tossing up between obstetrics and emergency.’

Genuine interest crossed his face. ‘I can see some crossover there. Both come with an adrenaline rush.’

She couldn’t believe he got it. ‘Right? I love both, but at some point I need to make a decision.’

‘Where are you working?’

‘I’m currently doing an obstetrics rotation in Geelong, but I’m coming to Portland soon.’

‘You move around a lot?’

She shrugged. ‘At the moment anyway. My friends are scattered all over pursuing their specialisations. Thank God some are getting married because weddings are our only chance to catch up IRL.’

He smiled. ‘Well, you now know one person in Portland.’

‘I guess I do.’

‘Tom! Move your ass,’ the guitarist yelled.

‘No rest for the lead singer.’ He drained his beer and stood. ‘Thanks for the chat, and this time “Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again” is for you.’

She laughed. ‘Smooth.’

He grinned. ‘Always. See you round, CC.’

She watched him lope to the keyboard, all long legs and easy grace—the complete opposite of the A-type personalities she dated. He positioned the harmonica rack and, to the hoots of the crowd, launched into the wailing prelude of Australian Crawl’s ‘The Boys Light Up’. Lighters appeared, flashing on each time ‘up’ was sung. Given the weatherboard building, CC wondered why the pub’s owners hadn’t banned the song.

Lily slid back onto the bar stool, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed and questions written all over her face. ‘So?’

‘So, don’t ever do that to me again,’ CC said. Disappointment pulled at Lily’s mouth. ‘But Tom’s great.’

Five minutes wasn’t long enough for CC to agree or disagree, but even if she had been hit by lightning the moment she’d laid eyes on Tom—and she hadn’t—she wouldn’t have told Lily given how she’d gone about setting her up.

‘You know him?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ Lily said easily. ‘I know everyone. I lived here, remember?’

‘Did you date him?’ CC surprised herself by wanting more information.

Lily laughed. ‘He’s a bit young for me, but perfect for you to have some fun with.’

Memories of past dating disasters sank CC’s stomach. ‘Meaning he’s a commitment-phobe like most of the blokes I date?’

Lily made a tutting sound. ‘Sounds like your chakras are out of balance. Lucky I always travel with my crystals—tomorrow morning at dawn we’ll meditate on the beach.’

‘Meditate?’ CC had never known Lily to sit still long enough to meditate, but there was no judgement because she struggled to do it herself. Whenever she tried, her mind immediately launched itself into overdrive.

‘You know, CC, you really need to look beyond the paradigm of illness—’

A woman’s voice cut across Lily’s. ‘I told you to go. Why are you still here?’

‘Same as you,’ Lily ground out. ‘Enjoying a drink.’

Lily’s usually soft eyes sparked like flint, and antagonism circled her. The controlled anger was at odds with a woman who was at ease with chaos in ways CC never was, and she turned to see who’d set it in motion. She came face to face with a woman in her mid-forties, her mouth bracketed by deep lines that were now set hard. Although she was dressed in similar clothes to Lily, the woman carried more weight so the overall effect lacked the style Lily so effortlessly conveyed.

‘Can I help you?’ CC asked.

The woman ignored her, keeping her gaze fixed on Lily. ‘We had an agreement.’

Lily shrugged. ‘You made a statement. I didn’t agree.’

‘You signed a contract! This is our town, our pub. You don’t belong here.’

Lily kept her gaze fixed on the woman and slowly sipped her beer.

A contract? CC glanced between them, uncertain as to exactly what was going on, but unable to stop her rising anger at the unknown woman’s entitlement.

‘Last time I looked, no one owned Kooramook,’ she said. ‘And unless you’re management, you don’t reserve the right to anything to do with this pub.’

‘This has nothing to do with you,’ the woman hissed.

A man stepped in close and gave Lily a quick nod before placing his hand on the other woman’s back as if to turn her away. ‘Trina, the Morellis are waiting.’

‘I see you’ve still got your head stuck firmly in the sand, Chris,’ Lily said, her tone conversational. ‘Sadly, it’s only a matter of time before she spits you out too.’

‘Be fair, Lily,’ Chris said wearily. ‘Trina, let’s go.’

‘No! She’s the one who leaves!’ Trina leaned forward, raising her arm. Chris caught it a second before it would have struck Lily.

Lily leaned back, but she crossed her arms. ‘I’m your worst nightmare, Trina, and I’m not going anywhere.’

Trina twisted away from Chris and lunged.

Without thinking, CC pushed herself between the two women to stop a full-on brawl. Suddenly every nerve ending in her face exploded in pain, recording the sting of an open palm to her cheek. Her hands flew up to block any more blows but none came.

As Chris hurried away a screeching Trina, CC heard the howl of the harmonica and realised the band was now playing Paul Kelly’s ‘Dumb Things’. Most people had joined in, belting out the chorus, but a few folk had noticed the kerfuff le and were looking on with expressions that ranged from open interest to judgement and disgust.

CC, who never sought the limelight, gave in to her overwhelming desire to flee. ‘Let’s go home.’

Instead, Lily pushed a cold can of beer onto CC’s face. ‘Sorry about that. You okay?’

‘I … um … I will be.’ The cold soothed the burn, but CC was struck by how Lily was brushing off a violent act as if it was no big deal—as if she was familiar with it. She had a thousand questions, but none she wanted to ask Lily in the noise and crush of the pub, or where anyone else could overhear. She repeated her request to leave.

‘You go,’ Lily said. ‘I’m not giving that control freak the satisfaction.’

CC glanced around but couldn’t see the couple. ‘I think they’ve left.’

Lily shrugged and CC realised that the information wasn’t enough to change her cousin’s mind.

‘Are you sure?’ she checked. ‘It means we’ll both be walking home alone.’

Lily laughed. ‘The only danger is tripping over a wombat or a lost koala.’

She turned and drifted back to the deck in a way only Lily could, and was instantly absorbed by a group.

CC stared after her. Lily preached peace and tranquillity, and inside the family she was known for avoiding all disharmony. What the hell had happened to make her the target of a very angry woman? And more to the point, why was she unfazed by it?


Chapter Four

The next morning, CC groggily surfaced from a deep sleep at the sound of creaking floorboards. In the dim light she saw that Lily was up and dressed.

‘What time is it?’ she asked.

‘Six thirty.’

‘Ugh.’ She fell back on the pillows, craving sleep. Lily had woken her at midnight when she’d arrived home from the pub. ‘Why are you up so early?’

‘Going mushrooming before the heat.’

‘It’s barely light.’

‘I’m seizing the day.’

‘Really? I thought after last night you’d be—’

‘Be what?’

‘The incident at the pub?’

Lily rolled her eyes. ‘That’s just Trina being Trina. See you at breakfast with fresh shrooms.’

Before CC could say anything more, Lily walked out of the room.

As promised, breakfast was mushrooms on toast. CC was surprised that none of the cousins seemed concerned that Lily had picked the fungi rather than purchasing them.

Felix laughed when he caught her checking a website on her phone to confirm that the saffron milk caps were safe and the ones on the chopping board matched the photo.

‘She hasn’t poisoned us yet,’ he said.

‘Good to know.’ CC eyed the orange fungi, wondering if the colour was nature’s warning. ‘When did she get into foraging mushrooms?’

‘You know Lily. This particular obsession started last year when she was living down here. She’s convinced they cure everything from obesity to cancer, but going on previous form her mushroom fixation will be replaced by something else soon enough.’ He handed CC a plate. ‘Come on, hurry up and eat. The tennis comp starts in ten and I plan to wipe you off the court.’

She reverted to their childhood behaviour and poked her tongue out at him. ‘Dream on, mate. You’ll choke on my spin.’

Ollie had devised a tennis round robin where the doubles partnerships consisted of one child and one adult, and no pairings from the same nuclear family. CC was matched with Blake, who apparently preferred playing Roblox on his phone to tennis. CC had seen him down by the tea tree waving his device about, but lucky for her the hit-and-miss mobile coverage was mostly miss today. Ultimately, the grand final came down to them playing Felix and Maddi. It was an epic battle with a tiebreak that lasted twenty minutes. At 20-18, CC and Blake prevailed and were declared the summer champions.

Lily, the energiser bunny who’d been knocked out in the first round, immediately suggested they all walk into Kooramook to visit the local historical society.

Maddi declared the idea to be ‘Bor-ring!’ and badgered Gretel into driving her to Portland to go shopping. CC was confident that when Maddi had googled ‘Portland’, she hadn’t specified Victoria. The tween was going to be very disappointed when she discovered that unlike Portland, Oregon, USA, there was no Apple Store, Gucci or Louis Vuitton. The Reject Shop was unlikely to cut it.

When Bronte and Felix opted for afternoon naps, CC begged off the walk too, citing exhaustion after working ten days straight. She lay in the hammock and tried settling into one of the paperbacks she’d plucked off the bookshelf. But the traumas of Australians forced to work on the Burma railway during World War Two was so at odds with the beautiful day and her euphoria that she gave in to the gentle sway of the hammock and let sleep pull her under.

The chortling of a magpie broke open her dream—one of the cousins all walking arm in arm along the beach—and she surfaced, feeling a delicious chill on her hot skin from the sea breeze that had kicked up like it did most afternoons. She stretched her arms above her head and sighed, embracing the feeling the shack always gave her—no guilt and the freedom to do whatever she wanted, which often included doing nothing at all.

She lifted her hat from her head and immediately startled, her fast intake of breath making her cough. James stood next to the hammock, his dark brown eyes boring into her.

‘Bloody hell, James. You gave me a fright.’

His forehead creased in a frown. ‘That wasn’t my intention.’

CC struggled to sit up, her sleep-fuddled brain working hard to kickstart. ‘Did you want the hammock?’

‘God, no.’ James sat in a plastic outdoor chair facing her and stretched out his long legs. ‘My physio says they’re the worst thing for my back.’

He lapsed into silence and CC took a long drink from her water bottle. With his family out, she’d thought James would be enjoying some unexpected down time. Then again, he wasn’t exactly known for his Zen. CC found it easy to be herself around Lily, Ollie and Felix, whereas James’s personality—his need to be specific and to correct all inaccuracies—contributed to the slight tension she experienced whenever she was in his company. Why was he here?

‘Did you want another hit of tennis?’ she asked.

Again, James gave her a baff led look. ‘No. Before today, I hadn’t played tennis in years.’

‘Oh, right.’ Conversation with him was like pulling teeth. ‘What sport do you play these days?’

James gave a wry smile. ‘Ferrying kids to and from drama school, soccer and netball.’

‘What about corporate golf?’

‘Not so necessary in Wills and Estates,’ he said seriously. ‘But I do enjoy archery when I can get there.’

CC was intrigued. ‘That’s always been on my bucket list. You could set up a range here. There’s loads of room.’

‘I could …’ James glanced around the garden as if sussing out a possible space before returning his gaze to her. ‘You’re living in Geelong?’

‘For now. I’m getting some obstetric experience.’

‘Why? Ollie says you’ve settled on being just a country GP.’

A familiar wave of irritation washed over her. It annoyed her that people assumed her career choice was due to a lack of ambition or skill.

‘A specialist GP,’ she corrected. ‘And people in the country have babies too. They deserve decent healthcare.’

James suddenly looked exactly like Leo—bewildered by the thought that anyone would choose to live outside of the leafy suburbs of Melbourne. ‘At least real estate is cheaper,’ he said. ‘You bought a place?’

‘Have you seen the hike in property prices in Geelong since the pandemic?’

‘Huh! Just like down here then. Kooramook’s finally made it onto the radar of Melbourne holiday-makers. Prices are soaring.’ He raised his arm to encompass the block. ‘So the shack’s your first foot in the property market?’

CC hadn’t thought about the inheritance in those terms. ‘I suppose in one way it is, but not really.’

‘That’s as clear as mud.’

She tried hard not to roll her eyes at his obtuseness. ‘What I mean is, it’s not really a foot in the door when I can’t sell it and realise a profit.’

He shrugged. ‘There’s no rule saying you can’t sell your share. Going on what the Gundersons’ block went for three months ago, you’d get a solid house deposit out of it.’

She laughed at the absurdity of the idea. ‘Come on, James! Who would I sell to? I can’t imagine the family allowing a stranger to buy in.’

But James wasn’t laughing—he had his lawyer-face on. ‘Obviously one of us would buy you out.’

One of us being code for one of the brothers. There was no way Lily could afford it, unless Leo had left her money. That was possible, CC supposed, as he’d earned good money as an investment banker. Then again, he and Julia had lived extravagantly and educated four children at boarding school.

‘If you’re interested in getting a ballpark,’ James was saying, obviously taking her silence as consideration of the proposition, ‘I can arrange to have the place valued for you. I’d make sure you get a fair price.’

It took her a moment to recover from the unexpected suggestion. ‘It’s really kind of you to offer, James, but please don’t waste your time. Like you and the other cuzzies, I love it down here and I don’t want to sell.’

‘Dad!’ Blake’s voice called. ‘Dad, where are you? I want to go swimming.’

‘And there goes the quiet,’ James said wryly as he rose. ‘Good chat, CC. If you ever want to get out from under your HECS debt, call me first.’

She watched him walk away, not completely certain if his offer would assist him more than it would help her.

Half an hour later, CC was sitting in the shade with Gretel, Bronte and Paige while the Friend siblings took the kids to the beach for the final swim of the weekend.

Gretel poured a large glass of Pimm’s from the jug Ollie had made up before he’d left. ‘Do Lily and Ollie ever stop?’ she said. ‘Today was exhausting! God, I hope this summer tennis championship doesn’t mean there’s a winter comp too.’

‘No idea,’ Bronte said. ‘Either way, I’ll be too fat to play in July.’

‘You’ll be growing a baby, not fat,’ CC said. ‘There’s a difference.’

‘Only if she cuts back on the Tim Tams.’

Gretel spoke so quietly that CC was only half-certain she’d said the bitchy words. She glanced swiftly at Bronte to check if they’d landed. Thankfully, the pregnant woman didn’t seem to have heard as her face didn’t betray hurt or any other wounded emotions.

‘Ollie’s keen to have a full family gathering once a quarter,’ Paige was saying.

‘I’m up for that,’ CC said enthusiastically. ‘If we set the dates well in advance, I can make sure I’m rostered off.’

The other women were silent for a few beats, then Gretel said, ‘We usually go to Noosa in the winter school holidays with friends, but this year we’re going to …’ Her forehead creased in as much concentration as Botox allowed. ‘Yamba, is it? Everyone’s saying it’s the new Byron.’

‘It doesn’t have to be in the school holidays,’ Paige said. ‘We can do a weekend.’

When Gretel gave a long-suffering sigh, Paige said, ‘What?’

‘You live in Hamilton,’ Gretel said.

‘So?’

‘So, you’re only an hour away. It’s a four-hour drive from Melbourne. Plus Saturday sport’s compulsory for the kids so by the time we arrive, we’d have to turn around and leave again.’

‘Maddi and Blake are only in middle school,’ CC said. ‘Surely they can miss the occasional game.’

Gretel’s mouth flattened. ‘We’re raising them to be team players, CC, not individualists.’

CC worked in a team every day of her professional life, but she let the verbal slap go. Some things weren’t worth responding to.

‘Besides,’ Gretel continued, ‘I’m the parent liaison for Maddi’s netball team so I have to be there.’

Paige raised her brows and CC read the look. Gretel didn’t want to miss a match because, for her, netball was networking.

Although James—and the other Friend siblings—had attended The Priory, he had never been part of the A-crowd, something that Gretel seemed determined to remedy for her children. She worked hard at creating opportunities for herself, James and the kids to mix with the families inside and outside the school—people who could benefit their rising social standing financially or by association with an establishment surname.

‘Bronte, have you enrolled the baby yet?’ Gretel asked.

Bronte was fanning herself with a hat. ‘Felix and I both work from home so we’re thinking for the first year we can tag team and get a part-time nanny.’

Gretel waved a dismissive hand. ‘I’m not talking about childcare, I’m talking about The Priory. Even with the family connection, you won’t get in if you don’t get their name down early.’

‘Or they could go to the local primary school,’ Paige said. ‘Remarkably, Elsa and Leyton can read and write.’

CC laughed and instantly realised her mistake when both Gretel and Paige glared at her.

‘I understand you and Ollie are bonded to giving your children a country upbringing,’ Gretel said in a tone that stated she didn’t understand at all. ‘But surely they’ll board from year nine or ten? Otherwise you’ll be disadvantaging them.’

Paige’s nostrils flared and she crossed her arms. ‘Do you consider me disadvantaged, Gretel?’

Gretel hesitated, but CC couldn’t tell if it was to stop herself from saying yes, or to formulate a careful reply to Paige’s hostility.

‘Because I went to Casterton Sec, which I loved, and I have a master’s in occupational therapy,’ Paige said tightly. ‘Ollie went to The Priory, which he hated, and he’s a tradie.’

‘So money’s the issue.’ Gretel was nodding sympathetically. ‘You know, since Isobel Sampson put Kooramook on the map, property prices have skyrocketed. We could get the shack valued so we know exactly what we’re sitting on. We might decide the best decision for all of us is to sell. At least that way we can use the inheritance the way we want.’

CC took in Gretel’s earnest expression—one that implied the suggestion was philanthropic. She might have believed it if the words didn’t so closely mirror what James had said to her. Except James had implied that he would buy CC out, not sell the shack outright.

‘I thought the point was that we used it as a family,’ she said.

‘Money is not the issue, Gretel.’ Paige spoke through clenched teeth. ‘Roofing plumbers earn heaps. Some customers pay in cash, making it even more lucrative. Besides, I would have thought that if Isobel Sampson’s happy here, you would be too.’

‘It’s hardly Lorne or Portsea,’ Gretel said.

Paige scoffed. ‘Even if James had inherited the shack outright, selling won’t put you in Portsea’s league.’

‘You have no idea what league we’re in,’ Gretel said tartly. ‘And it’s not like we can invite friends down here to stay—it’s an absolute embarrassment. It doesn’t even have basic amenities.’

‘Actually, we have basic amenities in spades,’ CC joked, trying to lighten the mood.

‘Felix and I think,’ Bronte began.

‘And what about you, CC?’ Gretel interrupted. ‘This is an unexpected windfall for you. A bit of dumb luck that dilutes our inheritance.’

CC’s skin tingled and her mind froze.

‘Gretel,’ Bronte said.

‘Oh, so you’re going to pretend that you and Felix didn’t say something similar when we heard CC was included?’ Gretel demanded.

Bronte’s cheeks pinked. ‘We didn’t say anything like it!’

Paige glared straight at Gretel, eyes flashing. ‘Perhaps you and James should sell us your share. I mean, it’s not like you actually share any of the cooking or the cleaning when you’re here.’

Gretel stiffened. ‘I brought quiches from Laurent’s for lunch!’

‘Which weren’t big enough to feed everyone. Hell, you didn’t even switch on the oven to heat them up!’

‘Because you won’t allow anyone in that hovel you call a kitchen in case it interferes with your earth mother act. And FYI, Paige, we don’t need to be told at every meal how you and Ollie grew the vegetables and made everything from scratch.’

‘And we don’t need to know the brand and price of everything you own!’

Dismayed, CC watched the goodwill of the weekend drain into a spiral of acrimony. ‘Let’s take a breath before we say something we’ll regret.’

‘That train’s left the station,’ Bronte muttered.

Gretel shot to her feet, indignation pulsing off her in waves. ‘You know what, Paige? I hate this place. It’s too far away from anywhere, there’s nowhere decent to eat or shop, there’s not enough beds, the hot water barely lasts one shower, the mobile reception’s crap and the kids are miserable. The only reason we came this weekend was because Ollie begged us. We had to reorganise our plans, but we did it willingly because we’re that type of people and James takes his role as the eldest seriously.’ She pointed at Paige. ‘And then you and Ollie took advantage of our goodwill and sense of duty by ambushing us and forcing James to tell CC before the siblings could discuss our plans.’

Bronte sat forward. ‘What plans?’

A coherent thought finally penetrated CC’s shock. ‘Hang on, Gretel. I’m an equal shareholder in the shack so any plans you and James have need to include me.’

Gretel made a disparaging sound that fired CC’s temper. ‘I’m as much a part of this family as you are!’

‘You were a last-minute addition, CC.’ The disdain in Gretel’s voice cut deep, implying CC wasn’t family.

‘Unlike you, my name’s on the title!’ she responded.

‘I’m married to James so I get a say.’ Gretel circled her arm to include her sisters-in-law. ‘We all get a say.’

‘But you don’t get a vote,’ CC said coolly, determined to cut the conversation off at the knees. ‘Only five people get a vote and four of them aren’t here.’

The three women looked at her, their expressions a mix of shocked surprise and calculation.

Gretel turned to Bronte and Paige. ‘Now do you see the problem?’

CC waited for the two women to defend her to Gretel, but they remained silent. With horrifying clarity, CC realised that when she’d confirmed with Ollie that his siblings were happy with her inclusion in the shack, perhaps she’d been checking in on the wrong people.


Chapter Five

When CC received the Zoom invitation for the shack meeting from James, she was relieved to read that only the cousins were invited. Despite Bronte and Paige seeking her out for private and reassuring chats before she’d returned to Geelong, the conversation with Gretel had left her unsettled.

‘Ignore Gretel,’ Paige had said. ‘She’s so up herself, the stick in her ass is coming out her neck. The best thing is that she hates it down here so at least she’ll be a silent partner.’

CC had smiled wanly, but she doubted Gretel would be silent about anything.

Bronte had hugged her. ‘Remember, Gretel only speaks for herself.’

‘And James.’

‘Not necessarily. We know Gretel’s totally fixated on moving up in their social circle by buying a place in Lorne. But, according to Felix, James knows property prices in Kooramook are only just starting to rise and a wise investor lets the market run for a bit to get a feel for potential and opportunities. Even if James wants to sell, and honestly I’m not sure he does, unlike his wife he sees the bigger picture.’

Bronte had spoken with such confidence that CC wondered if James and Felix had already held long discussions about potential and opportunity.

Ollie had called her the following day. ‘Paige told me about Gretel. You okay?’

‘To be honest, I’m still a bit rattled. It sure took the shine off wonderful news and a great weekend.’

Ollie swore softly. ‘I’m sorry. I wish I’d been there.’

‘If you had been, I doubt Gretel would have said anything. I guess forewarned is forearmed.’

‘Nah, forget about it. It’s just Gretel being Gretel. Anyway, James hasn’t discussed selling.’

‘He asked me if I wanted to sell my share.’

Ollie was silent for a couple of beats as if digesting the news. ‘What did you say?’

Affronted, she said more firmly than she intended, ‘No. I said no.’

‘Right. Of course you did. Sorry.’

CC pictured him running his hand through his unruly curls and immediately got a stab of remorse. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m just feeling a little bruised.’

‘No doubt, but cuzzie, there’s no need to stress. The important thing is that Felix, Lily, you and me all want to keep the shack. It doesn’t matter what Gretel wants because, basically, she’s stymied. This Zoom meeting will clear the air, and when we log on James will have already set up a payment system for the rates and the power and stuff like that. Everything will be golden.’

CC bit on her thumbnail. ‘I really want to believe you.’

‘Then do. It’s that easy.’ He laughed. ‘Besides, I know my big brother and nothing makes him happier than a spreadsheet.’

CC hung up feeling more secure. Ollie was right about one thing—there was safety in numbers, and four out of five of them wanted to keep the shack.

On the night of the Zoom call, CC had planned to be home with plenty of time to eat and divest herself of whatever the workday had thrown at her, but a labouring woman derailed those plans when she dropped five hundred millilitres of blood immediately after delivery. By the time the patient was stabilised and transfused, and the new family was reassured that all was now well, CC had not only lost her window to relax, she joined the meeting nine minutes late.

‘There you are,’ James said, sounding annoyed. ‘We were starting to wonder.’

‘Sorry, there was a PPH—’

‘Gah, no gore,’ Lily said, her hands over her ears.

‘Hey, CC.’ Ollie smiled and waved.

‘Good to see you,’ Felix said.

The message James is sharing his screen appeared on the bottom of CC’s computer. As Ollie had predicted, James had created a spreadsheet. It reassured her that he didn’t want to sell the shack, but the six spreadsheet tabs were a surprise.

‘There are minutes, CC, which you can read later to catch up on what you’ve missed, but the spreadsheet tabs are self-explanatory,’ James said. ‘There’s a specific shack bank account and in the middle of each quarter you’re to deposit your share of the rates and I will pay the council. The same applies for water and electricity. I’ve also set up automatic reminders. As I explained to the others, I’m happy to do this, but the expectation is that you pay on time so you don’t waste mine chasing you for contributions.’

It was pure James—brutally to the point. ‘That’s fair,’ CC said. ‘I’ll set up regular direct debits. Thanks for organising us. I appreciate it.’

‘You’re welcome.’

James discussed insurance and Felix offered to get another quote. ‘Companies screw long-term customers. I’m sure we can get a better deal if we show them what their competitors are quoting.’

Ollie offered to continue taking the rubbish and recycling to the transfer station. ‘It’s better than having bins on the street between visits.’

Lily reminded everyone that composting was important. ‘And I’m still involved in Food Rescue so I told them they can harvest the tomatoes,’ she added. ‘With all the rain, it’s a bumper crop.’

CC pictured her grandmother’s enormous cooking pot on the stove and was suddenly rushed with a mix of love and nostalgia. ‘We could have a sugo weekend!’ The cousins looked at her blankly. ‘Embrace our Italian heritage and use the tomatoes to make sauce. Didn’t you do it with Rosa every March? I always helped Nonna.’

They shook their heads. ‘We ate the sauce, but never made it,’ Ollie said.

It shocked CC that they’d missed out on this tradition. Although CC had loved making sugo with her nonna and Anji, she’d always longed for a bigger family to share the experience.

‘It’s a great family bonding activity,’ she said. ‘Everyone gets a job, kids included and—’

‘Let’s do it!’ Lily clapped her hands. ‘When?’

‘Soon. I’ve got a three-month rotation in Portland coming up.’ CC smiled and launched her request. ‘Actually, I want to discuss moving into the shack. It will coincide with peak tomato ripening so I can look after the veggie garden and the bins to give Ollie a break.’

Given Lily had lived in the shack for the bulk of the previous year, CC expected easy murmurs of agreement. Her suggestion, however, was greeted with uncomfortable silence.

‘If you lived there, it would change the percentage of your contributions during that period,’ James said. ‘We shouldn’t have to bear your utility costs.’

CC took a deep breath so she didn’t say ‘well, duh’. ‘That goes without saying. I’m not asking for a free ride.’

‘I don’t think it does go without saying,’ James said. ‘It’s my observation from working in Wills and Estates that it’s the little things like this that families fall out over.’

‘I already told you that living at the shack fulltime is nothing like being on holidays,’ Lily said. ‘You’ll be more comfortable in Portland.’

‘Of course CC can live in the shack if she wants to,’ Ollie said. ‘But won’t the patchy mobile coverage be an issue when you’re on call?’

CC was about to explain that on those occasions she’d use the on-call room at the hospital when Felix said, ‘This is why we need a system.’

Ollie laughed as Lily said, ‘A system for what?’

‘A booking system for the shack. So we know who’s staying there and when,’ Felix said.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Lily said. ‘The shack’s an open space. Anyone’s welcome at any time. The more the merrier. Right, Ollie?’

‘I think Felix has a point,’ James said.

Lily leaned into the camera, her mouth set. ‘Well, I don’t.’

Felix’s head dropped as it often did when Lily expressed an opinion.

‘Let me explain,’ James said, his pomposity at the fore. ‘For example, if I want to have an archery weekend with friends, I need to know that all the beds are available for me and my guests.’

‘Since when do you have archery weekends?’ Lily said.

‘CC suggested it and I’ve been giving it some thought.’

That wasn’t how CC recalled the conversation. ‘Actually I think I said—’

‘And Bronte and I want sole occupancy of the shack one weekend a month before the baby comes,’ Felix said.

‘It’s hardly in the spirit of Bert and Rosa,’ Lily said. ‘They welcomed all of us at any time.’

‘Even Mum and Dad. Not that they accepted,’ Ollie muttered.

‘Look, I’m not asking for more than I’m prepared to give,’ Felix said indignantly. ‘We should be able to reserve the shack for sole occupancy a certain number of times a year. At least until we build a purpose-built holiday house.’

‘What purpose build?’ Ollie asked.

‘James and I have been discussing it.’ Felix rolled back his shoulders as if he was about to give a business presentation. ‘The shack’s served its purpose well, but we’ve all outgrown it. For it to be of any value to us moving forward, it needs to grow with us. At the bare minimum, each family group needs two bedrooms and a bathroom.’

‘Eight bedrooms?’ CC said faintly, seeing a run of dollar signs in her head.

‘No,’ Ollie said forcefully. ‘We need to respect the shack’s history.’

‘Ollie’s right,’ Lily said. ‘The shack’s the embodiment of simpler times. It’s the place we come to be reminded of what’s important and where we can switch off and reset.’

Felix rolled his eyes. ‘Says the woman who can’t sit for longer than ten minutes unless she’s doomscrolling. Believe me, I will switch off far more easily with functioning indoor plumbing.’

‘I don’t doomscroll!’ Lily objected. ‘And you can talk! You’re always on your phone. You need the shack to unplug.’

‘I’m getting a new business off the ground,’ Felix said. ‘You’re—’

Ollie rapped his fingers on his desk, the sound booming through CC’s speakers. ‘Technology’s killing us,’ he said. ‘Do you know the rate of mental illness in kids and teens? The research says that more than ever they need places to run wild and free; to play and explore like we did down here.’

‘Gretel says that was poor parenting,’ James said.

‘Bull—’

‘She has a point. You almost drowned and Lily got bitten by a snake.’

Ollie’s jaw tensed. ‘Letting kids sit on the couch all day with unsupervised access to screens is poor parenting. Our kids don’t need a replica of their own homes where no one’s allowed to sit on the couch in wet bathers. Once you become a father, Felix—’

‘I will still want a holiday house with my own bed, my own bathroom and a view,’ Felix said. ‘And you live on five acres so your kids have plenty of room to run wild.’

‘But yours won’t,’ Ollie said tightly. ‘Not while you live in that city box you call home.’

‘Our apartment is not a box,’ Felix ground out. ‘We have a park right outside the building, which you’d know if you ever visited.’

‘You have a play space on City Road with astroturf,’ Lily said. ‘It’s hardly the same thing.’

CC jumped in, hoping to direct the conversation away from personal jibes. ‘Felix, if we did make some changes to the shack, what sort of money are you talking about?’

She immediately felt the heat of Lily’s and Ollie’s glares through the screen.

‘Around a million and a quarter,’ Felix said.

‘Christ, Felix!’ Ollie shouted.

‘That’s only two-hundred and fifty thousand dollars each,’ James said evenly. ‘Very doable for a house with three living areas and a clear view to Tasmania.’

‘For you maybe,’ Lily said.

CC thought about some of the enormous modern houses she glimpsed driving along the Great Ocean Road—all black glass and grey metal. ‘Felix, surely there’s some compromise?’

‘CC!’ Lily’s accusatory tone boomed down the speakers. ‘You can’t be on his side.’

CC’s hands rose in supplication. ‘I’m not on anyone’s side. I love the shack and its simplicity, but the other weekend with all of us there I saw the pressure the space is under.’ And the people. ‘Surely we can find a way to retain what we love and make it work for everyone? After all, family is what the shack’s all about, right?’

She willed them to unite on the obvious fundamental, but the set expressions of Lily, Ollie and Felix didn’t soften.

James was the one who finally answered. ‘Obviously we need time to consider all the options. Felix will email everyone his initial plans, and when we meet again we’ll have all the information so we can discuss it rationally and calmly. Remember, nothing is set in stone. There are all sorts of options, not limited to rebuilding.’

‘You mean selling?’ CC asked.

‘I mean myriad options including things we’re yet to discuss.’

‘Like what?’ Lily asked.

‘We’re only limited by our imagination,’ James said in a lofty and infuriating voice.

‘Imagine the status quo, James,’ Ollie ground out. ‘Because that’s what Bert wanted and why he bypassed Leo.’

CC waited for Lily to defend her father like she usually did, but she was looking at her phone.

James ignored Ollie and pushed on with the meeting. ‘While we’re in this decision-making period, I propose we introduce a booking system for the shack. Who’ll second the motion?’

James had made the booking system sound fair and reasonable but CC immediately saw problems. ‘Hang on. Surely we need to block out peak periods like summer and Easter so everyone can use it?’

‘We’re voting on a booking system, CC,’ James said, a sigh in his voice that implied she didn’t understand meeting protocol. ‘The details will be ironed out later. Who will second?’

‘I will,’ Felix said.

‘All those in favour?’ James said.

CC kept her hand down—she wasn’t in favour of voting for something so ill-defined that it had the potential to explode in their faces.

James and Felix raised their hands, quickly followed by Ollie and Lily.

CC’s gut twisted. What the hell was going on? Ollie and Lily were supposed to vote no, making three votes to two.

‘Against?’ James intoned.

CC raised her hand.

‘Carried.’

‘I’ll set up a shared calendar,’ Ollie said, his fingers already typing.

‘Thanks, Ollie,’ James said. ‘Meeting ended at eight forty. Good meeting, thanks everyone.’ His square of the screen went black followed by the message, James has left the meeting.

‘Abrupt as ever,’ Felix muttered. ‘I’ll email the house plans tomorrow. Ollie, promise me you’ll at least look at them?’

CC, who was battling a mix of betrayal and bewilderment over the vote, noticed a notification on the chat bubble. She opened it and saw a private message from Ollie.

CC, please don’t be upset. Lily and I totally agree with you, but sometimes to win you have to play the game. Felix and James get their booking system but we will set up the calendar so it’s fair and all the popular times are unavailable for sole occupancy.

There was no facility to give a thumbs up so she typed, Thank you.

A reply came straight back. And I’m sorry, but to save a lot of pushback from them and to give them sole occupancy at other times, I think it’s best you don’t live in the shack while you’re in Portland. I hope you’re not too disappointed. The flipside is we’ll have plenty of weekends down there with you while you’re there. Promise! Ollie x

CC balanced on the fulcrum of disappointment and fairness. She could see Ollie’s point, but it niggled that Lily had lived at the shack last year without anyone objecting. Or had they—she had no way of knowing. Leo had been alive then, and if one of the boys had complained he was likely to have quashed it.

Working overseas, Leo had parented his sons from afar, issuing edicts and then depending on boarding-school discipline to enforce them. The boys had reacted in varying ways to this. James had obeyed. Felix always gave the impression of dutifully listening, then cheerfully ignored what didn’t suit him. It was Ollie who’d challenged Leo every single time.

Over the years, CC had learned via the Friends’ oral family history that when Ollie was eight, the air pollution in Hong Kong had exacerbated his asthma to the point that doctors had recommended the family relocate. Leo and Julia had sent Ollie to Kooramook to live with Bert and Rosa until he was old enough to go to boarding school. As a result, Ollie not only became the best fisher in the family, he also shared the strongest bond with his grandparents and, in a way, the shack. As an adult, CC had wondered more than once if those years away from his parents had been responsible for Ollie’s difficult relationship with Leo.

She raised her eyes back to the full screen and heard Lily asking Ollie to reserve the following weekend for her.

‘It’s market weekend and I’ve got a stall. But unlike some people, I’m happy to share the shack. The more the merrier. In fact, I’ll put an invitation on the pub noticeboard, Felix, inviting the backpackers.’

CC stif led a groan. Why was Lily poking the bear?

‘Sounds like a plan, sis. Just don’t blame me if you’re murdered in your bed,’ Felix said dryly.

Lily was grinning and CC relaxed, belatedly realising that this exchange was sibling banter. As an only child, she was often slow to recognise it.

‘CC, is it okay if Bronte calls you?’ Felix said. ‘She’s got some questions about the baby and I thought you might be able to reassure her.’

‘Absolutely! I’m off tomorrow. Tell her to call then.’

Felix nodded and threw her a grateful smile. ‘Thanks. We really appreciate it.’

‘Too easy.’

‘Love you all,’ Ollie said. ‘Look after yourselves and see you at the beach.’

They murmured their love in return and as CC logged off, a warm glow settled in her chest. Thanks to Bert, she was finally a permanent part of this big rambunctious family, rather than relegated to the status of occasional guest.


Chapter Six

Trepidation didn’t come close to describing the fall of CC’s stomach when she stepped into the insidious chill of the old weatherboard house in Portland. She took in the peeling poster on the wall that had obviously been blue-tacked in position to hide the hole in the plaster, the saggy couch, a half-completed diamond dot kit of a bunch of roses—a likely hint about the lack of nightlife in town—and an old gas heater. It took her straight back to her student days of shared housing—something she thought she’d finished with four years earlier. Apparently not.

CC pressed the heater switch, waiting for it to ignite, but when nothing happened she noticed that the pilot light was out. She glanced around, seeking an instruction booklet. Finding none, she tried the kitchen table and the kitchen’s bottom drawer—the communal receptacle of takeaway menus, tourist information and instruction manuals. God, she hoped the gas was connected. She immediately switched on a light to check there was power.

Experience had taught her that the comfort of a house rested on the kitchen and the bathroom. She walked down a step that would have once been the back door, entered the bathroom-cum-laundry and turned on the shower. The roar of a water heater reassured her—the gas was connected—and a minute later a steady stream of hot water cascaded onto the bath’s stained porcelain. CC smiled. One down, one to go.

She returned to the kitchen, feeling the rise and fall of floorboards under the modern lino, and took a proper look around. It was a classic old kitchen, reminiscent of the shack, with a single sink but less bench space. However, the fridge and stove were new and there was an air fryer. With rising expectations she opened the cupboards. There was a complete set of cutting boards, mixing bowls and baking trays that all looked unused, and then she found the shelf with the cookware. Resignation doused burgeoning hope. If she used any of the saucepans or frypans she risked PFOA poisoning—more Tef lon was peeling off them than staying stuck.

She could solve the cookware problem far more easily than the heater. After grabbing her handbag, she drove to the hardware store and located the small kitchenware section. She was tossing up between buying what was on offer or doing an online order and eating out until the delivery arrived when she heard her name. She turned, frypan in hand.

‘I thought it was you,’ a man said, smiling.

It took her a minute to recognise him in his black pants, white open-necked business shirt and black RMs. ‘Tom?’

He laughed. ‘Yeah. Work wear’s a bit different from my rocker look.’

She thought of the tight T-shirt he’d been wearing the last time she’d seen him. ‘Just a bit.’

‘This is more the brass band look. Just add a tie, red jacket and braided hat and I’m good to go.’

She laughed, but when he didn’t join in she said, ‘You’re serious?’

He grinned. ‘I’m first tuba.’

‘There’s more than one?’

‘Usually, but Dougie’s got pneumonia, poor old bloke. Don’t suppose you happen to play a brass instrument? We’re a bit short for the Anzac Day service.’

CC shook her head and disappointment slumped his shoulders. She got an irrational urge to see them straight and broad again. ‘A million years ago at high school I played the euphonium.’

‘The mini tuba. Brilliant.’

‘Not really.’ Resentful memories surfaced. ‘I wanted to play the saxophone.’

‘I get that. There’s something intoxicating about the bad boy of the winds.’

She laughed. ‘For sure. Plus the cool kids played sax, which was probably the attraction. I was a thirteen-year-old scholarship kid and I just wanted to blend in. Mostly I did, but Mum couldn’t afford to buy me an instrument and there was a spare euphonium kicking around the music school.’

Understanding shone in the lines on his face. ‘Of course there was. Wherever there’s a band cupboard, there’s a lone euphonium looking for a home.’

‘Right? So of course it became mine.’ Dusty emotions from her band days rushed back—the feeling that she was playing the Cinderella of instruments clashing with a certain fondness for it. ‘By the way, it isn’t a mini tuba. The euphonium is its own entity and it plays a sweeter sound.’

He shot her a dimpled smile. ‘I take it all back. Why don’t I shout you dinner at the pub to make up for it and after you can have a blow.’

She gripped the frypan handle harder. ‘Is that a euphemism for dinner and sex?’

Confusion momentarily creased his face. ‘Ah … the um … the pub’s a short walk from the band hall, where there’s a euphonium in the cupboard.’

‘Oh, right.’ She felt like she was standing inside her own personal sauna.

Tom’s sea-blue eyes twinkled. ‘Unless of course you wanted it to be a euphemism? For the record, I wouldn’t be totally against it.’

She hated the dismay that mixed in with her relief. ‘Well, I’m glad you’ve got some reservations.’

His laugh spun around her. ‘My twenties taught me that having some reservations is a good idea. What about you?’

Heat flooded her face again, making her skin tingle. She sighed. ‘I think dating apps have skewed my IRL reactions. Sorry. I do know that not every bloke who offers to buy me dinner wants sex.’

‘Oh, we do,’ Tom said easily. ‘But not all of us expect it.’

She laughed, having no idea what to do with such an honest conversation with a man she barely knew. Still, she had a few months in Portland and so far he was the only person she did know here. Even so, after her most recent relationship debacle—which had mirrored the previous one—she had no intention of dating him or anyone else. It was best to set the ground rules early.

‘How about we go Dutch on dinner?’ she said.

‘Sure. But we’re still going to the band hall after?’

‘If your attraction rests on my euphonium skills, you’re going to be very disappointed.’

‘Nah! Playing the euphonium’s like riding a bike.’ He grinned. ‘Muscle memory’s an amazing thing. You’ll be surprised how fast it all comes back.’

She mustered a smile, not sharing his confidence.

After paying for their purchases—CC’s frypan and Tom’s can of WD-40—they walked along the foreshore path to the pub. CC was excited when she spotted a koala propped and asleep in a sprawling gum. She took a photo.

Tom laughed. ‘They’re everywhere. And they’re not very bright. One wandered into the hospital the other day.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, right. I’m not falling for that one.’

He raised his hands in supplication. ‘It’s the truth, ask the nurses. We had wallabies in the ambulance bay last week too. Welcome to Portland.’

CC took in the view of the harbour. Two enormous ships were berthed, and the start of a five-kilometre covered conveyer belt that connected the dock to the aluminium smelter wound its way up and away from the port. The industrial aspect of the place was at odds with the wildlife wandering around the town. Her gaze shifted from a red-hulled tanker to a much smaller vessel, and she squinted, trying to bring the name into focus.

‘Hey, Tom, what’s that boat?’

‘Which one?’

‘Navy blue with all the comms.’

He followed the direction of her arm. ‘Oh, that’s the Phillip Island. It’s Border Force.’

‘Come on! Give up. Like I said, you got me with the drugs joke, but I don’t fall twice.’

He snapped a photo on his phone and enlarged the picture before showing it to her. She made out the name and a blurry outline of the Australian coat of arms.

‘OMG! Border force as in national security?’

‘Yep, the full deal. They pop up now and then with their ROV—’

‘Full words, please.’

‘Remote operating vehicle. It’s basically a bloody big underwater camera operated with an X-box controller. It finds illegal stuff stowed in the hulls and sea chests of ships.’

CC was struggling to wrap her head around it. ‘I’m in a town where koalas roam the streets but Border Force is on duty? I feel like I’m in the twilight zone.’

He gave a wry smile. ‘It’s pretty standard in a port town. They’re protecting our biosecurity as well as policing terrorism and marine crimes—’

‘Piracy?’

‘Yeah, it’s a real thing.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it?’

He laughed, his ears pinking. ‘Not really, but I have been known to listen to the occasional true crime podcast. There’s the famous case of the Pong Su at Boggaley Creek near Wye River.’

CC could picture the small sign on the approach to a very ordinary bridge on the Great Ocean Road. ‘But there’s nothing at Boggaley Creek. Maybe a car park?’

‘There’s a bloody big reef and garfish so the local fishermen know it, but basically a ship that size so close to shore was impossible to hide. The North Koreans had big plans and the whole thing escalated into a major diplomatic crisis. It’s a great yarn. You should listen.’

CC was captivated by the idea of an international crime in the middle of nowhere. ‘Can you send me the link?’

‘Sure, but that involves you giving me your number.’ He tilted his head, his clear gaze contemplative. ‘You sure you’re okay with that?’

‘If you turn into a pest, I can always block you,’ she said, mostly joking.

‘Ouch. Those apps have done a number on you.’

She didn’t bother telling him that the damage had been done long before she started playing on the apps. She’d met Charlie and Aiden at work—junior doctors had no time to meet anyone anywhere else. She’d considered each in turn a ‘forever’ man, and had jumped in feet first only to have her heart broken and her dreams pulverised when she came a distant second to their own needs and careers. It was only then that she’d turned to the apps, which had been a whole new form of hell.

‘Still,’ Tom said, ‘the blocking works both ways, right?’

‘Seems only fair.’ She accepted his phone and plugged in her number. Two seconds later her phone pinged with the link. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you know what I think.’

‘It’s pretty addictive listening.’

They crossed the road to the pub and five minutes later were sitting opposite each other, drinks in hand. CC asked Tom the question she’d been ruminating on ever since he’d mentioned the brass band.

‘Forgive me if I’m missing something, but when I met you at the Kooramook pub, you were playing keyboard and harmonica and belting out rock and pop. I can’t picture you in a brass band.’

He shrugged good-naturedly. ‘What can I say? I have eclectic musical tastes.’

‘How many instruments do you play?’

‘Two well and six just enough to get by.’

She did a double take. ‘You play eight?’ She thought about his job and heard herself saying, ‘I don’t get it.’

‘Get what exactly?’

‘You obviously love music so why are you a pharmacist?’

He sipped his beer. ‘You think that someone who’s creative can’t be a pharmacist?’

He looked aggrieved and a ripple of discomfort ran through her. Did she think that? ‘I’m not sure what I think, other than most people who play lots of instruments are in orchestras or teach music or …’

He nodded slowly. ‘You’re right. I love music and, yeah, I started out thinking I’d make a career out of it. Thing is, although I was better than good, I wasn’t a prodigy. And as much as Mum would have loved me to be in the MSO, I knew after six months at the Con that it wasn’t me. Neither was joining the ADF to play in a band. When I dropped out, my father insisted I have a backup plan that paid better than a barista.’

Incredulity made her stare at him. ‘You did pharmacy as a backup?’

‘Sure did. Pharmacy lends itself to locum work and decent pay.’

‘Wow, that was very mature of you at what, nineteen?’

He laughed. ‘It was more to get Dad off my back. He told me about an opera singer who did it until her career took off. Anyway, that was the plan. I spent a decade pursuing music and I got close. Ever heard of the band Holding Out?’

She shook her head. ‘But that doesn’t mean much. I was always more into reading than music, sorry.’

‘No need to apologise. Unfortunately most people know us for reasons other than our music.’

CC almost made a joke, but a sudden tightness around his mouth kept her own shut.

Tom spun the coaster in his fingers. ‘After years in the wilderness, we’d just released our first album and we were opening for Spand-X. We were pinching ourselves. This was our breakout moment and it was a full-on tour, a crazy amount of travel between gigs. We weren’t the first band to come to grief and, sadly, we weren’t the last.’ His mouth twisted and he took a deep breath. ‘I was asleep when the accident happened. I woke up to find the van on its side and two of my best mates dead.’

‘Oh God.’ CC reached out and touched his hand. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ The words sounded both well-rehearsed and automatic, but the long sigh that followed held pain. ‘It was a tough couple of years. We tried keeping the band going, but in the end, as stupid as it sounds, we couldn’t forgive the new guys for not being Lachie and Heath.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up about that. There’s no logic to grief.’

His mouth lifted on one side and he made a ‘hmmm’ sound CC took as agreement. ‘Breaking up was the best decision, but by the time it happened, I was a bit of a mess. I came back here for a few weeks, mostly to stop Mum calling me every hour to check I wasn’t doing anything stupid.’

‘How long ago was that?’

‘Almost three years and I’ve got no regrets. Just don’t tell Mum, okay?’

CC thought of Anji and laughed. ‘Oh, I’m with you on that.’

His eyes crinkled around the edges. ‘And for the record, I enjoy being a clinical pharmacist in a small hospital. Unlike the city hospitals where you get pigeonholed into one job, mine’s diverse. I never know what the day will throw at me, which gives it an edge.’

CC knew what he meant about unpredictable days. ‘That’s great. Honestly, I didn’t mean to malign your job. God knows, pharmacists have rescued me a few times. But after everything that happened, I’m glad you’re still playing music.’

He leaned back, his demeanour contemplative. ‘It’s a funny thing, but when I was trying to make it in music, my love for it got lost in the desire to be successful. Now that stress has gone, music’s my circuit breaker when work or life gets crazy.’

She thought about the night at the Kooramook pub. ‘You and the rest of the band looked like you were having a blast at the pub.’

‘Yeah, we don’t take ourselves too seriously. We give the punters what they want and enjoy ourselves at the same time.’

‘And the brass band?’

‘My first love.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Not at all cringe.’

He grinned. ‘You wait. From the emotion of the Anzac Day dawn service to the buzz of pumping out carols and marching in the Christmas parade and feeling the joy in the crowd, it’s pretty addictive. You’ll be hooked before you know it.’

Unexpected envy wove through her. Was she this passionate about anything?

Their meals arrived, effectively stopping the conversation while they reorganised the table to accommodate the enormous plates groaning with the generous servings synonymous with country pub fare.

‘So you live in town with your parents?’ CC asked.

‘God, no. I lasted a month. I rented for a year and then I bought a place in Kooramook.’

‘Snap!’

‘You’ve just bought a place in Kooramook?’

‘Better! I’ve inherited a share in a holiday house there with my cousins.’

His eyes widened in surprise. ‘With Lily, the third cousin?’

She nodded enthusiastically. ‘And her three brothers. We spent every summer there as kids. Do you know James, Ollie and Felix?’

‘I’ve met Ollie once. For the price of a beer, he gave me some tips on keeping my old septic going a bit longer.’

‘That’s Ollie.’ She twirled her fork in her seafood linguine, admiring the plump prawns. ‘James would have billed you in six-minute increments, and I have no idea how architects charge. I might find out soon though. Felix is very keen to raze the shack and rebuild.’

‘You’re painting an interesting picture of your cousins.’

‘Am I? All the sibs are different, but they’re great in their own ways.’

‘Didn’t Lily live in the shack for most of last year?’ When CC nodded, Tom said, ‘So why aren’t you living there instead of the dodgy hospital house with the crap cookware?’

‘I’d hoped to live in the shack, but Felix and Bronte want a sole-occupancy babymoon once a month until the baby arrives, which I guess is fair enough.’

His brows rose. ‘Is it?’

Irritation zipped through her but she was unsure if it was directed at him or herself. ‘You playing devil’s advocate?’

He swallowed the steak he’d just put in his mouth. ‘Just stating facts. You hoped to live there and now you can’t. It seems to me that five people owning a holiday house must mean five people are constantly compromising, or at least some are. Sounds like the opposite of a holiday.’

His words burrowed under her skin and she thought about her disappointment at not being able to live at the shack, and the cousins’ lack of unity on future plans.

‘It’s not difficult.’ She sounded overly defensive and immediately regretted her tone. ‘What I mean is, we’re committed to making it work. Lily, Ollie and I are pooling our weekends, so I’ll be there when I’m not working.’

Tom grinned. ‘Good to know.’

She was momentarily distracted by his dimples and the warmth in his smile. She dropped her gaze and finished her drink, searching around for something to say. She suddenly remembered a comment Lily had made at the pub. ‘Do you find the commute from Kooramook to Portland difficult?’

Tom laughed so hard his body shook. When he finally drew breath his forehead creased in a light frown. ‘Ah, sorry, I thought you were joking. It’s twenty minutes tops. You’ve driven the road, right?’

‘Only in summer and rarely at night. Apparently last winter Lily had a near miss with black ice.’

Tom frowned. ‘You sure? It’s not something the road’s known for. Potholes that will swallow trucks, for sure, but not black ice.’

She tried to remember Lily’s exact words. ‘Perhaps I’m confusing it with fog? She said that if the guardrail hadn’t been there, she would have landed in the sea.’

Tom balled his napkin and tossed it onto his now empty plate. ‘I know that she and Trina Rawlins almost collided at Dead Man’s Corner last July. I came past a few minutes after it happened and they were both pretty shaken up, but it wasn’t wet or foggy. In fact it was one of those bluebird winter days when—’ Tom suddenly leaned in, his face creased in concern. ‘You okay? Toothache?’

CC realised that at the mention of Trina’s name her hand had risen to her cheek as if she’d just been struck again. She quickly dropped it to the table and fiddled with a spoon. ‘Fine. Fancy dessert?’

But as she turned to read the board, she couldn’t shift the image of Trina screaming at Lily, ‘She’s the one who leaves!’


Chapter Seven

CC’s first week in urgent care was busy. Along with the usual frequent flyers she treated everything from a young woman presenting with stroke symptoms to a smelter worker with a crushed hand. As a locum, the medicine didn’t change, but there was always the steep learning curve of a new department’s computer system and ethos. By Friday afternoon, CC was glad to have the weekend off, even if the weather forecast was for wind and rain.

When she arrived at the shack she was surprised to see Lily’s car and even more surprised by the rakish angle it was parked at. It was as if Lily had just randomly stopped and jumped out. Not that space was an issue, but parking was generally reserved to one area so it didn’t impinge on the grass or a straight walk to the house. Lily had told CC she was driving down Friday afternoon, but going by the state of the kitchen she must have arrived at least twenty-four hours earlier.

CC took in the chaos, struggling to find a place to stow her shopping bags while she unpacked her food.

‘CC!’ Lily barrelled through the back door, arms wide, and hugged her. ‘What the hell is that?’

CC followed her gaze to the black quadrilateral case with a bell dome. ‘It’s a euphonium.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m brushing up for the Anzac Day service.’

Lily shook her head as if she hadn’t heard correctly. ‘Because?’

‘Long story.’ CC didn’t want to go into details about how Tom had given her a crash refresher course on the instrument, or how welcoming the band had been despite her rusty skill set. If she did, she knew Lily would read far more into the Tom situation than existed. Instead, she waved her arm towards the cakes cooling on racks. ‘Who’s coming?’

Lily stared at her, fingers tapping on the bench. ‘No one. Just us.’

‘Right …’ Even for Lily, three cakes seemed excessive.

‘Don’t give me that look! All of them sounded amazing so why limit yourself to one? Embrace cake and you embrace life!’ Lily opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of wine. ‘Drink?’

It was barely four thirty, and experience had taught CC that the later she started drinking with Lily, the better. ‘I’d kill for a cuppa and a piece of cake. Then I thought I’d go for a run. When do Ollie and co get here?’

‘Not sure about Paige and the kids, but Ollie’s already here. He’s out on the boat.’

‘In this wind?’ CC thought about the ocean view on the drive—choppy foam dotting the water all the way to the horizon. ‘It’s a pretty decent swell.’

‘You know Ollie. A bit of weather never bothers him, and apparently,’ Lily made quotation marks with her fingers, ‘the snapper are running.’

CC’s mouth watered at the thought of fresh fish for dinner. ‘Let’s hope he gets a good catch.’

‘He’s got a better chance than us. You know, I spent hours in that boat with Gramps and I still can’t catch a thing. I reckon when Ollie lived here with Bert and Rosa, they taught him secret fishing stuff he’s never revealed to the rest of us.’

‘Maybe, but then again, Ollie’s content to sit and wait.’

Lily laughed. ‘Life’s too short to sit in a boat.’

While CC organised the fridge into a useable state and unloaded her cold food, Lily poured herself a glass of wine and propped on a stool.

‘What did you make of the email from Gretel?’ she asked.

‘Work’s been flat out. I haven’t read it yet.’

Lily grimaced. ‘She had a go at me about not filling in the booking calendar for this week. As if she’d care. It’s not like she’d be caught dead down here voluntarily, let alone midweek during term time.’

Unable to hide her surprise, CC rose from the vegetable crisper and looked at Lily over the fridge door. ‘You’ve been here all week?’

Lily nodded as she sipped her wine. ‘I love it down here in autumn. Glorious warm days, and just enough nip in the air at night to justify lighting the fire.’ She sighed. ‘It’s my happy place. I’m staying until the Royals come down.’

‘The Royals?’

‘Prince Felix and Princess Bronte.’

While Lily hacked into the lumberjack cake and filled her mouth with a generous slice, CC closed the fridge then checked the booking spreadsheet on her phone. She calculated the days until Felix’s weekend. ‘That’s three weeks …’

‘I know!’ Lily’s eyes danced as she punched the air. ‘I’ve found the perfect loophole in their stupid booking system. James and Gretel haven’t booked at all, and with us pooling our weekends, it means I can be here most of the time.’

Frustration surged through CC. ‘So I could have lived here too and just moved out for any booked weekends?’

Lily shrugged.

The dismissive action infuriated CC. ‘But you and Ollie—’ She cut herself off and took a deep breath. Ollie hadn’t said an outright no to her living in the shack; he’d recommended she didn’t to avoid pushback from the others. Going on what Lily had told her about the email from Gretel, he’d been correct.

Their phones buzzed simultaneously and CC read a booking notification from James for the following Thursday through Sunday: James Friend Archery long weekend

‘That bitch!’ Lily muttered.

‘James made the booking, not Gretel,’ CC said evenly, not wanting to be pulled into a rabbit hole of unsubstantiated theories.

‘Oh grow up, CC! You know James is welded to his job, so why is he suddenly taking two days off? This has got Gretel written all over it. She will have convinced him to come down on Thursday just to spite me!’

The kettle boiled. CC made herself a cup of tea and sampled the almond and lemon cake, using the time to slow her breathing and think things through. Technically, James could book a four-day weekend, especially as Lily hadn’t officially indicated her decision to stay during the week. But as Gretel somehow knew Lily was down here and they’d exchanged words, this booking was likely a shot across the bows. But mostly, CC was breathing deeply to settle her agitation over Lily’s erratic opinion swings over whether CC should live in the shack or not.

As she followed the calm now slipping through her mind, she remembered what Tom had told her about Lily’s near miss at Dead Man’s Corner. The thought led to Trina Rawlins. CC took a sip of tea and decided to broach the subject again.

‘Is Trina Rawlins angry at you over the near miss at Dead Man’s Corner?’

‘Pfaff,’ Lily said dismissively, but her pupils had dilated into inky discs almost obliterating the sea-green of her irises.

‘It’s just Tom mentioned he saw the two of you just after the accident last year. He said you were both pretty shaken up.’

Lily’s face took on a manic hue. ‘Ooh, you’ve been seeing hot Tom! Fill me in!’

But this time CC was determined not to be sidetracked. ‘Lily, it’s not normal for someone to scream at you in public.’

‘Of course it is. It happens all the time.’

‘On reality TV maybe, but not in everyday life.’

‘So no patient’s yelled at you this week?’

CC regretted having told Lily some work stories. ‘That’s not personal. That’s patients with addiction or dementia issues. I just want to understand what’s going on.’

‘Tom’s wrong. It wasn’t a near miss.’ Lily refilled her glass and took another long drink. When she returned her gaze to CC, she gave her an unsettling rictus smile. ‘It was a calculated one.’

For the briefest of moments CC wondered which of the two women had made the calculation. She immediately gave herself a hard internal slap. This was Lily, who nursed injured birds and animals back to health, who was queen of the nieces and nephews, who would no more try to run someone off the road than join the Liberal Party.

‘Are you saying that Trina tried to run you off the road?’

‘I’m not talking about it, CC.’

‘But—’

‘But nothing.’ Lily’s hand was raised like a stop sign. ‘Right now my priority’s my healing; I don’t want to spiral. My therapist says it’s important to surround myself with positive energy.’

‘Yes, I understand that, but Trina lives in Kooramook so how is being close to her positive?’

Lily stood and stalked to the back door. As she pulled it open, she speared CC with a hard and tight expression. ‘If you can’t respect my wishes, then you need to leave. Now.’

Violent rafts of sensation prickled CC’s skin. She wanted to say ‘This is my house too,’ but this version of Lily was a total stranger and the doctor in her was instructing her to tread as carefully as a bomb-disposal expert.

‘I’m sorry, Lily. I didn’t mean to upset you or overstep. I only said what I did because I’m worried you’re not safe. I’ll go for a run and give you some space.’

Lily’s face relaxed as quickly as it had tensed, and then she laughed. ‘Oh, CC, of course I’m safe—this is Kooramook. Honestly, you’re the worst catastrophiser. You always have been and becoming a doctor hasn’t helped.’ Lily linked her arm through CC’s. ‘You need to view life through a new lens. Let the beauty and joy wash over you instead of focusing on the negatives. I’m glad you’re here this weekend so you can chill out. Let’s go to the pub.’

CC’s neck ached as if she’d been whiplashed. ‘The pub?’

‘Yes, it’s happy hour and you never know who we’ll meet.’

CC hoped the accompanying wink meant Lily thought Tom might be there, not Trina. But given what had just gone down, she knew she had absolutely no idea what path Lily’s thoughts were taking.

‘Give me a sec to have a quick wee,’ she said.

‘Put on some concealer and lippy too so you look less like a ghost.’

When CC was recapping her lipstick, she noticed a bottle of pills on the bathroom vanity. With the kids arriving, it wasn’t a safe place to leave medication. As she picked it up to stow it in the high cabinet, she read the label—Ritalin. It was a drug that could only be prescribed by a psychiatrist so CC knew little about it and certainly not enough to know if the dose was correct.

She opened the bottle—it was almost full. Was Lily even taking it?

It’s only a few days but I feel fantastic!

Apart from the unexpected outburst a few moments ago, Lily did seem her normal energetic self. And hell, everyone was entitled to a grumpy moment. But before CC put the bottle away, she took a photo of the label.

The following morning CC entertained Ollie’s kids outside with the euphonium, not so much by mangling the national anthem but by practising scales. She had expected them to laugh at her bulging cheeks—and they had—but it was nothing compared to their squeals of delight or the wild charges around the garden yelling, ‘Farts! Farts!’ when she played a low B flat.

Ollie brought out coffee and watched the kids with an indulgent smile. ‘Sophisticated bunch, my lot.’

CC laughed. ‘Pretty normal, I’d say. Remember when Felix and I were obsessed by the Bum Trilogy books?’

‘I’ve read them to my kids.’

‘So, no Paige this weekend?’ CC asked.

The night before, when she’d finally managed to drag Lily home from the pub along with the meat platter she’d won, Ollie and the kids were already in bed. At breakfast, CC had been surprised to only see the kids, who’d told her Ollie was out for an early surf.

‘It’s the annual girls’ weekend in Warrnambool.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Right about now they’re soaking in the hot springs.’

‘Nice.’ But CC was more interested in the impressive-looking sports watch on his wrist. ‘I’ve been thinking about getting one of those. How do you like it?’

He grimaced. ‘Paige gave it to me. It’s a you-beaut dive watch with more bells and whistles than I need.’

‘Like what?’

‘You name it, it does it. It tracks exercise, sleep, stuff like that. I think she chose this one because I can use it to answer the phone when I’m on a roof. But down here, thanks to dodgy reception, it’s just a watch.’

‘Are you doing much diving?’

He nodded. ‘Been getting back into it now Archie’s older. I dived off Cape Nelson the other week; swimming through the kelp forests is something else.’ He startled as if hit by something. ‘You should get your dive certificate and come with me.’

CC scrunched up her nose. ‘Thanks for the thought, but aren’t most of the dives around here wrecks? I get claustrophobic in dark places on land, let alone down deep. The thought of a panic attack twenty-five metres under the surface is terrifying.’

She watched disappointment crawl across his face and immediately wanted to ease it. ‘Maybe I could mind the kids and you and Paige can dive?’

‘Thanks, but she’s not keen either.’ He shrugged. ‘No worries. To be honest, there’s something magic about being down there on your own.’

Her chest cramped. ‘Ollie! Diving on your own’s dangerous.’

He gave her a look similar to the one Lily had given her the night before, implying she was just that little bit clueless. ‘For beginners, sure, but you know I’m not a risk-taker. I’ve logged the hours, I’ve done the self-sufficient dive course and I’ve got all the gear. Believe me, I do more prep than the average buddy divers.’

She squeezed his arm, trying to reassure herself. ‘And you always tell Paige where you’re diving?’

‘Daddy! Look!’ Archie called out as he balanced on a rock.

A look of pure devotion crossed Ollie’s face and he gave his youngest son two thumbs up. ‘Relax, CC. I love my family. Life’s too short to take any stupid risks.’

‘Good to know.’

He drained his coffee. ‘Talking family, Felix sent me a link to view those plans but I can’t get that Dropbox thing to work. Have you got in?’

‘I haven’t had time to look at them yet.’

‘Well, going on what he said on the Zoom call, I can’t imagine we’re going to like them. Thank God you, me and Lily are on the same page about this place.’

Archie chose that moment to cannonball into his father’s lap. He was fast followed by Elsa and Leyton, who both body-slammed their father. Ollie laughed and fell back on the grass, letting the children swarm all over him.

When Leyton sat on Archie, making him squawk, and Elsa inadvertently kicked Leyton, CC intervened before the rough play ended in tears.

‘Who wants to pick tomatoes for sugo?’ she asked the kids.

‘Ah, CC, have you looked at the veggie garden?’ Ollie said. ‘I think Lily stripped the vines and took all the ripe fruit to the market.’

CC stif led a scream. ‘Okay, then. Who wants to go to the market and buy some tomatoes for sugo?’

‘Me! Me!’ Archie jumped to his feet.

‘Can we get hot jammie Ds?’ Elsa asked.

‘Sure,’ Ollie said. ‘Just don’t let Lily see you eating them or we’ll all get lectured about processed food and the evils of fat and sugar.’

The kids ran most of the way to the market, and CC and Ollie powerwalked behind them.

Just as they arrived at the village green, Ollie’s phone rang. He checked the screen then sighed. ‘The downside of walking into town,’ he muttered. ‘Sorry, kids, it’s about a job so I have to call them back.’

The three children gave a collective groan of disappointment.

‘I’ll buy the donuts and take them to the beach,’ CC offered. ‘Catch us up after the call.’

‘You sure?’

‘Absolutely!’

‘Yay!!!’ The children ran around CC in circles like excited puppies.

‘You’re the best. Here …’ Ollie pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and it was impossible not to notice that it was bulging with a thick wad of green hundred-dollar bills.

‘Sorry, I’ve only got granny smiths,’ he said.

CC paid for everything using her phone and wasn’t used to seeing anyone with cash, but she remembered Paige saying something about some of Ollie’s customers paying in cash.

‘Finished a big job?’ she asked.

Ollie frowned as if he had no clue what she was talking about, then his face cleared. ‘Yeah. I prefer direct debit, but some of the old cockies have stashed money under the mattress for years.’

‘Is it safe having all that cash on you? Maybe you should drive into Portland and bank it.’

‘This is Kooramook, remember. The safest place on the coast. Hell, probably the safest place in the country. The chances of my wallet being stolen or me getting mugged are non-existent.’

‘But there are a lot more tourists about now—’

‘Breathe, city girl,’ Ollie said indulgently. ‘And at the risk of sounding like Lily, stop worrying. Go eat donuts instead.’

She laughed and hugged him. He was right—the market was full of happy families enjoying the laidback and wholesome vibe. Theft and violent crime might touch other places, but it didn’t happen here.


Chapter Eight

‘Go, you. You’ve been practising,’ Tom said at the end of band practice the following week.

CC got a crazy shot of satisfaction from the approval in his voice. ‘I don’t want to let Dougie down, especially as the plan is for him to be well enough to come to the parade.’ She’d met the delightful eighty-two-year-old when he’d returned to urgent care short of breath after relapsing with pneumonia. ‘I think my biggest challenge will be not crying when we’re playing “I Vow to Thee My Country”.’

Tom grinned. ‘Oh, you’ll tear up. We all do.’

‘Tom, you’re on locking up tonight,’ Kerri, the band conductor, called from the door. ‘See you next week.’

After everyone had said goodnight and it was only CC and Tom remaining, he said, ‘I better get started on the washing up.’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ CC offered, not entirely altruistically.

Surprise crossed his face and he smiled. ‘Great.’

While the water ran slowly from cold to hot, Tom asked her about her weekend. ‘Heard you won the meat platter on Friday night.’

At first she wondered how he knew, then remembered the pub’s manager had taken a photo so it was probably on the community Facebook page. ‘It was such a shock when they called out my name. Usually when I buy raff le tickets I ask what is it that I’m not going to win?’

Tom’s laugh was rich and resonant. It rumbled around her, creating cascades of delight, not only because of the sound but because she’d made it happen.

‘The kids loved the bacon for breakfast and we had a big barbecue on Saturday night,’ she went on, ‘but I’ve still got heaps in the freezer. I probably should donate it to the food bank. I wonder if they accept frozen food?’

‘Sounds like a busy weekend.’ Tom plonked the dirty mugs into the foaming water.

‘Always busy with three kids zooming around. I’d hoped to make sugo, but that didn’t pan out so we went fishing and surfing, then finished off with a massive games night. When they finally fell into bed, I did too.’ She glanced at him, wondering if he’d been disappointed that she hadn’t made it to the pub to hear him play. ‘How was your gig?’

‘Yeah, okay. Now summer’s over the pub’s pretty quiet, so it’s not the same vibe.’

‘No dance party?’

He laughed. ‘Lily gave it her best shot. She always does.’

CC almost dropped the mug she was drying. ‘Are you sure you didn’t have one too many frothies? Lily went to bed before I did.’

His brows rose sharply. ‘She may have told you she was going to bed, but she got to the pub around ten and stayed until closing.’

‘Right …’ CC tried processing the information. Of course, Lily could have changed her mind, that was totally possible—expected even—but ever since the summer CC had turned seventeen, whenever she was at the shack with Lily, her cousin always insisted they go to the pub together.

Tom handed her a dripping mug. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Yeah,’ she lied, hiding her confusion—or was it hurt—that Lily had snuck out of the shack without her. Perhaps she’d gone with Ollie? No, if they’d gone together they would have asked CC to mind the kids.

‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have implied you were drunk,’ she said.

‘Apology accepted.’

She stowed the mug on the shelf and picked up another wet one from the drainer. ‘I’m just surprised she went to the pub without me. Usually she’s begging me to come.’

Tom stayed silent, head down and scrubbing at a coffee stain that had already come away.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Nothing.’

Going on the fact she often sensed Tom’s warm gaze on her, she took a punt. ‘I think the fact you’re not looking at me probably means something.’

His hands paused and he gave her a sideways glance reminiscent of a kid caught with his hand in the biscuit barrel. ‘I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but perhaps there’s a reason she didn’t want you to go to the pub with her?’

This time CC’s brows rose. ‘Is she seeing someone?’

‘I dunno. Maybe? She was having an intense conversation with a bloke for a bit. Who knows if it was a date or just a pub debate about the council’s plans for the market. It’s got most of the stallholders up in arms. It’s all they can talk about.’ He pulled out the plug and dried the sink. ‘The next time I glanced up from the keyboard, Lily was demanding we play “Dancing Queen” and encouraging everyone to get up and join her.’

‘And the bloke?’

‘Didn’t see him again.’

CC considered the information. It wasn’t that meeting a man in the pub was unusual, although it had been years since Lily had been in a relationship—or at least one she’d told the family about. Perhaps the conversation had been connected to the market. When Lily had returned home on Saturday afternoon with empty tomato tubs, she’d told Ollie and CC they needed to sign an online petition. ‘It’s outrageous!’ she’d said. ‘They want to double the price of renting a piece of grass and provide nothing in return. As it is, we have to walk two hundred metres to the toilets at the beach.’ Lily had talked nonstop for fifteen minutes about the council—alleged kickbacks, bullying and infighting—until Ollie suggested they all go for a surf.

CC added what Tom had just told her to Lily’s odd behaviour on Friday afternoon and voiced the reason she’d stayed back to help with the washing up.

‘Can I ask you a medication question?’

This time Tom’s look was a mix of caution and intrigue. ‘For yourself?’

‘For a friend. I’m a bit worried about her and I’d appreciate your opinion. She’s taking Ritalin, thirty milligrams a day, slow release.’

‘Adult?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re certain about the dose?’

CC nodded. ‘I’ve read the prescription instructions on the label.’

‘So it’s legit? Not an Instagram self-diagnosis and meds bought on the dark web?’

‘No, she’s been officially diagnosed with adult ADHD by a psychiatrist.’

‘The usual starting dose is twenty milligrams slow-release capsule.’

She thought about Lily’s erratic behaviour. ‘Is thirty milligrams too much then?’

‘When did she start taking it?’

‘I think it was January. Maybe December.’

‘Thirty milligram tracks then. Generally it’s titrated up as tolerated. I assume they ruled out the contraindications for Ritalin during her assessment.’

‘What are they?’

Tom dried his hands and pulled out his phone. After a couple of swipes he handed her the device. She read the long list of contraindications, but the problem was that she didn’t know enough about Lily’s medical or family medical history to know if any of them applied.

‘I hope so,’ she said.

‘If you’re worried, you can always check the doctor’s legit.’

She stared at him, stunned and indignant. ‘Of course he’s legit. His name’s on the bottle and he works at an ADHD clinic.’

Tom shrugged as if that meant nothing. ‘Every week I’m calling doctors to check on prescriptions that aren’t quite right. Most times it’s a stressed doctor who’s keyed in the wrong dose, but twice I’ve discovered the doctor didn’t exist.’

‘No way!’ CC felt ridiculously naive. ‘I had no idea. Who knew pharmacy was part detective work.’

He said something in a husky voice about breaking rules for her while using his fingers to mime puffing on a cigar. At her blank expression he added, ‘Humphrey Bogart in The Big Sleep.’

She’d never heard of the film but the voice he was mimicking reminded her of something. ‘Is he the guy from the old black-and-white movies in the dingy office who’s always wearing a trench coat?’

‘Yep. Marlowe’s the original hard-drinking, chain-smoking, lone wolf PI with a heart of gold for the underdog. Spawned a thousand others, and still does if you check out the streamers’ latest offerings.’

‘Dare I admit to never seeing one of Bogart’s films?’

Tom feigned shock. ‘Not even Casablanca?’

She gave him an apologetic look. ‘Does having heard of it give me any points?’

‘Possibly. I’ve seen all of Bogart’s films.’

This was unexpected. ‘Why?’

‘My grandfather was a film buff and a huge Bogie fan. He owned actual thirty-five-millimetre films and back in the day he showed them at the film club.’ A dreamy smile spread across Tom’s face. ‘I loved them. I used to sit in the box with him and help him change the reels.’

The obvious joy of Tom’s memories reminded her of how much she’d treasured the cooking sessions with her nonna. She wondered if Tom had loved the films or the one-on-one time with his grandfather, or both.

Tom suddenly laughed.

‘What’s funny?’ she asked.

He was shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe the memory. ‘One year, I dressed up as Marlowe for book week. Put it this way—in a sea of Harry Potters, me and my trench coat stood out like dog’s balls. Between playing the piano and the love of old black-and-white movies, it’s lucky I was a strong swimmer and a decent surfer.’

‘Gave you enough cred against the bullies?’

‘That and I didn’t care too much about what they thought. I’m always happy to laugh at myself and there’s power in that.’ He checked the urn was turned off. ‘So, back to your concerns about your friend. The dose sounds fine, but if they’re worried I can call the clinic for you. The doctor won’t query it; pharmacists do it all the time.’

It was a generous offer, but it would mean outing Lily and as she hadn’t expressed any concerns, CC really shouldn’t be sticking her nose in. ‘Thanks, but your confirmation that thirty milligrams is within normal range really helped.’

‘No worries.’ Tom started flicking switches, turning off banks of lights as they moved from the kitchen into the hall and towards the front door. ‘There’s one thing bothering me though …’

Unease churned her gut. ‘What?’

‘You haven’t seen Casablanca.’

She swatted him on the arm. ‘You had me worried. I thought you were talking about Ritalin.’

‘You should be worried. Casablanca’s a cultural icon. Lines from the film are part of everyday speech.’

She laughed at his film-nerd earnestness. ‘Like play it again, Sam?’

‘Hah!’ The blue of his eyes dazzled with delight. ‘That’s the classic mistake made by someone who hasn’t seen the film.’

‘I guess I better get educated then.’

‘I can lend you the DVD.’

‘Thanks, but the Portland house doesn’t have a player and it’s a bit hard to watch it at the shack. Maybe I can find it on a streamer and watch it on my laptop.’

Tom groaned.

‘Now what?’

‘You can’t watch it on your computer. You need a big screen to fully appreciate it.’ He hefted his tuba, and ushered her and the euphonium through the hall’s external doors. ‘You’re welcome to watch it at my place one night if you want, with or without me.’

His tone was casual, off-hand even, which seemed at odds with his passion for the film. Did he want to spend time with her or not? Did she? The thought of spending time with him in his house didn’t raise any flags—in fact, it might be fun—but the way he’d phrased the invitation meant she was the one who decided how she watched the film. Wasn’t it weird to watch a movie at someone’s house without them? And if she accepted and watched it with him, did that make it a date or just film education?

CC suddenly got an irrational longing for the dating apps. At least when she’d used them, the intention was stated from the start. This was just confusing. So often she and Tom seemed to lurch from getting along to misunderstanding each other and back again, leaving her wondering how much they had in common. He was passionate about music and now, it appeared, black-and-white films, which she found a bit odd. Then again, only other enthusiasts ever understood someone’s hobby. At least he had hobbies. Her life was consumed by work, which currently didn’t leave a lot of time for anything else, including making long drives to see her mother and her Melbourne friends.

‘I need to know something.’ Her uncertainty made the words shoot out a bit too brusquely.

One light brown brow rose. ‘What’s that?’

‘You’re obviously passionate about this film. Can you watch it with me without pointing out every little thing?’

He gave another deeply timbred laugh. ‘That is so not a problem. My family won’t watch movies with me any more because I ban all talking even if I’ve seen it ten times already.’

She stowed the euphonium in her car, liking that he shared her approach to watching films. ‘Are snacks allowed?’

‘Sure. You bring the popcorn.’

An idea landed, filling her with anticipation. ‘As it’s Casablanca, I could bring Moroccan chicken tagine and mint tea?’

He grinned, dimples spinning. ‘You’re on. Text me some dates.’

She watched him walk to his car, knowing that suggesting tomorrow night was way too eager.


Chapter Nine

CC was cannulating an elderly patient with friable veins when her phone rang. When it rang a third time, she apologised to Mrs McGovern and asked Jacqui, one of the nurses, to fish it out of her scrubs’ pocket.

‘Is it Ravi Basu’s rooms?’ CC asked. ‘I’m chasing an urgent appointment for—’ She stopped, realising Mrs McGovern was listening intently, keen to learn about someone else’s problems—likely someone she knew.

‘It says Felix,’ Jacqui said.

‘Really?’ She couldn’t remember Felix having ever called her.

‘Is that your boyfriend?’ Mrs McGovern asked.

The cannula slid into the vein and CC took bloods. ‘I don’t have a boyfriend, Mrs Mac.’ She stripped off her gloves and set the drip rate. ‘Jacqui, can you organise the bloods, please, while I go and chase down that appointment.’

She retrieved her phone and walked outside, worried Felix was calling because there was a problem with Bronte’s pregnancy.

He picked up after one ring. ‘Hey, CC, how are things?’

His breezy tone didn’t betray any concern and her held breath whooshed out. ‘Yeah, good, but I’m at work. Did you need something?’

‘I wondered if you were free for dinner?’

The invitation was so unexpected it momentarily threw her.

‘You still there, CC?’

‘Um, yeah. Did you and Bronte come down to the shack early?’ And not fill in the booking calendar you insisted on?

‘Nah, it’s just me. I had a work meeting so I’m staying the night. I thought it would be good to catch up, unless of course you’ve got a hot date.’

His laugh implied that any date—hot or otherwise—was the last thing she would have. Although his assumption was accurate, for some reason it rankled. She’d sent Tom a list of dates for a movie night, but she was yet to hear back, and as it wasn’t a band practice night and she technically finished work at five thirty, she was very free.

‘Hot dates always start after eight so I should be able to squeeze you in,’ she said.

‘Excellent. There’s a place in the old post office that looks good. Meet you there at six?’

‘Great. I’ll text you if I’m running late.’

When CC walked into the restaurant just after six, Felix shot to his feet and hugged her before giving her a top-to-toe glance that ended in surprise. ‘You’re looking good,’ he said.

She laughed. ‘Thank you, I think.’

His cheeks pinked. ‘Sorry. I guess I’m used to seeing you in shack-chic, not work clothes.’

She glanced down at her silk blouse and black capri pants, which were a far cry from the floral scrubs she wore at work, but decided against mentioning that. She took in his linen shirt, neat chinos and leather shoes. ‘You’re looking very schmick yourself. I didn’t know you had clients down here.’

Before Felix could reply, the waitress arrived and they decided on wine—a bottle of the local pinot grigio—and food—the fish of the day. After they’d accepted the wine, clinked glasses and toasted the occasion, Felix thanked CC for chatting with Bronte.

‘The birth-centre suggestion was perfect. She’s a lot happier now and she loves her midwife.’

‘I’m glad. Continuity of care’s so important, and the beauty of the birth centre is that if anything goes wrong, the full force of hospital care is on the other side of the double doors. It’s the best of both worlds.’

He nodded. ‘We’re getting excited about the twenty-week scan.’

Their food arrived and the conversation turned to how the Thai flavours in the coconut rice complemented the sea bream.

‘I froze some of Ollie’s mega catch of snapper,’ CC said. ‘When you and Bronte are down at the shack next, you’re welcome to have it.’

‘Thanks, that would be great.’ Felix leaned back and sipped his wine. ‘Have you had time to look at the plans I sent?’ When she nodded, he said, ‘What do you think?’

Reading house plans was a special skill so CC had shown them to a draftsman married to one of the nurses. Theo had interpreted them for her so she fully understood what she was looking at. Felix hadn’t taken the easy way out and sketched a soulless box. He’d designed a house that not only respected the fragile coastal environment, but gave a nod to Bert’s original design in the angles of the balconies.

Theo had been seriously impressed and had whistled his admiration more than once. ‘He’s thought of everything,’ he’d said. ‘The use of natural light, insulated windows, solar panels, an aerobic septic system … If it gets built, I reckon it might win a design award.’

Now CC slowly turned her wine glass and considered her words. ‘I think it’s an ambitious project.’

Felix’s eyes lit up. ‘And exciting, right? Every bedroom and ensuite are the same size so no one’s stuck with the crap room and there’s plenty of living space. It’s not just a state-of-the-art holiday house, it’s an income generator. When we’re not using it, we can rent it out and capture the luxury end of the market. I was talking to Rachelle and—’

‘Who’s Rachelle?’

‘The real estate agent. She says there’s been a big jump in interest in the region and they can’t fill all the requests they’re getting for high-end accommodation. This summer they could have rented out The Manor ten times over and it’s only got six rooms and no view.’

CC thought about the recent drop in numbers at the Kooramook pub. ‘What about winter?’

Felix looked nonplussed. ‘What about it?’

‘Even with the whale highway as a drawcard, winter’s quiet down here. How many times would sixteen-plus people want to rent the house in the off-season?’

‘The coast’s popular with tourists all year around.’

‘Most don’t venture past the Twelve Apostles. Did you ask Rachelle if the requests are mostly for summer and Easter, because they’re the times we’d all want to use the house. And how many weeks a year would the house need to be rented out to break even? If we lose key weeks to renters, that defeats the point, doesn’t it?’

Felix was holding up his hands as if her barrage of questions were bullets. ‘We can fact-check all of that easily enough,’ he said. ‘And I can set up a meeting with Rachelle if you want. But as it stands, you know we don’t use the shack every week of the summer so there are plenty of free periods for it to earn us some coin.’

CC wasn’t certain this was entirely accurate. Ollie and Paige used the shack a lot, and Lily was currently spending more time there than in Melbourne. CC had already been approached by hospital management asking if she was interested in extending her time at the hospital, and if she did, she’d be using the shack more often too. When she factored in the new family booking system that was already eating into people’s access, she thought spare weekends were almost non-existent.

After the waitress cleared their plates, Felix enthusiastically rolled out large white plans on the table. ‘Most holiday houses are money pits, but this idea makes the house work for us in so many ways. It’s energy efficient, and with three living zones and a kids’ rumpus room, it gives us comfortable places to chill out. When we’re not there, it earns us money. It’s a way of turning our inheritance into working capital, but at the same time combining family tradition and family time. It’s sun, sand, sea and cents instead of a mouldering hovel that needed bulldozing a decade ago.’

His forefinger roamed the plans, tapping on various aspects and elevations. ‘When Bert and Rosa built the shack, Dad hadn’t even met Mum. When we were all kids, the most people who stayed was seven and we’re already double that. Bronte and I are planning on a couple of kids, and I’m guessing you’re not single by choice. We’ve more than outgrown the shack and we’re only going to grow further. It’s like you said on the Zoom call: keeping what we love about the shack, but making it work for everyone. This house is the solution.’

CC considered the view the new house would give them, and how the design used the environment to warm and cool the house. Felix’s passion for the project circled her and she couldn’t stop a buzz of excitement jittering inside her when she thought about the large kitchen. It would be the heartbeat of the house, just like it was when Rosa had held court. She could picture all the wonderful shared meals that would be created in it and how the legacy of Rosa and her own nonna would live on. Her anticipation was only tempered by the apprehension that so many bedrooms and living spaces might dilute family togetherness. But with the current usage agreement, Easter and the week immediately after Christmas were the only times they were all together and this house would change that for the better.

‘It means more than one couple could be in the house at any one time,’ she said.

‘Absolutely. Unless of course you wanted to host a weekend with friends, and this way you could do it without being embarrassed.’

‘I was surprised James hosted an archery weekend,’ she said. ‘The shack’s not exactly his and Gretel’s brand.’

Felix laughed. ‘It’s definitely not Gretel’s. But then again, Bronte’s not a big fan of the current shack either. New shack will—’

‘“New shack?”’ CC laughed. ‘There’s nothing shack-like about this place. It’s twenty-first-century living.’

‘It’s of its day,’ Felix said with a hint of defensiveness. ‘Just like old shack is 1960s living.’

CC thought that was a stretch. ‘The shack was never luxurious. Didn’t Bert build it from whatever he could find because money was tight?’

Felix tilted his head in agreement. ‘And lucky for us, we don’t have that issue. James is totally onboard with new shack.’

Given what James had said in the Zoom meeting, the news wasn’t a surprise.

Felix’s clear brown eyes locked with hers. ‘What about you, CC? You in?’

A kernel of disquiet unfurled inside her. ‘I thought we’d agreed to a family meeting to discuss the plans together after everyone had time to read and mull?’

He grimaced. ‘We both know what Ollie and Lily will say. Hell, they’ve already said it.’

‘That was before they saw the plans.’

‘Have they seen the plans? Last time I checked Ollie was struggling to open them.’ Felix shook his head as if he couldn’t believe his older brother’s tech incompetence. ‘Even if they have looked at them, do you honestly think they’ll change their minds?’

CC didn’t want to be disloyal to Ollie and Lily, but at the same time she wanted to acknowledge Felix’s concept.‘I think they’ll appreciate that you’ve designed this house with heart. Rosa would have adored the kitchen, and you’re keeping Bert’s carved mantelpiece.’

‘Always the peacemaker,’ Felix muttered before a long sigh rolled out of him. ‘We all love Ollie, but he’s always been the family Luddite. He was dragged kicking and screaming into getting a mobile and if he didn’t need it for his business he’d still be using a landline. He’s stuck in the past and he’s got an unhealthy obsession with the shack. It’s got an exhausted septic, no decent heating or cooling and a tiny rainwater tank. It’s currently harder on the fragile coastal ecosystem than new shack will be.’

It occurred to CC that this was the perfect way to get through to Lily and Ollie. ‘Have you explained all that to them?’

‘Does the Pope have a balcony? Ollie views the shack through the lens of his eight-year-old self.’

‘He’s pretty fond of his sixteenth summer when he lost his virginity in the dunes.’

But Felix didn’t crack the smile she’d been hoping for. He vigorously rolled up the plans. ‘You know what they’re like. Lily always sides with Ollie.’

‘That’s not strictly true. Lily’s involved in Food Rescue and passionate about the environment, so she’ll be open to this even if she’s financially challenged.’

His bark of laughter was disconcerting. ‘Jesus, is that what she told you? She’s got money, CC, and if she bothered to get a job, a bank would loan her the shortfall. She’s just lazy. She prefers spending her time down here, and she justifies it by joining leftie community groups then getting people offside. Food Rescue is the latest in a long list. Hell, she’s hardly rescuing food, she’s bloody growing it in the garden!’

CC saw a chance to get more information about Lily. ‘When you say offside, do you mean Trina Rawlins?’

Felix shrugged. ‘Never heard of her. Is she on the market committee? Either way, she’s probably just one on a long list of people Lily’s upset. It doesn’t matter which committee Lily joins, it always starts off great, but it isn’t long before she’s locking horns with someone who disagrees with her.’

A flash of Lily standing next to the open kitchen door, eyes blazing, lit up CC’s mind. She shoved it aside. That moment had been an aberration. ‘Is that really fair?’

Felix’s jaw jutted. ‘It’s an accurate description of my sister.’

‘Your principled, loving and caring sister?’

His shoulders slumped. ‘Yeah, okay, not totally fair. But when it comes to Lily, you’ve got rose-coloured glasses. As a kid, you got fun Lily for a few weeks a year, but believe me, living with her is totally different. She’ll side with Ollie. They’re tight; they always have been. That’s why I wanted to meet with you on your own before they get to you.’

‘Get to me?’ CC scoffed. ‘You need to cut back on the TV crime shows.’

But Felix’s face was set in stark this-is-not-a-joking-matter lines. ‘CC, this is our chance to move beyond the past and secure a house that will take us into the future. I know you want to make everyone happy, but we’re not kids any more trying to divide a Mars bar into even slices. You can’t be the moderator when we’re split down the middle.’

A flutter of panic beat in her chest. She didn’t want to upset Ollie and Lily, but she had finally accepted that a new house was needed.

‘There’s always compromise,’ she said. ‘I think the scale of the build is what’s—’ offending ‘—bothering them. We could build a smaller house.’

‘And then what? Be stuck with debt we can’t earn back without selling? That’s as short-sighted as doing nothing. The status quo’s no longer working!’ Felix’s hands flexed open and shut, as if the action prevented him from slamming the table. ‘Building a new house doesn’t nuke our memories of Rosa and Bert. It doesn’t change the long hot summers when we learned to surf, lost our virginity in the dunes, broke hearts and had our hearts broken. I’ve planned an entire wall dedicated to photos starting with Bert building old shack right through to now, so we never forget.’ He laughed, the sound rueful. ‘Although we might need to photoshop Mum and Dad into a few.’

A dart of something akin to loss pierced CC. As much as she loved her nonna and her mother, the Friends had grown up with everything she’d ever wanted—two parents and a gang of brothers and sisters. She had no memories of her own father, just the few stories her mother had told her. Now she wondered if a permanently absent father was easier to bear than a known father who let you down.

‘Did it bother you that Leo and Julia weren’t big fans of the shack?’ she said.

‘Nah. I never saw it as abandonment. Ollie took that one onboard for all of us.’

Before CC could point out that Felix had been a lot older than Ollie when he was sent to boarding school, he was saying, ‘New shack gives us the opportunity to create new memories that involve all of us.’

She scrunched her nose. ‘Surely we can create new memories either way.’

He shook his head. ‘This is the best solution. Bert and Rosa didn’t labour under constraints of the past—’

‘They endured the war.’

‘Exactly and that’s why they loved the place. It was new and they created their own memories free of those horrors. I know my grandfather. Bert didn’t leave the shack to us with a caveat not to change anything. He’d want us to put our stamp on this place, just like he put his on it. We can do that without destroying everything that makes it special.’

A tug of war played out inside her—a need to hold onto the simplicity of the place versus the reality that functioning plumbing was a basic need. Of how to balance the past with the future. How to consider everyone’s wants, and whether those wants were realistic. Her temples throbbed and she took a big drink of water.

Felix was leaning forward again, his expression earnest. ‘It’s time to set emotion aside, CC, and not just for yourself, but for all of us. New shack is the future and you hold the deciding vote. Please do the sensible thing. If you don’t, things could get very difficult.’

She suddenly straightened in her seat. ‘Are you threatening me?’

‘God, CC. Paranoid much?’ He sat back and laughed. ‘I didn’t say things would get difficult for you. They’ll get difficult for the family.’

The air around her suddenly chilled. She had no idea if Felix was including her in that group or excluding her from it.


Chapter Ten

The next family Zoom meeting imploded within fifteen minutes.

The same arguments were raised: Ollie and Lily’s desire for things to stay the same versus James and Felix’s need to raze the shack and start over. Intransigence prevailed and CC’s suggestion of costing the build of a smaller house and the possible rental returns compared with the utopia of new shack fell on deaf ears.

She found herself increasingly frustrated with all of them but for different reasons. Her last-minute decision to abstain from voting on proceeding with the new shack was driven by a need to metaphorically slap them out of their entrenched corners. It was greeted with silent, but mutinous, dismay from all four of her cousins.

The hush broke as soon as James ended the meeting—CC’s phone lit up with a barrage of texts.

Lily: Have you lost your freakin mind??

Ollie: Disappointed you abstained, but trust you have your reasons. Talk soon

James: Next Zoom meeting in two weeks. Link sent by email

Felix: WTF, CC??????? I thought we had an agreement

CC was not a fan of night duty but tonight she appreciated being rostered on. Going to work straight after the meeting meant she was far too busy dealing with patients with chest pain, a meth-induced seizure and a misadventure with an axe to think about the deteriorating mess that was the shack.

Just after eight the following morning as she was finishing handing over to Sam, the day-shift registrar, Tom walked into the department looking fresh and rested—the opposite of her exhausted, rumpled and dubiously stained self.

He gave her a rueful smile. ‘Heard you had a busy night. Thought you might need this?’ He held out a keep cup. ‘Skinny latte extra hot.’

She almost hugged him. ‘Thank you.’ She took a long sip before her brain engaged. ‘Hang on. How did you know it was a rough night?’

He laughed. ‘Between the cafe and here, I ran into Dylan, Amy and Elspeth.’

The ambulance officer, the radiologist and a nurse—all who’d been on duty with CC. ‘Sounds like the town grapevine’s on steroids.’

‘Nah, it’s just regular grapevine. Steroids is reserved for when the police and the fireys are involved. Stuff like explosions and dead bodies.’

She shuddered. ‘I hope I don’t get a shift with anything like that.’

He gave a slight lift of his brows. ‘I thought you lived for excitement. Talking excitement, have you been to Leanne’s yet and sorted a band jacket?’

She tried not to interpret his question as pressure and failed—it was the second time he’d checked. ‘Settle, petal. Like I told you the other day, it’s on my to-do list and therefore it will get done.’

He nodded slowly and, because he was band obsessed, she anticipated his next words would be a reminder that Anzac Day was close, it was important the band looked professional and not to leave things to the last minute.

‘So, movie night?’ he said. ‘Does Friday still work?’

Surprise doused the flicker of annoyance. ‘Ah, maybe. I finish at seven in the morning so I can’t guarantee I’ll be awake much past eight that night.’

‘No worries, I can finish a bit early. How about five?’

Her weary mind ran through the logistics. She was spending Friday night at the shack so she didn’t need to worry about driving back to Portland when she was sleep-deprived.

‘Thanks, that sounds great. I can still bring dinner.’

He tilted his head slightly, his blue gaze doubtful. ‘You sure? You’ll be pretty whacked after a run of nights. I can easily throw something together.’

She appreciated his easy adjustment and the acknowledgement that transitioning from night duty back to days came with jetlag. ‘Thanks, but cooking will keep me awake.’

He grinned. ‘In that case, I accept. I’ll text you the address. Sleep well.’

Before she could thank him again for the coffee, he was striding out of the department, his salt-bleached hair glinting under the lights.

‘Such a shame he’s straight,’ Kwan, one of the nurses, said, his eyes straying from Tom’s retreating back to CC’s face. ‘Be nice to him.’

CC laughed. ‘I’m nice to everyone.’

‘You are, but you know what I mean. He likes you.’

CC slung her satchel over her shoulder. ‘I’m not sure he’s even interested, or if I am.’

‘Pfft.’ Kwan waved away her comment as if it was nonsense. ‘I’m not deaf, darling. You like him. You just don’t understand him.’

‘Yeah, sure. I’m outta here. Have a good shift.’

As CC walked home, Kwan’s perspicacity dug at her, giving her heartburn. Tom was a conundrum and he mystified the hell out of her. He was well regarded at the hospital for his thoroughness and necessary pedantry when it came to medication—everything required in a pharmacist when the line between a drug being beneficial or poisonous was a fine one. Occasionally, that pedantry slipped into his brass band obsession, making him decidedly annoying and reminding her of previous relationship disasters with men who lived to be right in all situations. That side of Tom was in stark contrast to the laidback surfer-cum-rocker who, she conceded, was definitely attractive and someone she could have fun with. But since she’d misinterpreted his suggestion about playing the euphonium, she hadn’t sensed any vibes that he was interested in anything between them, despite his comment of for the record, I wouldn’t be totally against it. This was why the apps were easier—ghosting always answered the question.

Not that she wanted anything serious—she was taking time out from awful break-ups. Perhaps that was why her mother had stayed single for so many years after CC’s father had left them. Then again, other people seemed to manage being part of a couple. Ollie and Paige’s relationship was the one CC aspired to: a bloke who was an equal domestic partner, a hands-on parent and someone who took pride in his wife’s career and wasn’t daunted by it.

James’s marriage mirrored his parents’. He was the traditional male provider, and Gretel raised the children and didn’t work outside the home. To be fair, James was apparently around more for Maddi and Blake than Leo had been for his kids, although the expat life was very different. James seemed to adore Gretel and they appeared happy with their roles and lives together. Gretel certainly didn’t complain about not having paid employment, but did that automatically mean she was content with the decision? Probably. Gretel had turned social climbing into a fulltime occupation.

So far, Felix seemed supportive of Bronte’s career, although he was the more driven of the two. At least they shared an intersection of careers—architecture and interior design—which gave them common ground. However, knowing Felix’s desire to win at all costs and his drive to build their fledgling business so it supported them both without the need to work outside of it, she had a gut feeling Bronte would be the one doing most of the compromising.

But other people were not her, and anyway, where had all her previous planning got her? Absolutely nowhere.

She suddenly remembered Lily’s comment the night she met Tom—he’s perfect for you to have some fun with. She laughed and a couple of people passing her on the street gave her an is-she-crazy glance. If she was contemplating a casual fling like Lily suggested, then she probably was crazy. She didn’t do anything on a whim—she’d been planning her life from age twelve.

She’d badgered Anji to allow her to sit the ACER scholarship exam, hoping to gain a place at the same school as her cousins. Instead, she’d been offered a full academic scholarship to an equally prestigious school on the other side of the city. After her initial disappointment, she’d taken advantage of everything Loreto had offered and worked hard to achieve the marks she needed to get into medicine. Once at university, unlike many of her peers who were children of doctors, she’d juggled study and part-time work to live, appreciative of any financial help Anji could offer but never expecting it. Now, she was still on her prescribed pathway and four years away from her ultimate goal. She deserved some fun before she had to knuckle down to study again. If Tom was up for it, a casual fling would have a natural end date—the last day of her locum contract—keeping everything neat and clean.

As she was battling to get the key to turn in the lock on the ageing front door, her phone rang.

‘Hi, Mum!’

‘Hello, darling. I was hoping to catch you before you went to sleep.’

CC shouldered the door open, walked inside, then kicked it shut. ‘Perfect timing. I’m just home, if you can call this place home. We can talk while I make breakfast.’

‘Lovely. What’s new?’

CC filled her mother in on work, the impasse of the cousins and her temporary position in the brass band. ‘Anzac Day’s on a Saturday this year. Why don’t you come? It’s my weekend at the shack and we could go there after the parade?’

‘Would it just be the two of us?’

CC thought about the standing arrangement between her, Lily and Ollie—how they were welcome on each other’s respective weekends. ‘Lily will probably be there, and possibly Ollie and Paige and the kids.’

Silence greeted her words, and irritation followed. ‘Is that a problem, Mum?’

Anji sighed. ‘It seems like you see the Friends most weekends and I haven’t seen you in weeks.’

CC’s jaw tensed, the stiffness racing to her temples. Anji had a point—it was currently a ten-hour round trip to visit her mother and with a rotating roster, weekly video chats were a necessary substitute. But after abstaining on the new shack vote, she really didn’t want to add more angst to the situation by asking for sole occupancy.

‘We can have lunch after the parade and go on beach walks,’ she said, adding an overly cheery brightness to her voice. ‘There’ll be plenty of solo time together, promise.’

‘In that case, I’ll bring lasagne and gnocchi and …’

CC stif led a yawn as her mother listed enough food to fill her freezer for a month. ‘Sounds awesome, Mum. I’m really looking forward to it. See you in a few weeks.’


Chapter Eleven

Tom’s directions to his place were easy to follow. When CC turned off the main road the car immediately started climbing and farmland quickly disappeared into forest. As she bumped along a corrugated gravel road, massive messmates reached loftily to the vast cloud-dotted sky, their stringy bark peeling back in long ribbons to reveal new rust-red bark that added even more colour to the landscape.

When the oxidised milk-can letterbox came into sight she slowed, then pulled onto the driveway ramp to open the gate. In contrast to the roar of the ocean, the bush initially seemed silent, but she soon heard the chatter of cicadas, a low bellow of a distant cow and the screeching call of corellas. She breathed in a combination of refreshing eucalyptus and the peaty scent of decaying undergrowth, and was surprised to detect the barest tang of salt too, carried on the breeze from the ocean. The coolness invigorated her, sharpening her night-duty fogged mind and sluggish body.

The drive from the gate to the house took longer than she’d expected, but eventually she was out of the trees and back in farm-cleared land. A small whitewashed house with a grey Colorbond roof came into view, sitting neatly on a rise. She pulled into the parking space, got out of the car and took in Tom’s three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view.

As she was retrieving the casserole from the boot, a border collie raced from behind the house, big brown eyes alight with interest and a smile on its face.

CC reached out her free hand for the dog to sniff, then ruff led its silky ears. ‘Hello.’

‘You made it.’ Tom’s voice reached her and she turned. His greeting smile was as wide as the dog’s and her stomach flipped. Perhaps he was interested?

‘And I see you’ve met Bogie,’ Tom said.

She half-laughed, half-snorted. ‘You named your dog Bogart? Why am I not surprised.’

‘Humphrey seemed a bit formal.’

‘Does he have a Bacall?’

He gave her a look that combined surprise and delight. ‘Have you been googling?’

She felt the flush crawl up her neck. ‘Everyone knows Bogart and Bacall,’ she said, not wanting to admit that she had done some research on the actor Tom loved.

‘Sure, seventy years ago. Still, nice try.’ He inclined his head towards the casserole. ‘Can I take that?’

She handed him the dish, then picked up the cake box. ‘Your view’s amazing!’

‘Thanks. It’s pretty special.’ He raised his free arm and pointed to the ocean. ‘I’ve got the sea this way and—’ he turned, ‘—bush here.’

‘The trees are incredible. I had no idea there was forest here. I thought it was all farmland.’

‘It pretty much is, but I back onto the reserve giving me about sixteen hundred hectares of untouched bush. I don’t need sheep to keep the grass down, the kangaroos do a pretty good job. If you’re lucky, you might see a bandicoot. Come in.’

Tom walked towards the house, and CC pulled herself away from the view and followed him and Bogie along the crushed-stone path. She stepped into a large open-plan living space with a kitchen and dining area at one end, and two sitting areas at the other. The smaller one was in a corner with a flatscreen television. The other was a cluster of couches looking out through double-glazed windows onto an uninterrupted view that stretched across the ocean to the horizon. The rectangular space was centrally divided by a fireplace that was lit and casting warmth. Golden amber flames licked around two logs balanced across each other, drawing CC towards them.

‘You planning on holding onto the cake all night?’ Tom asked.

She laughed and walked back to the kitchen. ‘Sorry. I can’t walk past an open fire without stopping. There’s something mesmerising about the flames. I always feel calmer when I’m watching a fire.’

He gave her a sideways look and she immediately qualified, ‘In a fireplace. I promise I don’t run around lighting them.’

‘Good to know pyromania isn’t one of your vices.’ He held up a bottle of white wine. ‘What about a dry riesling?’

‘Sounds great.’

‘If it’s okay with you, I thought we could watch the film first and then have dinner?’ He picked up the filled glasses and indicated a bowl of chips and a cheese platter on the bench. ‘Can you grab those?’

CC followed him and set the snacks on the coffee table between the couch and the television, wondering if they were in danger from Bogie. But the well-trained dog had retreated to his bed, his head resting on his paws as he watched their activity.

Tom aimed the remote and the black screen flickered to life.

‘Have you been to Casablanca?’ she said.

‘Not yet. It’s on the list. You?’

‘Same. Do you have a list of places you want to visit from the film?’

He shook his head as he sat next to her. ‘It was made during the Second World War, and except for one scene that was filmed in LA, the rest was shot on the back lot at Warner Brothers Studios in Hollywood. Grandad and I did that tour years ago.’

‘Cool. Do you know any other fun facts?’

He gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘Way too many, but I’ll wait until dinner before I totally nerd out on you.’

She laughed. ‘It’s cute you believe you’re yet to do that.’ She raised her glass. ‘So, play it, Tom.’

‘Nice.’

As he pressed play, his eyes twinkled at her, sparking delicious zips of lust that skimmed her skin in little electric shocks. Okay then—previous question about whether there’s anything on offer from Tom now answered. She relaxed back into the couch, ridiculously happy it was a two-seater and the small distance between them could be navigated easily and naturally. The evening had date written all over it.

It took her a while to adapt to the black-and-white footage, the aged filming techniques and some of the laboured acting of minor characters, but once brooding Bogart appeared on the screen her interest was piqued. When Ingrid Bergman walked into Rick’s bar, Tom sighed and CC understood—the woman was stunning.

Tom’s attention was fully engaged, his eyes fixed on the screen as if he’d never seen the film before, and he barely touched the snacks. Whether it was the soporific effects of the wine, the warmth of the fire or a quiet part of the film, CC’s lack of sleep crawled like glue through her limbs, turning them into lead weights. When Ilsa stormed out of the bar and a drunk Rick lowered his head onto the table in despair, CC lost the battle to keep her eyelids open.

Gunshots jolted her awake and when her eyes focused, she saw the whizzing propellors of an old plane. It took her a couple of seconds to work out that she was looking at it side-on.

With slow-dawning clarity, she realised that not only was her head resting on Tom’s shoulder, but the cool sensation on her cheek meant that she’d dribbled on him. Oh God! She lurched sideways and sat up so quickly the world spun.

‘Sorry. Did I miss much?’

Tom picked up the remote and paused the film. ‘About half. You’ve been snoring gently for the last forty minutes.’

Indignation momentarily overpowered her acute humiliation. ‘You should have woken me!’

He shrugged. ‘You zonked right out so I figured you needed the sleep.’

She dropped her face in her hands, wishing she was anywhere else. ‘And I dribbled all over you!’

He grinned. ‘I like to think you drooled. Either way, it’s a small price to pay for you bringing dinner. Do you want to eat?’

She was suddenly aware of the pungent aroma of ginger, turmeric, paprika, harissa, black pepper and cinnamon mingling with the fire’s smoky scent. Her stomach rumbled.

‘What about the film? Are Rick and Ilsa on the plane?’

He held up his hands like stop signs. ‘No spoilers. The film’s not going anywhere. We can watch the rest another time when you’re more awake. You should probably eat so you can head home and sleep.’ Her stomach sank—no ambiguity there. By falling asleep and dribbling on him, she’d effectively removed any sense of mystery and killed the attraction. She’d managed to go from flirting to friend in forty minutes. Way to go, CC—a new record.

Her phone suddenly pinged in her bag. She ignored it and walked into the kitchen. While she served the chicken tagine, Tom produced a salad of oranges, almonds, quinoa, olives and red onion from the fridge.

‘That looks fantastic,’ she said.

‘Let’s hope so. I googled Moroccan salads and a stack of choices came up, but all of them had orange as the common ingredient.’

As they sat down, her phone pinged again.

‘Do you need to get that?’ Tom asked.

‘Nope, I’m off-duty. It can wait. Cheers.’ She raised her glass of sparkling water to his wine, then scooped up a forkful of the fragrant chicken and ate.

Tom must have been as hungry as she was because neither of them spoke for a bit, both too busy eating.

‘I expected Moroccan food to be hot, but these flavours are mild and delicious,’ Tom said. ‘I might have to move my Morocco plans further up the holiday list.’

Before CC could respond, her phone emitted a rapid raft of pings and beeps and she thought she heard Tom sigh.

She threw down her napkin and pushed back her chair. ‘I’ll put it on silent. I should have done that before I arrived. Sorry.’

‘Maybe check it isn’t important first,’ Tom suggested. ‘It sounds like someone’s really trying to contact you.’

Usually she wouldn’t check, but as the interruptions had added yet another mood killer to the already disastrous evening, she read the notifications. Two missed calls from Ollie, one from Lily, and a string of text messages from the cousins.

Gretel: Check your email

Lily: That bitch

Ollie: Call me

‘Everything okay?’

Tom’s question broke her concentration and she realised that she was standing perfectly still and staring at the phone. ‘I’m not sure.’

She opened her email app and searched for Gretel’s name among the forest of unread emails. There was nothing from her. She looked again and found James’s name and an email sent from his office account.

Dear Doctor Cilento,

An application has been made to challenge the will of the late Mr Leonard Albert Friend and by association Mr Albert Horatio Friend. If successful, it will impact on the inheritance pertaining to the property 7193 Shoreline Road, Kooramook, Victoria.

Should you wish to defend the challenge, I strongly recommend you employ a solicitor and they can contact me at Rothborne, Issacson and Lewis via the information provided below.

Yours sincerely,

James Friend

An involuntary sound—stunned disbelief—spilled out of CC. She marched to the table, poured herself a glass of wine and sank half of it, hoping it would numb the now-growing maelstrom of emotions hurling themselves against her ribs.

Concern furrowed Tom’s forehead. ‘What’s happened? Is someone sick? Hurt?’

‘No.’

But she realised that underneath her bewilderment, eviscerating pain coiled and struck like a snake, leaching its venom through her. The shack represented kin—the large rambunctious family she’d never had growing up. Now it had been gifted to her and someone wanted to kick her out.

‘Yes! I’m hurt.’ She sat and shoved the phone at him, not trusting herself to read the email out loud without bursting into tears. ‘The texts were telling me to read this email. Someone wants me out of the shack.’

Tom read it, then handed back the phone. ‘It doesn’t explicitly say you. Didn’t five of you inherit the place? Did your cousins receive something similar?’

‘I don’t know. Possibly. Probably. I mean, they all knew about it.’

‘Sending an email at close of business on a Friday is the sort of dick move done by someone who doesn’t want to deal with upset people,’ Tom said. ‘Classic politician tactic. He sent it at six knowing none of you could contact him until Monday.’

‘Not wanting to deal with emotions is very James, but he’s part of the inheritance too. We can just pick up the phone and talk to him. Why didn’t he talk to me—to us—first? You know, give us a heads-up and tell us who’s behind it instead of dropping this bombshell email.’

‘Guessing will only send you mad.’ Tom took a mouthful of food and chewed thoughtfully. ‘I’m no lawyer but I’ve listened to Dad enough times to pick up a few things. I’m pretty sure that if James was the challenger he would need to recuse himself from being executor. Do you have any idea who’d be challenging it?’

She thought about how angry Felix and Lily had sounded in their text messages and Ollie’s disappointment after she’d abstained from the vote, but kicking her out still left them tied in an impasse about new shack.

‘No idea. I mean, all of them were surprised at my inclusion, but so was I. Surely if one or all of them wanted to challenge the will, they would have done it way before now. Anyway, I thought someone contested a will, not challenged it?’

‘Challenging and contesting are two different things. Contesting means they want more of a share of the estate. Challenging is disputing the will itself and asking for it to be struck out.’

‘Struck out?’

‘Yeah. Overturned. Voided. You should talk to Dad about it, but a challenge is used in cases when the person who made the will was mentally unstable or under pressure. Is that a likely scenario?’

‘I doubt it. All I’ve been told is that Bert wanted to preserve the shack for the five of us, so to stop Leo selling the place his will couldn’t be settled until after had Leo died. If Leo was unhappy about his father’s will, surely he would have challenged it back in the day?’

Tom gave her a look edged with pity. ‘According to Dad, logic is rare when it comes to divorce, wills and estates. It’s pretty much all emotion. You should really talk to him.’

She rubbed her throbbing temples. ‘Thanks, but I need to talk to my cousins before I talk to anyone else.’

‘No problem.’ But his expression clashed with his words.

CC’s phone beeped again.

Ollie: Meet me and Lily at the shack asap

She rose. ‘I need to go.’

Tom stood too, disappointment dulling his eyes. ‘Before cake?’

‘You eat it. Sorry! I’ve been the worst guest ever.’

He didn’t agree or disagree, just walked her out to her car. Bogie trotted over to say goodbye, nuzzling her hand for a pat.

‘I’ll bring your dishes to work on Monday,’ Tom said. ‘Drive carefully.’

‘Thanks.’

The word hung between them, ungainly and heavy. CC wanted it to convey so much more than it did, but she had no time to say anything else. She needed to get to the shack and find out what the hell was going on.


Chapter Twelve

When CC arrived at the shack she had to ease past a collection of sporting equipment, including James’s lethal bow and quiver that should have been stored securely in the shed.

‘I’m going to kill her!’ Lily said in greeting.

CC flinched at the overblown drama. ‘Who’s her?’

‘James’s bloody bitch of a wife! Gretel’s behind all this, I just know it!’

Ollie ignored Lily’s outburst and kissed CC on the cheek. ‘Drink?’

‘Cup of tea would be great.’ CC needed to keep her already compromised wits intact to have a hope of understanding what was going on.

Lily paced back and forth across the room. ‘Don’t worry. It’s all bullshit. We’ll fight it.’

‘I don’t understand any of it,’ CC said. ‘Who would want to overturn Bert’s will after all these years? Has some long-lost UK or Italian relative come out of the woodwork?’

‘Not long-lost anyway.’ Ollie handed her a mug of tea, the steam curling smoky white in the chilly air.

‘You know who it is?’ CC asked.

He nodded. ‘It said in the email.’

‘No, it didn’t.’ CC brought up the email on her phone and read it out loud.

Lily thumped the wall. ‘He’s a bloody coward! They both are.’

Both? CC glanced between Lily and Ollie. ‘I know I’m exhausted but I feel like I’m missing vital pieces in a puzzle.’

Ollie gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘Think about it, CC. Who would want the will overturned and a chance to reassess who inherits the shack?’

‘I don’t know!’ But as she spoke, an unpalatable thought landed, rocking her world so violently that she refused to believe it. ‘No! It’s not one of us.’

But Ollie’s expression did nothing to reassure her and, despite a desperate need to believe the best of her cousins, her gut churned with wariness. ‘I want to say it’s neither of you …’

Lily’s huff of indignation scorched her. ‘Thanks a lot, CC!’

‘Calm your farm, Lily,’ Ollie said. ‘Give CC a chance to work through it.’

Her mind roved over past conversations, digging for clues she didn’t want to find. ‘James was slow to tell me about the inheritance and both he and Gretel offered to buy me out. Did they ask you two?’

Ollie gave an as-if laugh, but Lily said, ‘Duh!’

‘You never mentioned it,’ CC said.

‘Neither did you,’ said Lily.

Lily’s cool tone made CC stay silent on the fact she’d told Ollie about the offer weeks ago. Had Lily considered selling? CC immediately berated herself for even thinking it and returned her focus to James. That’s when she remembered Tom’s words.

‘James can’t be the challenger. If he was, he’d need to stand down as executor.’ Another thought slammed into her. ‘Unless he thinks none of us knows that?’

‘He’d be a fool if he did, and of all the things I can accuse my older brother of, being a fool isn’t one of them.’ Ollie fixed his gaze on her. ‘Who did you mightily piss off recently?’

If the texts that had poured in after Monday’s meeting were anything to go by, CC had upset all four Friends. Not James. His text had conveyed his normal non-emotive self—the content focusing on the facts as usual. Despite that she was struggling to disregard him, but perhaps Ollie was right—James wouldn’t risk his career reputation by breaking the law. That left Felix.

No, not possible. We grew up together. He and Bronte value me.

But images of her and Felix as children competing in everything from nippers to reading challenges tumbled through her mind. CC sagged in her chair, struggling to believe that adult Felix would go to these lengths just to get his own way.

‘The one person who always needs to win,’ she said reluctantly.

‘Bingo,’ Lily said. ‘Prince Felix. He’s always been a selfish prick.’

Had he? There were loads of examples of Felix being competitive, but selfish? Not really. Then again, the desire to win at all costs came with self-interest.

‘I don’t get it,’ CC said. ‘Why would James allow this? I mean, surely Felix doesn’t have a hope of overturning a will made four decades ago?’

Ollie rubbed his jean-clad thighs. ‘He’s challenging Leo’s will.’

CC’s weary mind slid all over the information, unable to grip onto anything that made sense. ‘This is ridiculous. I’m calling James for a proper explanation.’

‘Good luck with that,’ Lily said.

CC pulled out her phone and wanted to spit. It was flashing between SOS and a flicker of one bar—for some reason the service was worse at night than during the day. She heard Tom’s voice in her head: It’s a dick move.

‘Those pricks!’ She didn’t care that she sounded like Lily. ‘They knew we’d be down here, didn’t they? I’m walking to the pub so I can make a call and scream at them.’

‘Hey.’ Ollie hugged her. ‘It’s raining, you’re exhausted, and even if you weren’t, you don’t want to call them without all the facts.’

‘What are the facts? Tell me the facts!’

Ollie poured CC an amaretto, and a whisky for Lily and himself. ‘When I invited everyone down here in January, I did it because I couldn’t work out why James was holding back telling you about your inheritance. Now I think he was looking for a loophole that cut you out. He’s just like Dad,’ he said bitterly. ‘Greedy. He only sees the shack in dollar terms and he wants a decent return. He’s also got Gretel pressuring him to buy a place closer to Melbourne, so he wants the shack to generate funds.’

‘But Felix doesn’t want out,’ CC said, hearing desperation in her voice. ‘He loves it down here.’

‘Sure, but he also wants to build a house that showcases his and Bronte’s design skills,’ Ollie said. ‘He sees it as an investment and a stepping stone towards them becoming the go-to architect and interior designer for luxury houses on the coast. James is supporting him because the plan feeds his greed for the shack to pay its way. When we stymied new shack, I reckon it made James more determined than ever to find a way to get a bigger share.’

CC stared out the window into the darkness. The moon was rising, its white light creating a silver glory in the clouds not dissimilar to the night she’d eaten with Felix at the restaurant. She recalled the moment she’d wondered if he was threatening her.

‘How do you know it’s James behind the challenge?’ she said. ‘He might just be following Felix’s instructions?’

Lily made a pfft sound. ‘We had the quarterly sibling dinner on Wednesday and Gretel let it slip that something was up.’

Betrayal streaked through CC, along with the stark reminder that she was a cousin and therefore always an outsider. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘There was nothing to tell,’ Ollie said. ‘After what went down at the Zoom meeting, Paige thought Gretel was just being her usual catty self. When Gretel texted this afternoon, I knew we’d got it wrong. Her glee was bouncing off the screen.’

Lily growled. ‘I hate that slimy social climber.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not much of a fan either, but until this is resolved, we need to stay civil.’ Ollie sighed. ‘The thing is, CC, we got some information last week and it looks like James is running with it.’

‘What information?’

‘The full autopsy report on Dad’s death. Apparently the brain bleed that killed him was associated with an undiagnosed brain tumour.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ CC said.

‘Yeah. It shocked us for sure,’ Ollie said. ‘None of us had a clue.’

‘I called his GP. He had no idea either,’ Lily said. ‘He’d given Dad a physical two weeks before he died, and apart from his dodgy knee he was in good shape for his age.’

‘CC, you’ll understand more about this stuff than we do, but James is arguing that the tumour’s responsible for Dad redoing his will a month before he died,’ Ollie said.

‘Do you know where in the brain the tumour was?’ CC asked.

‘No idea. Does it matter?’

Yes! Her mind suddenly hauled her off the slippery slope and onto a ledge with a view. ‘Hang on. This shouldn’t affect me. Leo’s will has nothing to do with Bert’s will and the shack.’

Ollie shook his head, his eyes clouded with sadness. ‘The two wills are tied together. Bert left instructions that Leo couldn’t sell the shack, but apparently he was allowed to make changes about who inherited it, as long as it stayed in the family and went to someone who loved it. Before Mum died, she told us it was going to Lily.’

CC studied her cousin, anticipating another explosion over the fact she’d lost sole rights to the shack, but Lily looked almost serene.

‘Possessions are only valuable if they can be shared,’ she said.

‘That and greedy James chucked an absolute fit,’ Ollie said. ‘Dad promised he’d change the will and leave the shack to all of us.’

‘Are you saying it was Leo who included me?’ CC was struggling to follow, let alone understand.

‘Not back then. You were added in the more recent change.’

CC pressed a forefinger between her eyes as if the pressure would bring clarity. ‘But why?’

‘We don’t know,’ Lily said. ‘The only thing I can think of is that six weeks before he died, Dad dropped in unexpectedly when I was in the middle of decluttering the flat—’

Ollie laughed. ‘I’d like to see that.’

Lily glared at him but kept talking. ‘I had all the old summer photos out on the table. You know, back when we still got photos developed. God, we laughed. There was one with Ollie and his first surfboard, and James in that bucket hat he was convinced was trendy. Oh! And that hunky friend of Felix’s you pashed in the dunes, CC. Do you want it? Anyway, I remember Dad picking up one of you with Rosa and your nonna on your first summer with us and him saying that he’d forgotten you’d spent most of your summers here.’

That sounded like Leo—he and Julia had rarely paid any attention to her. ‘That hardly sounds like a reason to include me in the shack,’ CC said. ‘Did he seem forgetful? Unable to find certain words? Not himself?’ She wondered if the tumour had been responsible for the out-of-the-blue change to the will.

‘If anything, he was in a ref lective mood,’ Lily said. ‘He told me stories about Rosa and Bert that I’d never heard before.’

This time Ollie snorted. ‘Our father was never sentimental.’

‘I was there, Ollie, not you,’ Lily said sharply.

‘Brain tumours can change personality,’ CC said.

‘And that’s what James has convinced Felix to challenge on,’ Ollie said bitterly. ‘The original will had the shack going to the four of us, but two weeks before Dad died, he changed it. Now Felix is arguing Dad wasn’t capable of making decisions and the old will should stand.’

‘Are you saying James is using Felix so he can stay on as executor to control things?’ CC said, desperately hoping she was right and it was James who was the bad guy.

‘Maybe,’ Ollie said. ‘Felix isn’t greedy like James.’

‘That’s bullshit, Ollie!’ Lily said. ‘Felix is hardly being used. Our baby brother is as ambitious as our elder. They’ve definitely teamed up against CC. If they can get rid of her, the value of their share in the shack goes up. Hell, I wouldn’t put it past them to challenge the rest of the will even though Dad made it months earlier. They’re pissed off he left me more money than them.’

Felix’s words ‘she’s got money’ boomed loudly in CC’s head. It sounded like her musings that Leo may have provided for Lily ahead of her brothers were true.

‘They’re not pissed off,’ Ollie said wearily, as if he’d had this conversation many times before. ‘I’d know if they were.’

‘As if they’d tell you,’ Lily said. ‘They think you’re a tree-hugging, veggie-growing, co-op-loving, digital-minimalist leftie who’s stuck in 2008.’

Apart from ‘digital-minimalist’, CC thought that Lily was describing herself.

‘I doubt they’ll try and overturn the original will, but if they do, it will be over our dead bodies,’ Ollie said.

‘I wouldn’t put it past Gretel,’ Lily muttered.

Ollie ignored his sister. ‘We’re a team too,’ he said firmly. ‘We’ll fight this and we’ll win.’

‘Bring it on,’ Lily said vehemently.

CC wanted to share their convictions, but her stomach burned. Knowing what she did about brain tumours, there was every possibility the challenge would be successful.

‘So what happens now?’ she said. ‘I guess we engage a solicitor to represent the three of us?’

Lily’s gaze fell away and she rubbed the cuticle on her thumb. Ollie drained his glass.

A shiver ran over CC’s skin. Did ‘we’re a team too’ only apply to Ollie and Lily?

‘What?’ she said.

‘We spoke to a lawyer this afternoon and they advised against that,’ Ollie said, sympathy written all over his face.

‘This afternoon?’ CC didn’t understand. ‘But James only sent the email at six o’clock.’

‘No, he sent it at three. At least that’s when he sent ours. That’s why I texted you. I thought if you’d seen it, you would have called hours ago.’

Fury and bewilderment swirled in her gut. ‘He wanted me to see it as late as possible. He really does want me out.’

‘Prick, bastard, arsehole,’ Lily muttered.

The lines on Ollie’s face were now carved in deep, pulling down the edges of his mouth. CC involuntarily swallowed at his unfamiliar seriousness.

He pushed a piece of paper towards her. ‘CC, you need someone experienced in estates. These are our lawyer’s suggestions.’

CC glanced at the names written in his barely legible chicken scrawl. She was aware she should be grateful that Ollie had asked for recommendations on her behalf, but gratitude was hard to muster. He and Lily were sharing a lawyer while she was excluded. She no longer needed to wonder if she was on the team—clearly she was not. They were putting the rest of their inheritance ahead of her share in the shack.

As she stood in the old house she loved circled by memories, a new sensation wrapped around her, squeezing hard. It was a shock when she realised it was loneliness.


Chapter Thirteen

After a restless night, CC rose to a lurid peach-magenta sky and a quiet house. Ollie had left a note on the kitchen table outlining his plans. The raging easterly had blown itself out so he’d gone fishing. He thought he might fit in a quick dive before heading home to catch Leyton’s footy match.

CC, about the shack, it will work out. Promise. Catch ya later Ollie x

She ran her hands over the words, wishing she shared his confidence.

Her phone beeped and a notification from Bronte slid onto the screen. A prickly feeling shot over her skin and she realised she was breathing deeply—bracing herself as she opened the text.

Hi CC, Felix and I are so sorry about this will thing. TBH, we’re gutted and we want you to know it’s not personal. Since we learned about Leo’s brain tumour, James says we need to challenge the will so Bert’s & Leo’s true intentions are honoured and respected. I mean, even you said you were surprised to be included in the shack. We’re sure you understand from a fairness point of view why we’re doing this. Of course no matter what, you’re always welcome at the shack. Always mates rates! How exciting that you’re in a brass band?! Sounds like great fun and we’re coming to the parade to cheer you on. Please tell me I will have stopped throwing up by then! Bronte & Felix x

WTF! CC turned her phone face down then immediately picked it up again. The second reading of the message did little to settle her agitation. Not personal! Of course it was frickin’ personal; it was devastatingly hurtful. But she couldn’t completely ignore the truth in the message that none of them, including herself, saw a reason for Leo’s inclusion of her in the shack. Bert maybe, but not Leo. In the months since she’d learned of her inheritance she’d been deluding herself that she finally had a place in the heart of the Friend family. The reality, however, was very different. She would always be the distant cousin; the guest dependent on an invitation. Hell, if new shack went ahead, she’d be a paying guest!

More unsettled than ever, she took herself for a run along the beach, but it didn’t do its usual trick of slowing her mind. When she returned to the shack, Lily was charging around in her usual pre-market frenzy.

CC was utterly over the recurring Saturday drama. ‘You need a list.’

‘I’ve got one,’ Lily said.

‘Do you check it?’

‘Snarky much?’

CC sighed. ‘Sorry. I didn’t sleep much. I don’t think I’ll fight the will challenge. I mean, if I win, how can I share this place with people who tried to push me out?’

‘I forget you’re an only child.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ CC said defensively.

Lily laughed. ‘This is just the argy-bargy of family life. They’re my brothers, but that doesn’t mean they don’t want me gone every now and then, just like I want them out of the way sometimes. It will blow over, it always does.’

‘It doesn’t always involve lawyers though,’ CC countered.

Lily shrugged. ‘You need to stop obsessing. It won’t change anything.’

CC pressed her lips together so she didn’t groan at the advice from a woman who was always obsessing about something.

‘Help me at the market,’ Lily went on. ‘That’ll take your mind off it. Have you seen my Square? I thought it was charging but …’

When they arrived at the village green, CC discovered Lily hadn’t packed the marquee or the trestle table. As Lily was deep in conversation with another stallholder, CC drove back to the shack for them. By the time she’d returned and helped set up, she was desperate for coffee. Leaving her cousin with her capsicums, apples, vintage dresses and soap—an unusual combination that was very Lily—she walked to the coffee van and joined the long line.

The early-bird customers chasing fresh fruit and vegetables rolled in, many escorted by leashed dogs. A very cute black labrador puppy, all huge paws and gambolling gait, drew CC’s gaze. It took her a moment to realise its owner was Chris Rawlins.

CC’s chest tightened and she immediately looked for his wife, but Trina wasn’t next to him, nor was she in front of or behind him. CC let go of her breath, relief pouring through her. On top of everything with the shack, she wasn’t keen for any more drama to be added to her life.

Her gaze returned to Chris, who looked as rumpled as someone who’d been pulled through a hedge backwards. His cap hid his thinning hair, but his grey stubbled cheeks added to the dishevelled air. Then again, did he look much different from many of the early-birders who fell out of bed and into their clothes? It wasn’t until ten that the better-dressed arrived, pressed and perfumed, ready to promenade among the stalls, seeing and being seen. Nevertheless, something about Chris reminded CC of her psych rotation. Like some of her patients, he wore quiet desperation like a puffer jacket and she sensed he was balancing on a tightrope with very little between staying steady and losing his balance. Then someone stopped to chat to him and she was relieved to see him smile. She gave herself a shake and told herself not to project her own feelings of disquiet about the shack and the family onto every passing stranger.

CC counted eight people in front of her and multiplied them by at least two drinks apiece, calculating how long before she placed her order and received it. Did she have time to call her mother? After James and Felix’s rejection of her, and the questions still hanging over Lily and Ollie’s support, CC had a childlike need to talk to Anji; to be soothed and told everything would work out.

She pulled out her phone—the reception at the market was good. She brought up Anji’s name and was about to touch the call button when it occurred to her that telling the shack story in the coffee line in the heart of Kooramook would only be a good idea if she wanted everyone in the tiny community to know that Felix and James were trying to boot her out.

Then she remembered that her mother had recently joined a cycling group that rode on Saturday mornings so she wouldn’t be available to talk anyway. CC opened a text instead.

Hi Mum, there’s a bit of a thing happening with the shack. My share is being challenged so not sure about Anzac weekend. Please call me AFTER your ride. Sending tailwind vibes. CC xx

She shoved her phone back in her pocket. The coffee line didn’t seem to have moved much. She looked back towards Lily’s stall. A man with his back to CC was standing very close to Lily, who was holding—or trying to hold—a very squirmy silky black puppy.

Chris Rawlins.

CC’s gut reaction was to quit the coffee line and run to Lily as if her cousin needed protection. She took a sideways step and saw Lily throw back her head and laugh. Nothing about Lily’s body language indicated any fear or intimidation from the man. Chris turned and CC caught his profile. A weary smile lifted his lips—nothing threatening there.

Why was she even thinking this way? She stepped back into line, remonstrating with herself. She’d only met Chris Rawlins once and he’d been calmly dealing with his angry wife, trying to defuse an awkward situation. No wonder he looked grey and tired. Living with Trina was likely exhausting.

She felt something push her firmly behind her knee and she stumbled slightly. As she turned to see what it was, she heard a male voice say, ‘Bogie, no.’

Tom’s smile was both embarrassed and restrained. ‘Sorry about that.’

CC was ridiculously glad to see him. ‘It’s fine. It’s good to see you both.’

‘Did you sort out things with your cousins?’ Tom’s enquiry was polite.

CC ran her hand up and down Bogie’s back, enjoying the sensation of soft fur against her palm. ‘Not exactly.’

She’d gone to bed determined to contact the lawyers Ollie had suggested first thing on Monday morning, but now when she thought about doing that her gut churned with an abundance of caution.

‘Is your father experienced in wills and deceased estates?’ she asked, the words rushing out unplanned.

Tom considered her question. ‘He does a lot of farm succession planning. That’s all tied up with inheritance.’

It was a start. ‘What’s the name of his legal practice?’

‘I’m having lunch at Mum and Dad’s today. You should come.’

Anji’s and Nonna’s voices screamed in CC’s head. ‘I can’t hijack your family lunch with my legal problems!’

‘No,’ Tom said calmly, ‘but you can meet Dad and he’ll tell you if he can help or not. If he can, you can engage him and go official at the office.’

The idea that she might not need to wait until Monday for advice filled her with relief. ‘Are you sure gatecrashing lunch would be okay?’

‘I invited you so you’re not gatecrashing. And yes, I’m sure. I’ll call Mum and give her the heads-up.’

‘Thanks. What can I bring?’

He gave her a lopsided grin. ‘I was planning to pass off your cake as mine, but now I guess you’re bringing lemon cake.’

She laughed. ‘You’re doing me a favour. You take the cake and claim the parental points. I’ll buy flowers from Larry’s stall and grab a bottle of wine. Red or white?’

‘Next!’ the woman in the coffee van barked.

‘Morning, Moira,’ Tom said. ‘One skinny latte extra hot and a cappuccino.’

CC just managed to shove her credit card under his arm and pay for the drinks before he did.

The Greelys welcomed CC warmly. When she thanked them for having her on such short notice, Tom’s mother, Deb, dismissed her concerns.

‘The more the merrier. Murray’s keen to test-drive his latest toy.’

Tom rolled his eyes. ‘What did you find in the aisle of dreams this time, Dad?’

‘A raclette grill.’ Murray’s eyes sparkled in a very similar way to Tom’s. ‘How could I walk past it when it reminded me of our anniversary trip to Switzerland? Have you eaten raclette before, CC?’

‘I haven’t even heard of it.’

‘You’re in for a treat then.’

Murray herded them into the dining room and proceeded to explain how raclette worked, pointing to the pre-cooked potatoes, grated cheese, sundried tomatoes, olives, smoked ham and salami, thin slices of raw beef, chipolata sausages and bacon, and an array of vegetables all prepped to sizzle on the grill.

‘You basically cook your own lunch, dear,’ Deb said. ‘Between raclette and fondue, the Swiss seem big on DIY entertaining.’

CC laughed. ‘My nonna wouldn’t have coped.’

‘You’re Italian?’ Murray asked.

‘Second-generation Aussie-Italian, but Nonna kept a lot of the old Italian traditions going. I loved cooking with her.’

‘That sounds special. Here, have a coupelle.’ Deb passed CC a small non-stick tray with a long handle, and a spatula. ‘You start and finish with a layer of cheese and load whatever you want in-between.’

Murray wielded tongs, turning the meat on the grill. ‘Deb and I are big fans of Italy too. Everyone raves about Tuscany, but we loved Sicily. Much quieter.’

‘That’s so great to hear,’ CC said. ‘My grandparents were born in Sicily.’

The conversation turned to the food as everyone tried different combinations of meats and vegetables. CC was pleased she’d inadvertently brought a dry white wine that perfectly matched the meal.

Tom seemed quiet, but when Deb asked CC where she’d met him, he said, ‘CC’s got a place at Kooramook.’

Deb’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, so you’re local?’

‘Not exactly. I’m doing a locum stint at the hospital, but I recently inherited a share of a holiday shack.’

‘And there’s a bit of an issue with that, Dad. CC needs some advice,’ Tom said.

CC was surprised Tom had raised it at the table, but before she could say anything, Murray was asking, ‘What’s the issue?’ and Tom had moved on to questioning his mother about his sister’s absence at lunch.

‘I wanted to talk to you at your office,’ CC told Murray, embarrassed. ‘But Tom insisted I come today.’

Murray laughed. ‘Don’t worry; it’s a bit of quid pro quo. He does his fair share of explaining medication to our friends. Give me the crux of the problem.’

CC tried to be as succinct as possible.

When she’d finished, Murray said, ‘Although your inclusion was a surprise, you’re a distant relative so that satisfies Bert’s stipulation that the property stays in the family.’

‘So I shouldn’t be worried?’

Murray’s mouth twisted. ‘There are two separate issues here. The first is what Bert wanted. The other is Leo Friend’s competency. If Leo’s will is overturned, you can still argue that your inclusion in the property is within the scope of Bert’s will.’

‘Are thirteen summers at the shack enough to satisfy Bert’s stipulations?’

‘Nothing in law is ever a lay-down misère, but I think you have a strong case. Of course it comes down to how much you really want to be part of the shack and what you’re prepared to spend to achieve that,’ Murray said. ‘Too many people in your situation let emotion blind them to everything else. Sometimes it’s wiser to walk away than to stay and fight.’

Her gut clenched. ‘So you don’t think I should fight it?’

‘It’s not up to me. Only you know how much this place means to you and if it’s worth your time and money to stay part of it.’

CC thought of her years of idyllic summers in the heart of the Friend family—her family. The thought of losing everything the shack represented and the future it offered stole her breath.

She focused her thoughts on Lily and Ollie. ‘It’s worth it.’

Murray nodded slowly. ‘Then forward me the email and we’ll go from there.’


Chapter Fourteen

‘Oh my God, I don’t need to eat for a week,’ CC said to Tom as they left his parents’ house. ‘How did you manage to squeeze in dessert?’

‘It felt rude not to eat your cake twice in a row, so I took one for the team.’

She laughed. ‘Such a hero.’

‘That’s me.’ He grinned. ‘Remember that.’

‘Yeah, right.’

Before lunch, she’d parked her car at the Portland house and changed into more suitable clothes. Now, as her stomach bulged with food, she was glad she’d walked to the Greelys instead of driving—the exercise would hopefully help her aching belly digest some of the lunch.

She realised Tom had walked past his car. ‘You don’t have to walk me home.’

‘I know, but I need the walk.’ He groaned and rubbed his stomach. ‘Sorry, that came out wrong. All my blood’s in my gut instead of my brain.’

‘Same.’

‘What I meant to say is, if it’s okay with you, I’ll walk with you and burn off some of this cheese.’

‘Thanks.’

He glanced at her, his head tilted with a question. ‘For walking you home?’

‘For introducing me to your parents. They’re fun.’

‘They were in good form today.’ He gave an indulgent laugh. ‘They were definitely trying to impress you.’

She looked up at him, dumbfounded. ‘Why? They were doing me the favour.’

His cheeks pinked, making his dimples flare. ‘Yeah, well, even though I told them you were coming to chat to Dad, it’s been so long since I brought home an attractive single woman it put you in the category of miracle. You’re lucky they didn’t light incense at your feet and press gold coins on you.’

She laughed and elbowed him good-naturedly in the ribs. She wanted to ask how long it had been since he’d last dated and if there was a reason why, especially as he’d once accused her of lacking trust. But the tourist tram rumbled past and by the time she’d waved to the smiling and excited children onboard—something she always felt compelled to do—the moment was lost.

‘If two of your cousins are trying to kick you out of the shack, are you sure you want to spend money trying to stay part of it?’ Tom asked, suddenly serious.

Unease zipped through her, upending the calm that Murray’s words had instilled. She didn’t know if it was irritation with Tom for asking, grief at the actions of James and Felix, or the lack of clarity around Ollie’s and Lily’s decisions not to share a lawyer with her.

‘Your father implied something similar,’ she said.

‘So?’

She’d spent twenty-one hours being consumed by the ramifications of the will challenge and the accompanying range of emotions that spun her around like a carnival ride. Right now she wanted some respite from it all; at least until she heard back from Murray.

She stopped and looked straight at Tom. ‘So, it’s a sunny afternoon and I’m enjoying the view.’

‘Ah, CC … the view’s behind you.’

‘I don’t think so.’

His blue eyes roved over her face, then he smiled and brushed some stray strands of hair behind her ear. ‘I see what you mean.’

The light touch of his fingertips on her skin lit a trail of fire that fused into an inferno of need. She stepped in, closing the small gap between them, and rose on her toes to kiss him.

‘You sure you want to do this in full view of the hospital?’ he said, his voice low and raspy.

‘Good point.’ She grabbed his hand and they raced around the corner and down the road until they ran out of breath. ‘Oh my God, why doesn’t this town have any street trees?’

He laughed and pulled her into the grounds of the Girl Guides’ hall. Once out of sight of the treeless street, he kissed her. Her toes tingled.

He gazed down at her, his pupils large and dark in his sunny blue eyes. ‘Thank you. I’ve wanted to do that for weeks.’

She grinned at him, ridiculously giddy. ‘Sometimes I thought you did and sometimes I thought you didn’t.’

‘Oh, I always did, but I was getting mixed messages from you.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that. Please accept this as a definitive message.’

She ran her hands into his curls, pulled his head to hers and kissed him again. His arms tightened around her and he groaned into her mouth, the guttural sound unambiguous.

When callistemon filaments rained down on them, they broke apart.

‘Come on,’ CC said. ‘The house is only two blocks away.’

Holding hands and grinning widely, they powerwalked down a very quiet Otway Street.

‘I guess this is almost as public as kissing you in front of the hospital,’ Tom said.

CC heard the distant roar of a crowd and the tooting of horns. ‘Everyone’s at the footy. I reckon we’re pretty safe.’

‘In that case …’ Tom ducked his head and stole a kiss.

Laughing, they turned into the driveway and stopped. A woman stood on the veranda, stylishly dressed in suede ankle boots, fitted navy pants, and a chestnut blazer with a leopard scarf knotted over a white blouse. A handbag was slung diagonally over her chest.

Confused, CC blinked as if the action would change the vision. It did not.

‘Mum? What are you doing here?’

Anji strode towards CC. ‘You said you needed to talk.’

CC’s desire-scrambled mind struggled to connect the dots and it took her a few seconds before she remembered the text she’d sent that morning. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, wondering if she’d missed a call, but the call log was blank. Horrified, her hand rose to her mouth. Was her mother losing her cognitive abilities?

‘I asked you to call me, Mum! Not drive four hours. Why didn’t you ring first?’

Anji’s fingers gripped the strap of her handbag and her gaze shifted to Tom. ‘I’m sorry, Mr …?’

‘Tom Greely.’ Tom extended his hand.

His words broke through CC’s shock. ‘Sorry. Tom, this is my mother, Anji Cilento.’

‘Pleased to—’

‘Mr Greely, I need to talk to my daughter. Alone.’

CC burned with embarrassment. ‘Mum! There’s no need to be rude.’

But Anji, who was usually Ms Manners, didn’t flinch. ‘This is important, Cecilia.’

Even if Anji hadn’t used her full name, her tone was loaded with forewarning—do not question me. But CC wasn’t a child any more and she was horrified at the way Anji was treating Tom.

‘What’s important, Mum?’

But Anji had moved back to the screen door, anxiety radiating off her in powerful waves. ‘If you come inside on your own, I will explain everything.’

Fury rising, CC turned back to Tom. ‘I apologise for my mother’s unhinged behaviour.’

He squeezed her hand. ‘Call me when you’re free.’ He faced Anji and nodded. ‘It was nice to meet you. I hope there’ll be another time when things are less … fraught.’

Anji’s stony silence contrasted so dramatically with Murray and Deb’s welcome that CC wanted to slap her mother, hard.

Tom brushed a kiss across CC’s cheek then walked away, his RMs tapping on the pavement. CC dug into her bag for her keys and, in furious silence, jabbed them into the lock before doing the lift, twist, pull and shoulder shove required to get the swollen timber door open. She stomped into the kitchen, ground some coffee and put the caffettiera on the stove to brew, more to give herself time to calm down than from a desire for caffeine. Her mother used the time to find the bathroom, and when she returned to the kitchen the coffee was ready.

‘This place is an igloo,’ Anji said.

‘Yep. I’ll turn on the heat.’

CC carried the coffees into the lounge room and set them on the small table, before firing up the old Vulcan. Anji sat on the couch opposite the heater so CC took the adjacent seat. She studied her mother. Although Anji’s make-up was flawless, the lines around her eyes seemed deeper and the shadows darker.

‘What’s this about, Mum? What could you possibly need to talk to me about that you couldn’t do over the phone?’

Anji’s hands trembled slightly on the coffee mug but she didn’t speak.

‘Mum! You’ve driven hours and been incredibly rude to Tom, so you can’t sit here saying nothing!’

‘Who is Tom?’ Anji asked.

‘Irrelevant! Spill!’

The sagging couch seemed to pull her mother into it, diminishing her. ‘It’s not easy.’

CC had no desire to give her any grace. ‘You’ve had hours to work out what you want to say.’

Anji sipped her coffee. ‘Why are the Friends challenging your share of the shack?’

CC pulled her hair tightly behind her ears. Her mother’s mad dash down here was her own fault—she should never have sent the text. She should have waited until she had the time to speak to Anji uninterrupted and hose down her tendency to go from zero to full-blown panic in ten seconds.

‘James has convinced Felix to challenge the will,’ she said.

‘Why has he done that?’

‘I don’t think James was ever happy about my inclusion, but things got salty a few weeks ago when I wouldn’t support Felix’s plans to raze the shack and build a luxury house. But, Mum, you don’t need to worry. I’ve spoken to a lawyer, and when he’s talked to James I’ll have enough information to decide whether it’s worth fighting.’

Two deep lines scored the bridge of Anji’s nose. ‘Surely, if they were unhappy about you being included in the shack, this objection should have happened years ago?’

‘They didn’t know years ago.’

‘But I thought you told me that Bert left you the shack?’

‘It’s complicated. Apparently Bert’s only instructions were that the shack stays in the family. It was Leo who named me in the shack inheritance and the challenge is about the validity of Leo’s will.’

Anji’s pupils widened so quickly they almost obliterated her chocolate brown irises. ‘Leo named you?’

CC understood her mother’s surprise. ‘Crazy, right? I spent more time with Bert and Rosa than I ever did with Leo. It makes absolutely no sense until you match it up with the full autopsy report that’s just arrived. Apparently Leo had an undiagnosed brain tumour.’

A shadow crossed Anji’s face. ‘And?’

‘And they can make people say and do things that are completely out of character. Even so, I’m struggling to make a connection between the brain tumour and Leo including me in the shack.’

Her mother was staring intently into her empty coffee mug as if it would offer up the answers to a complicated puzzle. Eventually she looked up. ‘Tumour or not, CC, there’s a connection.’

‘Really?’ CC wondered if there was some other relative she didn’t know about, but even if there was, it didn’t reveal an obvious connection. ‘What is it?’

A sheen of sweat now lined Anji’s top lip. ‘There’s no easy way to say this.’

CC tried not to give in to the frustration that always raised its head whenever they discussed the Friends. ‘Just say it.’

Anji swallowed. ‘Leo … Leo is … was … Leo’s your father.’

CC stared at her mother, the ludicrous words making no sense. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I’m as far from being ridiculous as possible.’ Anji knotted her fingers. ‘I’m deadly serious. Leo’s your biological father.’

CC heard herself laugh—the sound raucous and ugly—before it was buried by the rush of blood roaring in her ears. The cheese-laden food in her stomach lurched so violently she tasted the burn in the back of her throat and she stumbled to her feet, uncertain if she was going to faint or throw up.

‘CC—’

‘No!’

She caught the edge of the mantelpiece and steadied herself as her body shivered uncontrollably. She had an overwhelming desire to sob, but fury gripped her.

‘What the hell, Mum? You’ve had thirty years to tell me this and you drop it on me now?’

Anji crumpled a tissue in her hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

Incredulity bubbled and spat in CC’s veins. ‘Sorry? Sorry doesn’t cut it. Whenever I asked you who my father was, you told me it was Franco Cilento. You told me the same story over and over. How you woke up two days after my first birthday to discover he’d gone back to Italy because he didn’t love us enough. How he didn’t deserve us and we were better off without him. God, I know the script by heart.’ She suddenly gasped so hard she coughed. ‘Did he even exist?’

‘Of course he did,’ Anji said with unexpected sharpness. ‘You’ve seen the wedding photos.’

‘Well, excuse me for questioning that then! Jesus, Mum. You’ve just told me that the man I thought was my father, a man I have no memories of, is not my father. But Leo, who I spent small snatches of time with growing up, is my father. Was my father.’ Her breath was coming hard and fast now as the reality of the situation sliced into her like knives. ‘How could you deny me the opportunity to know my father!’

‘I didn’t.’ Anji suddenly sat straighter. ‘Believe me, CC. More than anything I wanted you to know that Leo was your father.’

‘Then why didn’t you tell me?’ It was like flailing in heavy surf and coming up for air only to be dumped again. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’

Anji gave her a beseeching look. ‘Please sit down.’

‘I don’t think I can.’ The adrenaline was making her skittish and her fingers scratched at her skin, raising red welts.

Another horrifying thought exploded in her mind. ‘Oh God, you were pregnant with me at the same time Julia was pregnant with Felix!’

Anji nodded, her expression taut, but she stayed silent.

‘This means the cuzzies are …’ CC’s mind whirred so fast she thought her head would fly off. ‘They’re my siblings!’

‘Half-siblings.’

Anji grabbed a throw rug off the couch and wrapped it around CC, then hugged her.

CC wanted to reject the touch from the woman who had lied to her all her life, but she also needed to be hugged when nothing made sense. She’d just gone from being an only child to having four siblings.


Chapter Fifteen

Dazed and struggling to absorb the enormity of the news, CC stayed on the couch while Anji made her a hot chocolate. All her life she’d longed to truly be part of the Friend family, to be far more than a distant cousin subject to invitations that implied guest status. Now she finally belonged.

Anji returned with the chocolate and as CC sipped it, she was filled with childhood memories of being warm and cared for. It was just enough to create a brittle seal of calmness over her roiling emotions so she could listen to what her mother needed to tell her.

‘Start at the beginning,’ CC instructed, then couldn’t stop herself from adding waspishly, ‘Tell me why you had sex with your married second cousin.’

Anji’s mouth pursed then relaxed. ‘You have the right to be angry.’

‘Don’t therapy me! I know I do!’

‘I didn’t mean …’ Anji sighed then sucked in a deep breath. ‘I met Leo at a banking conference. It was before Rosa and Mama had reconnected so we had no idea we were distant cousins. All we knew was that we shared a palpable connection. It arced between us like electricity. We had a lot in common, we made each other laugh and one thing led to another.’

Anji had always cautioned CC to consider the moral and ethical aspects of any actions. No way was she letting her off the hook now. ‘Did you knowingly have sex with a much older married man?’

Anji laced her fingers. ‘That first weekend I didn’t ask and he didn’t offer. Two weeks later when I accepted a job in Hong Kong—’

Horror streaked through CC. ‘You applied to be closer to him?’

‘No. I’d applied before I met him. When the offer came through I contacted him and that’s when he told me he was married, but he and Julia were having problems—’

‘Of course they were!’ CC threw her arms into the air. ‘Mum, this is such a cliché!’

Anji’s eyes flashed. ‘It was not a cliché. Julia’s condition was causing problems in their marriage.’

‘What condition?’

‘She was manic depressive.’

‘Bipolar,’ CC said automatically. She tried to dredge up memories of Julia, but there were so few to draw on. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. And back then it was called manic depression,’ Anji said tightly. ‘Anyway, the point is that Julia was sick and she kept threatening Leo with divorce then changing her mind. Leo bought her a house in Melbourne and she came back for treatment. She didn’t want anyone knowing she was having ECT so it was all hush-hush. I don’t think Rosa and Bert knew anything about it. The public explanation was that she was in Melbourne to be closer to the kids for a term or two so she could attend their school plays, sports carnivals and parent-teacher interviews. It’s a very expat thing to do so no one questioned it.’

CC studied her mother, feeling like she was looking at a stranger. ‘In thirty years, you’ve never once mentioned living in Hong Kong.’

Anji suddenly looked inexplicably sad. ‘Unfortunately, one of the happiest times of my life became something I needed to keep a secret to protect you.’

CC shook her head as if to help the words make sense but they only seemed more ridiculous. ‘Protect me? You’re making it sound like I was in witness protection.’

‘I’m trying to explain.’ Anji stood, then sat again. ‘CC, all this happened when I was younger than you are now and I was a lot less worldly. I fell deeply in love with Leo in a way I’d never loved anyone before. Unfortunately, I was naive enough to think that our wonderful love bubble would last forever.’

Deeply in love? CC squirmed, not able to get her head around the fact that Leo had been seventeen years older than her mother. Had Anji’s attraction to him been connected to the fact that her own father had died when she was sixteen? Then again, CC had grown up without any memories of a father and not once had she been attracted to a bloke in his mid-forties—silver fox or not. Just the thought of it came with an ick factor that made her gag.

Growing up, CC hadn’t been privy to the sort of men Anji found attractive, not even when, between the ages of ten and twelve, she’d been obsessed with the idea of her mother having a boyfriend. Anji had never introduced anyone to her until after Nonna’s death, and even then it was only because CC had run into them at a restaurant.

An aching sadness rolled through her, for herself and Anji, that she’d never known her mother in love.

‘How long did your bubble last?’ CC finally asked.

‘Two years. We spent much of that time planning our future together.’

The length surprised her. ‘Julia stayed in Australia that long?’

Anji’s painful sigh filled the room. ‘Yes and no.’

CC flinched at the picture being drawn. ‘Tell me you had your own place. Tell me you didn’t hide when she was in Hong Kong.’

‘Leo and I made it work.’

The words hung between them, their message muddied, and CC struggled to align the mother she knew with this story. Anji, who was obsessed with etiquette and manners, had once been the ‘other woman’ forced to live in the shadows while Leo risked what? Nothing?

Icy anger skated through her. ‘You mean he made it work for himself by using you! I can’t believe you let it happen. Leo was married to Julia. If he’d truly wanted to be with you, he would have divorced her.’

Two reds spots flared on Anji’s cheeks. ‘Don’t judge what you don’t understand.’

CC gave a dismissive huff, struggling against the pull of empathy that threatened to dilute her righteous rage and sense of betrayal. ‘Yeah, well, I might have been more understanding if you’d told me all this twenty years ago, but I’m no longer ten and I don’t believe in fairytales! I can barely get my head around the hypocrisy. It goes against everything you’ve ever taught me. How do you justify it to yourself?’

Anji fiddled with a rent on the arm of the couch. ‘Everything I did was to protect you. I would have moved heaven and earth so you didn’t go through what I did.’

CC thought about her own messy relationships with men who shared the qualities her mother had always promoted. Men who had put themselves first like Leo. ‘Yeah, and that’s gone so well.’

‘I know you’re angry, but now you’re being childish,’ Anji said in a tone she hadn’t used in years. ‘There was a time when I loved Leo and he loved me; it was simple and pure. It was what surrounded our love that was messy and complicated.’

CC wanted to scream, ‘Of course it was! He was married!’ Instead, the urgency to know the truth about her conception won out.

‘Was I planned?’

Anji spoke so softly that CC strained to hear the ‘no’.

Her anticipation of the answer didn’t temper her body’s violent reaction to it. Her heart pounded and sweat beaded under her arms, marking her unwanted shame.

‘And Felix?’ Her voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well. ‘Was he planned?’

Anji was quiet for a moment. ‘Perhaps.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

Anji’s face suddenly slackened, pulled down by decades of weariness and pain. ‘Julia’s psychiatrist told Leo to wait until she was emotionally well enough before discussing a formal separation.’

‘How did you feel about that?’

‘It wasn’t about me.’ Anji clocked CC’s mutinous expression. ‘What I mean is, of course I wanted Leo to divorce Julia and marry me, but I wanted everything to be done as fairly and as amicably as possible. That couldn’t happen until Julia was well, and in my mind there was no rush. I had Leo, and Julia had said many times that she wanted a divorce so I knew the discussion would happen eventually.’

‘And did it?’

Anji nodded. ‘When the psychiatrist finally told Leo that Julia was well enough, he contacted her and said he wanted to start divorce proceedings. He knew she could be difficult, so when she invited him to Melbourne to discuss a financial settlement he accepted. Julia was very specific about the dates.’

‘So?’

‘So it was one thing for Julia to talk about a divorce and keep Leo on a string. But once he started pushing for a divorce, Julia was no longer in control. I’m sure she got deliberately pregnant with Felix.’

The words fell like bricks. ‘So Leo cheated on both of you,’ CC said.

Anji closed her eyes as if seeking deliverance from chronic hurt, but when she opened them, her gaze was challenging. ‘Life is complicated, CC. Nothing is ever as clear-cut as you want it to be. Leo and Julia had shared a twenty-year marriage and three children. For all those knotty, intertwined reasons they had what he assumed was farewell sex, not a conniving bitch wanting to hold onto him because he wanted to leave.’

How could her mother have accepted this? CC wanted to slap sense into her.

‘That’s what he told you anyway. I can’t believe you fell for it. Why aren’t you furious with him?’

Anji’s mouth scrunched up, her top lip almost touching her nose, as if she was trying to work out what to say. ‘I was disappointed in him.’

‘Disappointed?’ CC heard the shrieked word bouncing back to her. ‘Seriously?’

‘Why do you want to hate him so much?’ Anji said.

‘I don’t even know him!’

‘And that’s not my fault!’ Anji poured herself a grappa and gulped it down. ‘I wanted him to choose us, CC. I wanted his other children to know us and be part of our lives and for you to grow up with them. Leo wanted that too. He promised me it would happen—’

‘It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know that was bullshit.’

‘Just because it didn’t happen doesn’t mean it wasn’t true. Or make you an expert,’ Anji said. ‘When Leo made that promise he was telling the truth. Everything changed five weeks later when Julia told him she was pregnant. When Leo said he wanted to proceed with the divorce, Julia tried to kill herself. She almost succeeded and spent a week in ICU.’

Anji moved to the window, as if staring at the weathered paling fence offered her something. ‘Words don’t come close to describing what that did to us. Leo loved me, but he didn’t want the children to lose their mother. He was grasping at straws, wanting a guarantee that if he stayed with me Julia would survive the divorce. No psychiatrist would give him that reassurance.’

CC trawled her limited memories of Julia—distant and disengaged, but no more with her than with her own children.

‘Did she know about you at all?’ she asked.

Anji shrugged. ‘Not officially, but the expat community is small and fuelled by gossip. I don’t think she ever knew I was pregnant because I left Hong Kong before I started showing.’ She turned back to face CC. ‘You probably think I was weak, but I was scared that if I demanded Leo stick to his promise and divorce Julia, and she attempted suicide again, he’d never forgive me. He prevaricated. Those awful weeks waiting for him to make a decision were some of the hardest of my life.’

‘And he chose Julia,’ CC said unnecessarily. It was that or pound the wall at the age-old story of a young woman being used and betrayed by a man.

Anji’s mouth twisted. ‘Not exactly. Rosa and Bert stepped in and told him not to bring shame on the family and to put his wife and children first. Instead of making a choice, he passively allowed them to decide for him.’

Silver lights flashed across CC’s vision. ‘But we’re his family too. He should have acknowledged us.’

‘He should have and I’ve never forgiven him for that,’ Anji said emphatically. ‘In the end, all of us were victims of Julia’s emotional manipulation. She was brittle and unwell, but she was also as cunning as a snake. I didn’t trust her, and I couldn’t predict what she might do to us if she found out you were Leo’s child. The only thing I knew for certain was that I would go to the ends of the earth to keep you safe. As difficult as it was, I asked for nothing, took nothing and I walked away.’

A vision of her mother pregnant and alone seared CC. ‘And Franco Cilento? How does he fit into all of this?’

Anji sat again and sipped her coffee, as if needing the time to marshal the words. ‘When I came home and told your nonna I was pregnant, she was incandescent with rage. My actions risked her reputation in the community and that was a bridge too far. As far as she was concerned, if I was pregnant, I must be married. I was too devastated to fight her. I’d lost Leo, and if I was going to give you the life you deserved I couldn’t afford to lose your nonna as well. Franco was the son of a friend of Mama’s from Sicily and he needed a visa. It was a triple solution. Mama saved face, Franco got his visa, and I got money to help us live until I went back to work.’ Deep down, under her anger and bewilderment, CC ached for her mother who’d been forced into marriage to help everyone but herself.

‘I thought the nineties were more enlightened than that,’ she said.

Anji’s laugh was bitter. ‘Mama brought the old traditions with her from Sicily and she never returned to see that the world had changed.’

CC’s mind veered to Anji in bed with Franco. She shuddered, not wanting to ask if their arrangement had included conjugal rights. Instead she returned to the Friends and Anji’s comment—I asked for nothing, took nothing and walked away.

‘When did you find out that you and Leo were related?’

‘As soon as I told Mama about him. Even though she and Rosa hadn’t spoken in years, the community had kept them up to date on marriages and children. Mama had the family tree embedded in her brain so it didn’t take long for her to work out who Leo was. As soon as I knew I begged her to intervene, but just like Rosa and Bert, she believed Leo should stay with his wife and children. As far as Rosa and Mama were concerned, your connection to Leo was a secret that must be kept. As far as the world was concerned, Franco was your father.’

The ugliness of the secret burned into CC like battery acid. ‘If it was so important to them that I was kept far away from the Friends, how the hell did I start going to the shack?’

‘Good question. When you turned five, Rosa unexpectedly reached out. She wanted to meet you, but the invitation was very clear—it only extended to you and your nonna.’

Memories of her mother waving her goodbye each summer came back to CC. She winced as if the ongoing social slight had been inf licted on her, not Anji. ‘After everything that had gone down, what possessed you to agree?’

Exhaustion hung over Anji like a cloak. ‘I hate admitting this, but part of me thought that Leo had finally grown a pair. That he’d pushed for the invitation so he could meet you. I thought he was finally going to acknowledge you.’

A bitter taste filled CC’s mouth. Leo had known she was his daughter, but in thirteen summers he’d done very little to get to know her. Had he honestly thought a few shared conversations when she was a teenager, talking about the books they loved, was enough? What sort of a man did that make him? Not one she wanted to know.

‘Yeah, well, the acknowledgement never happened, Mum.’

‘No,’ Anji said wearily.

‘God! How can you be so calm about it? Did he provide any financial support?’

‘He paid for you to go to Loreto.’

The thought exploded in her mind. ‘No! I won a scholarship!’

‘That he created especially for you.’

The significance brought lunch to the back of CC’s throat. She’d desperately wanted to go to The Priory and be with her cousins, but the scholarship offer had come from Loreto.

‘To keep me a secret!’ she said.

‘Yes. In that regard, Leo and I both failed you,’ Anji said sadly.

‘You should have told him to stuff his money.’

Anji sat a little straighter. ‘A secret was one thing, but disadvantaging you and your education was something else completely. You deserved to go to a private school like his other children.’

‘My brothers and sister, you mean,’ CC said tartly.

Anji sighed. ‘All I wanted for you growing up was to know you were loved. I got that right, didn’t I?’

The needy question demanded a simple answer, but the complexity of emotions churning inside CC made it impossible.

‘I know you love me, Mum, I’ve never doubted that. I know that Nonna loved me too, but it didn’t protect me from the loss of father-love.’

Anji’s shoulders slumped and she rubbed her face. ‘Mama was insistent that I tell you Franco died, but there were already too many lies circling you and I couldn’t bear to add another. Telling you that he never loved us enough to stay was the truth, but perhaps it would have been easier for you if you thought he’d died rather than chosen to leave us. I’m sorry.’

CC had grown up believing that after one failed marriage her mother had chosen an independent life where she suited herself. Anji had stood immoveable against Maria’s disapproval regarding her single status, the demands of her job and her lapsed religious faith. Anji had always told CC that a woman should be the architect of her own life, urging her to pursue a career that paid well, and to never expect a man to financially support her. But this picture of her mother as someone who had always marched to the beat of her own drum didn’t match up with the story Anji was telling. Although there had been mixed messages when it came to dating advice such as ‘choose an ambitious man with a well-paid job’. Leo had been that kind of man, but was he any recommendation?

‘What I don’t understand is why you accepted Rosa’s and Nonna’s archaic rules about it when most of the time you ignored them,’ CC said.

‘That’s easy.’ Anji’s answer came more quickly than any previous explanations had.

‘Is it?’

Anji nodded. ‘I didn’t do it for Rosa and Mama. I did it for you. Leo let us down by taking the path of least resistance, and Julia was so erratic that I couldn’t predict what she’d say or do if she found out Leo was your father. You were the most important person in this mess and I’d do anything to shield you from shame and humiliation, so I played by their rules.’

CC had no idea if she should thank her mother or rail at her for staying silent. But this sad story illuminated the reasons why Anji got so anxious before each of CC’s visits to the shack.

‘I always hated how toey you got the week before I went to Kooramook,’ she said. ‘I always wanted to go so badly, but you got so stressed about it that I felt torn. Now I get it. It must have been hard to let me go.’

‘Oh, CC, it was excruciating. I never expected that first invitation to turn into an annual visit. I thought you’d go once and that would be the end of it. But you came home so full of stories and excited about the Easter invitation that I couldn’t say no, even though it tore a piece of my heart every time you left.’

CC’s mind kept throwing up questions. ‘How was my presence at the shack explained to Julia?’

‘Exactly as I told you when you were five. Your nonna was Rosa’s cousin and you were her grandchild.’

‘So the nonnas hid me in plain sight?’

‘They tried to give you the family you’d missed out on.’

‘Without me knowing! That’s so warped.’

Anji’s hands opened in supplication. ‘They were of an age. They loved you, and in their own way they attempted a kind of restitution.’

‘Which is more than my father did,’ CC said bitterly.

‘And I would have agreed with you right up until you told me it was Leo who put your name on the shack with the others.’

‘I know you loved him once, Mum, but his last-minute decision to include me in the shack was him appeasing his conscience by doing the bare minimum. You might have put up with it, but I won’t. Everything you’ve told me today just reinforces what Ollie has always said about him. I can’t decide if he was a weak bastard or an astute businessman or both.’

‘I think it’s an apology,’ Anji said. ‘A way of making long overdue amends so the truth can finally come out.’

Rage burned at the idea. ‘Seriously, Mum? No! If Leo had wanted the truth to come out, he had ample opportunities after Rosa and Bert died. After Julia died. When he was still alive to tell his children and have a relationship with me.’

‘God knows Leo let us both down, but if I’ve learned anything it’s that hanging onto hatred only wears you out. Including you in the shack is the action of the man I fell in love with. He’s making sure you stay connected with your half-siblings.’

‘Oh yeah, good old Leo. Mum, he’s been true to form—leaving you with the secret and the responsibility of telling me, and me telling the Friends. The fun times just keep on keeping on. Thank God they know their father was flawed.’

Anji closed her eyes for a moment. ‘If it helps, I can be there with you when you tell them.’

‘Thanks, but I think it’s best if I do it on my own,’ CC said.

Her mother was a stranger to her siblings but CC knew them like the family they’d now become. James was the one driving the challenge because he believed his father had not been of sound mind before he died. But for all of James’s pedantry, he believed in the law and respected it. For sure, this bombshell would stun them just like it had stunned her, but it also removed all doubt about Leo’s competency. She was his daughter and he’d wanted her to have a relationship with her brothers and sisters.

A flash of the old anxiety lit up Anji’s eyes like lightning on a dark night. ‘Are you sure you want to do it on your own?’

‘Absolutely.’


Chapter Sixteen

The following morning, CC waved goodbye to her mother, feeling a complex mix of sorrow for Anji and a slow-burn anger at Leo.

The moment the car vanished from sight, she texted Tom. Are you busy? Can I come over?

Three wriggling dots immediately appeared and anticipation shot through her.

Come now

On the drive out to Tom’s place she rehearsed what she would say to him about Leo and the Friends so her news came out coherently rather than the mess tumbling around in her head. By the time she arrived, she knew what she was going to say.

When she stepped out of the car Bogie was there, racing around her feet, and then Tom appeared. He smiled at her, dimples swirling, and his eyes lit with undisguised longing.

All her carefully constructed sentences vanished. She stepped into him and pressed her body and lips to his, relishing the feel of his hands on her cheeks as he returned the kiss, long and deep. The chaos that had roared in her mind for the last twenty hours suddenly stilled as overwhelming need spun through her, dominating everything. Her body thrummed with excitement and she wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes and—

‘You good?’ he asked.

Her eyes flew open. Behind his burning lust she glimpsed a hint of concern for her that she didn’t want to see. If her mother hadn’t arrived yesterday afternoon they would have already fallen into bed and he wouldn’t be looking at her like this.

‘Never better.’ She grabbed his hand and tugged him towards the house. ‘Where’s your bedroom?’

Tom shut the door against a surprised and sad-eyed Bogie, and led her into a room with a view of the ocean and a bed that was half-made. She took in the fresh pillowslips and laughed.

Tom gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘A bloke can live in hope.’

She gave him a gentle push onto the bed and crawled up the mattress after him. ‘Looks like today’s your lucky day.’

‘Thank God for that.’

His hands reached for her waist, fingers tickling her until she was writhing and laughing so much that she lost her balance.

Grinning, he rolled her under him. ‘Gotcha.’

‘Yeah, right. I gotcha first.’

‘No doubt.’

He gazed at her with such a mix of unfettered desire and tenderness that it emptied her mind. Without second-guessing a thing, she gave herself over to the delicious sensations fizzing in her body.

Later, lounging in Tom’s bed in a pool of sunshine, they picnicked on coffee and cake. CC felt Tom’s attention focused entirely on her—something so unfamiliar to her in a man that she almost found it more erotic than sex. It made her feel that now was the right time to tell him why Anji had showed up unannounced.

His sea-blue eyes widened. ‘Wow, that’s … That’s a lot.’

‘Right?’ She gave a half-laugh and sipped her coffee. ‘In good and bad ways. I mean, it’s given me the family I’ve always longed for.’

‘I’m sorry you never had the chance to have a relationship with your father,’ he said. ‘That must be gut-wrenching.’

CC shook her head hard. ‘God, no! I sure as hell didn’t want that bastard as a father.’

She caught his surprise at her vehemence, but she didn’t want to go there so she pushed on. ‘I’m talking about having brothers and sisters! They’re the family I’ve always wanted, but I should have been told years ago. This secret’s denied me so much.’

‘How did the Friends react?’

‘I haven’t told them yet.’

‘Maybe you should talk to Dad before you do.’

The suggestion struck her as odd. ‘Why would I do that?’

‘Because now you know that you’re Leo’s child, you’re entitled to more than just a share in the shack. You’re entitled to a share of his estate.’

Revulsion surged coffee to the back of her throat—bitter and burning. ‘I’m so not doing that!’

‘Fair enough.’

Something about his easy agreement irked her. ‘I love them so why would I risk my relationship with them? It’s going to be enough of a shock when I tell them I’m their sister.’

Tom sipped his coffee. ‘How is making a claim on your father’s estate different from fighting for your share of the shack?’

She stared at him, shocked by his obtuseness. ‘It’s completely different. The shack is a separate will and the place is important to all of us. We’re tied together by thirteen summers there and Leo knew that. It’s why he left written instructions that I’m to share it with my brothers and sisters.’

‘Yet he left you out of his own estate …’

‘I don’t want money from a man who refused to acknowledge me!’ She sucked in a deep breath, trying not to let her complicated feelings about Leo take hold. ‘The shack and what it represents is way more important to me than cash. Anyway, asking for money just makes me look like a gold-digger, which I’m not.’

Tom was quiet for a moment, then he leaned in and stroked her cheek with his thumb.

‘What?’ she said, hearing her petulant tone.

‘I get it.’

Relief filled her that he understood how important this family—her family—was to her. How she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise her relationship with her siblings.

‘Thank you.’

He kissed her and all thoughts of wills, estates and her new family vanished as she sank into the pillows, bringing him with her.

Two weeks later in the pre-dawn of Anzac Day, CC was thankful for the frontline defence of fine merino wool against the insidious chill coming off the harbour. She wore leggings and a T-shirt underneath her band uniform, along with two pairs of socks and a pair of fingerless gloves, and she was still freezing.

She watched Tom, his cheeks bulging as he played the bugle. His haunting rendition of the Last Post carried on the breeze that fluttered the flags at half-mast. The one minute’s silence that followed was both a solo and group experience. There was something companionable and heartfelt about being huddled against the cold with strangers brought together by the goal of honouring those who’d served their country.

Reveille broke the silence and the flags rose to their full height, then there was a short address and the laying of wreaths.

By the time the dawn service drew to a close, the sun had risen, but it offered very little warmth. When Tom handed CC an egg and bacon roll and a hot coffee courtesy of the Rotary Club, she scarfed them down, welcoming the return of sensation to her feet.

‘You were great,’ she said distractedly.

‘Thanks. And thanks for coming. Most of the band show up just before the parade.’ Tom’s blue eyes studied her face. ‘You okay?’

‘A bit nervous.’

He gave her a smile that contained both reassurance and pride. ‘You’ll be great too.’

She raised her brows. ‘I’ll be adequate, but I’m not worried about playing.’

Confusion momentarily crossed his face then she saw the penny drop. ‘Oh, right. Sorry.’

She grimaced. Today was a big day for Tom and she shouldn’t be offended that his focus was fully on the band rather than on her, but anxiety sped along her veins as if they were autobahns. Tonight she was telling the Friends that she was their half-sister.

Given the schism created by the will challenge, she’d been relieved when James and Gretel had accepted her invitation to join the others at the Anzac festivities and spend the weekend at the shack. CC was taking it as a good sign that despite the discomfort between the siblings, the fact that they were prepared to be in the same physical space augured well for when she revealed her news.

Tom tucked some windblown strands of hair behind her ear. ‘Are you sure you don’t want Dad to tell them?’

CC suppressed an annoyed sigh. Tom had suggested this at least three times this week.

‘We’ve been through this,’ she said. ‘On no planet is it a good idea for such personal news to be revealed by a solicitor. I have to do it.’

Tom frowned. ‘You need someone in your corner. Dad could at least be there for moral support.’

‘This is not antagonistic news. Having a solicitor there sends the wrong message.’

‘James is a solicitor and he’ll be there.’

‘As my brother!’

Tom made a sound that was part scoff, part huff. ‘He has a vested interest. It’s a sure bet he’ll be thinking like a lawyer, not a brother.’

‘Nothing in life is a sure bet,’ she said irritably. ‘And even if he is wearing his lawyer hat, that’s okay because my news means there’s no longer a reason to challenge Leo’s will. Besides, I’m their sister and they need to hear the news from me in a neutral space.’

‘The shack’s hardly neutral.’ The skin on Tom’s face tightened, giving him the look of a disapproving priest. ‘I know what you want to have happen tonight, but …’

‘But what?’

‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit naive?’

Annoyance burst into anger, riding shotgun with anxiety. Had she yet again missed the cues of a man who always needed to be right?

‘You don’t know them like I do, Tom. I know what I’m doing and I need you to back off.’

For a moment she thought he was going to keep pushing, but he nodded slowly. ‘Okay.’

It was an unexpected capitulation, but it wasn’t enough for her to say thank you. Hell, she didn’t need to thank him for respecting her wishes.

‘Come on, you two! Time to marshal for the parade,’ the band leader called.

Tom wrapped his arms around CC, brushing her hair with his lips. ‘We good?’

She nodded, her head under his chin, but she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that their gloriously fun bubble had developed a slow leak.


Chapter Seventeen

The parade of flag bearers, veterans and family members of veterans started at the RSL. CC was thankful that all her concentration was required to both march and play and avoid walking into anyone, as it gave her a respite from the looming evening with the Friends.

The crowd accompanied the band down Gawler Street, then along Cliff Street to gather at the war memorial for the commemorative service. There were horses representing the Lighthorse Brigade, and even a donkey to remind everyone of Private Simpson, the World War One soldier who rescued the wounded at Gallipoli for four weeks before dying himself.

With an iron-ore sky hanging over them, nature was at its sombre best, but the threatened rain held off and a shaft of light cast a perfect rainbow over the war memorial.

Tom caught CC’s eye and smiled. She knew that if he was standing next to her, he’d be leaning in close and saying, ‘How special’s this?’ And he’d be right: it was amazing.

She looked around for her brothers and sisters, hoping to share the moment with them. She spied Lily with Ollie and Paige—the kids were straining to get to the horses. Felix stood behind Bronte, who was leaning back into him, and she gave CC a wave.

As CC took her seat outside the council chambers with the other band members, she caught a glimpse of a tall woman wearing an elegantly tailored woollen coat. The camel colour stood out against a sea of black puffer jackets, as did the rest of Gretel—no jeans for her. She wore black wide-legged cropped pants and high-heeled suede boots that sparked envy in CC and challenged the weather to stay fine. James appeared by Gretel’s side holding two coffees, but CC couldn’t see Maddi or Blake anywhere.

Dougie sat in a chair close to the band, rugged up in a warm coat with a black scarf covered in red poppies wound around his neck. She raised her euphonium to him and crossed her fingers. He grinned and gave her two thumbs up.

The band conductor tapped her baton on the music stand and CC pulled her attention to the start of the second service. As predicted, her heart swelled a few times and tears spilled—once when the choir sang, and again when a five-year-old laid a wreath. The tugboat salute, however, made her heart almost leap out of her chest.

At the end of the service, Dougie walked over with the support of a stick. ‘You did a great job, doc!’

‘You’re too kind, Dougie. I’m not up to competition standard though, so we need you back for the Warrnambool Eisteddfod.’

‘With a bit more practice you’ll be set,’ Dougie said firmly. His voice belied his current frailty. According to Tom, Dougie had been the backbone of the band for years.

‘I tell you what,’ CC said. ‘I’ll play at the eisteddfod, but only if you’re playing beside me. So keep up the physio and do your lung exercises.’

Dougie winked at Tom. ‘She’s bossy that one. If you pick me up next week, Tom, I can come to rehearsal.’

‘Too easy, Dougie. See you then.’

As Dougie walked away, Archie, Leyton and Elsa ran up followed by all the adults.

The kids grabbed CC’s hands. ‘Come and see the donkey!’

‘The band was fantastic,’ Paige said. ‘Well done.’

‘It’s certainly quaint,’ Gretel said. ‘Not something you’d see in Melbourne.’

Quaint? CC was so taken aback she was lost for words.

‘I’m pretty sure Stonnington’s got a brass band,’ Felix said.

‘What’s that big thing he’s wearing?’ Leyton pointed to portly gentleman with a handlebar moustache.

CC laughed. ‘That’s a sousaphone.’

‘Cool!’

‘It was invented specially for marching bands,’ Tom added.

CC suddenly realised she needed to introduce him. Putting her hand on his arm, she said, ‘Everyone, this is Tom Greely.’

Lily rolled her eyes and laughed. ‘CC, we all know Tom. We’ve known him longer than you have.’

‘We don’t know Tom,’ Gretel said as James extended his hand.

‘That’s because you refuse to come to the pub,’ Lily said.

Gretel shot Lily a killing look as Felix, Ollie and Bronte murmured their hellos while Tom shook James’s hand.

‘Good to finally meet you,’ Tom said, then shifted his gaze to Gretel. ‘If you want to continue the quaint Anzac traditions, you should pop into the pub and play two-up.’

Gretel wrinkled her nose but, very unexpectedly, James looked interested. ‘Really? I thought it was illegal in Victoria.’

‘Except for one day of the year.’

James turned to his brothers. ‘Do you want a flutter?’

‘Sure. I’m in,’ Felix said.

‘Not sure the pub’s the best place for the kids,’ Ollie said.

‘It’s why we didn’t bring ours,’ Gretel said. ‘We knew they’d be bored to tears.’

So many thoughts pinged into CC’s mind about the things Maddi and Blake would have learned: the importance of honouring those who served, the cultural significance of the day along with the acknowledgement that unlike other days in the public holiday calendar, this one at least acknowledged the Indigenous community’s contributions, but she stopped herself from saying any of it.

‘I can take them to the shack,’ she offered. She wanted to get started on dinner preparations.

‘I’m starving,’ Bronte said.

‘You’re always starving,’ Felix said indulgently and patted her belly.

‘Exactly, and I need to feed this gorgeous parasite so let’s all have lunch at the Kooramook pub. That way everyone’s happy,’ Bronte said.

Ollie was still looking dubious when Paige squeezed his hand. ‘Sounds like a plan. Why don’t we all meet there at one? Tom, are you in?’

Tom exchanged an is-that-okay-with-you look with CC and she nodded, appreciating him checking.

‘Sounds good,’ Tom said. ‘See you then.’

By the time CC and Tom changed out of their band uniforms and arrived in Kooramook, the pub was heaving. The kids were busy hoeing into hot chips and red lemonade, and the women were drinking wine. Gretel was glancing around at the mixed decor as if she’d been beamed onto an alien planet; Paige was colouring in one of the kids’ placemats; and Bronte was sneaking chips, much to Archie’s chagrin.

Lily walked past carrying a tray of beers. ‘Two-up’s in the car park. Come on, Gretel, James is giving it a crack.’

Gretel sighed and followed Lily as if she was picking her way over hot coals.

As Tom opened the door for them, CC heard a man yelling, ‘Come in, spinner!’ A moment later there was a collective groan from the crowd.

‘What happened?’ CC asked.

‘Odds,’ Tom said. ‘The game’s predicated on both coins landing on either heads or tails. If there’s one of each, no one wins.’

CC looked around for someone who looked like a bookie. ‘Who takes the bets?’

‘You bet with the school.’

She shook her head at him. ‘Teach me the rules like I’m six.’

He laughed. ‘Fair enough. The bloke holding the kip—that’s the wooden paddle with the coins in it—is the spinner.’

‘So James is the spinner?’

‘For the moment. If he tosses three odds he’ll be out. The other bloke is the boxer and he’s in charge of the money the spinner’s bet. The crowd is the school and we get to side bet with anyone who wants a flutter. You pull out your lobster—’

‘Pink lady,’ CC said.

‘Not sure anyone but me will bet you five bucks, but okay. If you’re betting heads, you hold your money on your head, and if you’re betting tails you hold it on your hip, and you do a deal with someone betting the opposite. The spinner must toss the pennies above shoulder height, and they have to spin in the air and land on the mat, so there’s a bit of skill involved. The tails sides of the coins are marked with a white cross so it’s easy to see what’s up when they land. We can side bet on each toss, but the spinner only wins when they toss heads. If they toss tails, they lose the bet and the kip goes to someone else.’

‘So there’s a real science to it,’ CC teased.

‘Hey, humans will bet on paint drying. No one takes it too seriously. It’s just a bit of fun.’

He pulled out his wallet, removed a ten-dollar bill and put it on his head.

‘Tom!’

CC turned to see Kwan waving a tenner before putting it on his hip.

‘And the bet is placed.’ Tom slid his arm around her waist. ‘How about a kiss for luck?’

‘Yeah, right.’ But she kissed him anyway, because kissing Tom was no hardship.

‘Come on, James!’ Lily yelled.

‘Come in, spinner!’ the boxer called.

The school collectively held its breath, all eyes on the rising and falling pennies. Excitement skittered through CC and she found herself gripping Tom’s arm and leaning forward.

‘Heads!’ the boxer shouted.

‘You won!’ CC kissed Tom again.

Kwan groaned good-naturedly, then shook Tom’s hand and handed over the money. ‘No fair, Tom. You brought your lucky charm.’ He gave CC a big wink. ‘Hi CC.’

She felt the heat of a face flush. ‘Hi, Kwan. What does James win?’

‘That depends on what he bet,’ Tom said.

A woman’s squeal made them turn.

‘OMG!’ Gretel was hugging James, who was holding a fistful of hundreds while people from the crowd were slapping his back.

CC did a quick calculation and was momentarily stunned at how much he’d bet to win that amount. She could understand Felix doing something like that, but James?

Ollie was shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe it either. ‘Big risk, bro.’

‘It’s for a good cause,’ James said.

Ollie snorted. ‘What? The James Friend cause.’

‘Your brother’s donating his winnings to …’ Gretel turned to a woman next to her. ‘What’s the charity, Rachelle?’

The woman’s name rang a bell in the back of CC’s mind. Was she the real estate agent Felix had mentioned at the dinner they’d shared? Her face certainly matched the images gracing many of the For Sale signs around town.

‘For the teen mental health program,’ Rachelle said. ‘Between drugs and social media, our young ones are struggling. Our agency’s dedicated this year’s fundraising to support Headspace. It’s so generous of you and Felix to donate.’

‘We’re very supportive of community,’ Gretel said.

CC tried hiding her surprise, but Lily spurted beer out her nose.

‘Looks like you’re up next, Ollie,’ James said.

Paige came out looking for them. ‘Are you lot coming in for lunch?’

‘When Ollie’s spun,’ Gretel said. ‘The Friends’ honour is at stake.’

Paige turned to Ollie, who gave her a don’t-ask look. She swung back to Gretel. ‘What honour?’

‘Felix and James played and donated their winnings to the teen mental health program. Now it’s Ollie’s turn.’

Paige folded her arms across her chest. ‘Ollie and I are opposed to gambling.’

‘I’ll just make a donation,’ Ollie said. ‘That way the charity gets the money.’

‘That’s fantastic,’ Rachelle said. ‘Thank—’

‘What is it you’re always telling me, Ol?’ James said. ‘Live a little?’

Ollie swore under his breath. ‘Like I said, I’ll donate—’

‘Boring!’ Felix laughed. ‘Since when did Oliver Friend ever pass on a dare?’

‘How old are you, Felix?’ Paige’s voice could cut glass.

Ollie’s shoulders squared as if pulled taut by tensile cables. ‘I wasn’t aware this was a dare.’

‘It is now,’ Felix said.

CC was thrown back to summers past when the Friends dared each other on everything, from board games to the fastest swimmer and everything else in-between. Although it had almost never involved money. She glanced at Tom, who was looking on with mild interest.

‘Two hundred bucks for the charity,’ Felix continued. ‘And James and I will bet you another two hundred. Right, big bro?’

James nodded. Paige blanched.

‘He’s not doing it,’ Paige said. ‘It’s not a good message for the kids. God, it’s hard enough during footy season with all the betting ads without their uncles undermining our parenting.’

‘The kids are inside with Bronte,’ Lily said.

CC suppressed a groan. Sometimes she didn’t understand Lily at all. She almost said something along the lines of the need to respect each other’s choices, but the spectre of tonight’s conversation hung over her. She didn’t want to go into the evening having taken sides.

Paige tugged at Ollie’s hand. ‘It’s time for lunch.’

Lily drained her beer, then slammed down the empty glass. ‘I’ll spin.’

‘No!’ Ollie thrust his free hand towards Felix. ‘You’re on, little brother.’

Paige gaped at Ollie before glaring at her in-laws. She stalked back inside.

By now the crowd had clocked the tension between the brothers, and it added an extra element to the side betting. A sea of colour appeared on heads and hips; no one wanted to miss out.

‘Don’t look so worried, CC,’ Felix said. ‘The charity wins either way, and Ollie can afford it. Besides, he owes me a hundred bucks so this way I might get it back.’

‘I thought you owed him a hundred dollars,’ CC said, recalling a conversation weeks ago when Felix and Ollie were disputing a booze order from the pub.

Felix raised his glass to her in a salute. ‘Either way, this is more fun, right? Come on, have a crack.’

She pulled out a five-dollar bill and held it high. Everyone around her laughed, but Tom accepted the bid.

‘Jeez, CC. Have a bit of faith,’ Ollie said.

‘CC, I bet you a hundred,’ Felix said.

‘It’s supposed to be a bit of fun, mate, not sheep stations,’ Tom said.

Felix ignored him and looked at CC, a competitive gleam in his eye. ‘You know Friends’ rules. For it to count, it has to hurt a little. Step outside your comfort zone—I dare you.’

‘Would you bet your share in the shack?’

She wasn’t exactly certain why she’d asked. Perhaps it was to see if his will challenge was connected to any sentiment for the shack or if he really was a patsy for James.

‘I like your balls, CC, and you know I love a dare, but James would kill me.’

‘Why?’

But the boxer was calling last bets and Felix was saying, ‘A hundred?’

CC nodded her agreement and felt Tom stiffen next to her. She didn’t look at him but kept her eyes fixed on Ollie.

The crowd roared, ‘Come in, spinner!’

Ollie flicked the kip and the coins spun high.


Chapter Eighteen

After Ollie’s epic one-toss win at two-up, he’d shouted the bar. When people thanked him, he’d grinned and said, ‘Don’t thank me, thank my brothers.’

To their credit, Felix and James had been gracious in defeat, and all the brothers had united when a tipsy Lily insisted it was her turn to defend the Friend family’s honour. They didn’t bet against her, but Trina Rawlins had tried.

Tom had explained to CC that, in the spirit of the day, there was a rule where bets were cancelled if a spinner tossed three fouls. None of Lily’s spins had landed on the mat and Trina had objected loudly. CC had looked around for Chris, but couldn’t see him, and the ringer had asked Trina to either be quiet or leave. It appeared only CC saw Lily surreptitiously raise a finger to the woman.

Mid-afternoon, CC left Tom and his band playing a set of quieter Australian songs, including the classic Redgum tearjerker ‘I Was Only 19’ and Eric Bogle’s ‘And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda’, and returned to the shack.

A fuming Paige walked with her, but she disappeared into her room the moment they stepped through the door. Today was the first time CC could recall witnessing Ollie and Paige fighting. In defence of Ollie, she had tried explaining to Paige the long family history of dares between the siblings, but it hadn’t muted Paige’s anger. Ollie had wisely taken the kids to the beach.

CC spent the rest of the afternoon in a cooking frenzy, trying to keep her nerves under control. She’d gone ‘full Italian’ with a multi-course meal starting with antipasto, and moving on to burrata served on a tomato salad and gnocchi with sugo di pomodoro. Next came cotoletti with salad and a selection of vegetables; and dessert was a perennial favourite—tiramisu—and a platter of figs from Bert’s old tree.

Paige reappeared for dinner, but limited her conversation to Bronte and CC, freezing out everyone else. After the children had eaten gnocchi and devoured their own dessert of gelato in a cone, Paige rustled them off to bed and didn’t return.

Now it was time for coffee and a digestive—CC had provided a choice of limoncello, amaretto and grappa—and she was wondering if she should go and find Paige, or if she should ask Bronte and Gretel if she could talk to the others alone.

‘That was amazing, CC,’ Lily said.

Ollie raised his glass to her. ‘Rosa would be proud of you.’

‘Yeah, CC.’ Felix rubbed his belly. ‘Anytime you want to pull out all the stops, have at it. I miss Nonna’s cooking.’

Bronte yawned and pushed back her chair. ‘Thank you. All of it was delicious, but I’m crashing with a food coma. See you in the morning.’

Everyone murmured their goodnights.

Gretel dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin. ‘I had no idea you had the skills to produce a meal like this, CC.’

Lily snorted. ‘Just in case you didn’t realise, CC, she’s giving you a compliment.’

‘I am.’ Gretel sounded hurt. ‘I didn’t realise your branch of the family was so much more Italian than the Friends.’

‘It’s not really,’ CC said, wondering if this was the opening she needed.

‘It is,’ Lily said. ‘Rosa came out here and married a Pom, diluting the connection, and then Dad married a fifth-generation Aussie. Mum had no interest in food.’

‘Yeah, because she was such a terrible cook,’ Felix said. ‘I grew up thinking boarding-school food was gourmet—that’s how bad she was.’

Ollie made a huffing sound. ‘She didn’t need to cook, remember? Amah did it all.’

‘Nonna lived with us and she taught me to cook,’ CC said. ‘Although I’m sure Mum would have if she hadn’t been working fulltime.’ She tried smiling, but apprehension held her facial muscles hostage. ‘I’m glad you all enjoyed it. It’s my way of thanking you for coming down to support me in the band today. It means a lot.’

James refilled his glass. ‘It was the perfect end to a great day. I don’t suppose you’d cook for my next archery weekend?’

Ollie rolled his eyes. ‘She’s not staff, James.’

‘I’d pay,’ James said. ‘What do you charge, CC?’

If it had been anyone else in the room she would have known they were teasing her, but this was James. ‘I have no idea because cooking isn’t my day job. But if I’m off that weekend, I’m happy to make you cannelloni you can reheat.’

James raised his glass of red wine to her. ‘Excellent.’

CC poured the coffees, gulped some amaretto, then placed a large envelope on the table in front of her. ‘Talking about family, two weeks ago my mother dropped a bombshell on me.’

The men barely reacted, but Gretel and Lily glanced up from their phones, interest bright on their faces.

CC pushed on, heart pounding, and tried keeping her voice light. ‘It turns out my mother’s ex-husband wasn’t my father after all.’

James looked uncomfortable. ‘Do we need to know this?’

Gretel nudged him to be quiet, a gleeful look on her face like she’d just read some juicy celebrity gossip.

‘That means she’s kept it a secret for thirty years,’ Ollie said.

‘So why tell you now?’ Felix asked.

‘Why do we do what we do? That’s the eternal question,’ Lily mused.

‘It was the challenge to Leo’s will about my share of the shack,’ CC said.

James leaned around Gretel so he was looking straight at her, but it was Felix who spoke.

‘What about it?’

CC took a deep breath. ‘The plan to force me out broke open the secret.’

‘We’re not forcing you out, CC,’ Felix said wearily. ‘You’re welcome here like you’ve always been. The challenge is about respecting Dad’s true intentions. I thought we’d explained it.’ He indicated the remains of the meal. ‘I thought all of this meant you were okay with it.’

She studied his face and detected genuine feeling—he honestly believed the challenge was the right course of action. It gave her hope that when he learned the truth, he’d support what was right in regards to that too.

‘What Mum said shocked me, and I think it’s going to shock all of you too,’ CC said, hoping to prepare them.

Ollie smiled encouragingly. ‘Go on, tell us. We’ll cope.’

She swallowed and formed words that felt like boulders in her mouth. ‘We share the same father.’

Five sets of eyes widened as five mouths fell open. Silence hung in the room, as tinder dry as scorched summer undergrowth ready to ignite.

‘No!’ Felix’s hand hit the table and the crockery rattled.

CC recognised the agonised revulsion in his eyes. It was identical to what she’d battled when she’d calculated that they’d been conceived within weeks of each other.

‘I know it’s a lot, Felix. I feel the same.’

‘Fucking Leo.’ Ollie drained his whisky.

Lily rose and rounded the table to hug CC. ‘This is the best news ever! I’ve always wanted a sister.’

CC hugged her back, relief sliding through her. Lily had moved quickly from shock to acceptance. She hoped her brothers would follow.

She turned to face James, whose expression had morphed from stunned to unreadable. ‘James?’

‘You may believe your mother, but we barely know her,’ he said. ‘We need more proof than just her word, especially as there’s no other evidence pointing to you being Dad’s child.’

‘There’s the fact Leo named me in the shack.’

‘That’s hardly proof,’ James said.

CC laced her fingers to help keep herself centred. ‘I think it shows intent. A way of keeping us all connected, which is something I’ve always wanted.’

‘She’s got a point,’ Ollie said. ‘Perhaps the old man finally decided to do the right thing.’

‘He was sick,’ James said. ‘We can’t assume anything.’

CC knew the only way to convince James was to provide him with facts. ‘Which is why I took the first step and got my DNA tested. But neither Leo or any of you are on the database, so to categorically prove that Leo’s our father and we’re half-siblings …’ She turned the envelope upside down and four test kits slid onto the table.

Once again, everyone stared at her.

‘It’s nothing like a RAT test,’ she reassured them. ‘You just rub the swab on the inside of your cheek.’

‘I don’t like the idea of my DNA being on a database,’ Ollie said.

‘And the Luddite strikes again,’ Felix muttered.

‘You do it then,’ Ollie snapped.

‘And what if it turns up that Leo isn’t my father?’ Felix said. ‘Where the hell does that leave me then?’

Ollie rolled his eyes. ‘Jesus, not this again. Felix, you were ten and we were teasing you.’

‘Yeah, well, teasing doesn’t account for the huge age gap between us, or the fact I look like Mum’s side of the family when the rest of you look like Dad.’ He suddenly narrowed his eyes at CC. ‘You don’t look much like him either.’

After nights spent staring at photos of Leo, CC couldn’t disagree. But despite the thirty-year secret, she trusted her mother was telling the truth. ‘Your parents were separated when we were both conceived—’

‘They never separated,’ James said firmly.

‘Julia lived in Melbourne when—’ Warning sirens went off in CC’s head. Did they know their mother had been treated for bipolar? ‘Mum spent time in Melbourne caring for her own mother, but they were still very much together,’ James said firmly.

‘Nana was a piece of work,’ Lily said to no one in particular.

‘Don’t you think your mother telling you this information now is just a little too convenient,’ Gretel said snidely. ‘What is it you’re always saying, darling?’ she asked James.

‘Where there’s a will, there’s a relative. It’s fascinating who comes out of the woodwork when there’s a chance of a windfall.’ James ran his finger slowly around the rim of his wine glass, deep in thought. ‘The thing is, CC, Dad didn’t leave you anything in his will.’

‘Apart from the shack,’ CC said firmly. ‘And the irony is that if my share wasn’t being challenged by Felix, my mother would never have told me the truth.’

James’s mouth twisted. ‘Look, CC, you’ve always been welcomed by this family, but think about it. Given all the time you spent down here, if you really were Leo’s daughter, the secret would have come out long ago. We would have been told.’

‘I know this is a shock, but I’m not lying. For all sorts of reasons our families have kept secrets. I’m only one of them.’

Lily looked up. ‘What do you mean? There’s more?’

CC moistened her suddenly dry lips. ‘I mean there are things about our parents’ lives we’ve never known.’

‘According to your mother,’ James said dismissively.

‘Which will be verified with a DNA test.’ CC couldn’t stop her voice from rising and she instantly regretted it.

James’s chin jutted into the air with the slice of chef’s knife. ‘The only way you’ll get DNA from me is via a court order. And in case you’re tempted, don’t even think of using our toothbrushes. Obtaining DNA without consent is a criminal act and the AMA doesn’t look fondly on doctors who break the law.’

The words leached condescension and CC wanted to spit. ‘I’m well aware of the laws around DNA.’ She looked at the others, confident one of them would oblige. ‘I’ll pay for the test. Who’d like to do it?’

‘Yeah, well, it won’t be me.’ Felix stood abruptly and left the room.

Ollie’s leg was jiggling up and down and he threw CC a beseeching look—one that begged for understanding. ‘I need to do some research first. Find out what the protections are around the DNA database. I don’t want it opening a can of worms, because knowing my—our bastard father, there could be other half-siblings out there. Ones we don’t know and love. Ones I don’t want to meet.’

‘I really don’t th—’ But what did CC really know about Leo? If he’d had an affair with her mother, there was a chance he’d had an affair with another woman—women.

Archie’s sleep-infused voice called out, ‘Dad-dy!’ as if he’d been startled awake from a nightmare.

‘Coming, mate!’ Ollie left the room.

CC’s gut fizzed with agitation and she looked to her sister. ‘Lily?’

‘Oh, sweetie, I don’t need a DNA test to know you’re my sister. Welcome to the family.’ She blew a kiss, then picked up a bottle of wine and drifted outside.

CC stared at Lily’s retreating back, scrambling to process what had just happened. She’d anticipated everyone’s shocked surprise, but not once had it crossed her mind that none of them would want concrete proof. That they’d make the DNA request all about themselves instead of her.

‘Lily’s right,’ James said smoothly after his sister had left the room.

CC’s head snapped around so quickly the pain of the wrench made her see stars. She wanted to say ‘right about welcoming me to the family?’, but sensed it would only antagonise him. ‘Right about what?’

‘You can cheerfully be part of this family without a DNA test. It’s only required for legal purposes of which you have no need.’

‘No need? Felix is challenging my share of the shack!’

‘Oh, that.’ James waved his hand as if it was no big deal.

The hairs on her arms rose with a tingling rush. ‘Yes, that! I’m your sister—’

‘Allegedly a half-sister,’ James said smoothly.

CC ground her teeth. ‘I am no longer a distant cousin who can be disregarded. I was named by Leo in the inheritance of the shack and I won’t be pushed out.’

‘I’ll talk to Felix.’

CC thought about all the times growing up when their baby brother had been a poor loser. How he’d held a grudge long beyond the usual time most kids did. ‘This is Felix, remember?’

‘James can be very persuasive.’ Gretel’s tone was conversational but her gaze bored into CC with the intensity of menace. ‘He’s very good at helping people see what’s in their best interests.’ She took his hand. ‘Aren’t you, darling?’

James smiled at his wife. ‘I do my best.’

CC didn’t believe his self-deprecating tone for a moment.

‘So let me get this straight,’ she said. ‘You’ll explain to Felix that as I’m your half-sister I have the same right to my share in the shack as all of you. That he needs to drop the shack challenge.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘It’s what you implied.’

James shrugged. ‘That’s your interpretation.’

CC pushed the backs of her hands into her eyes, welcoming the momentary blackness. ‘Let me make this statement then. Until I told you I was your half-sister, you were keen to deny me my share of the shack.’

James sighed. ‘I’m merely the executor. Felix mounted the challenge, not me.’

She wanted to call bullshit on that and smack the implacable smirk off his face. Instead she started grabbing plates, needing to do something physical with her anger. ‘You know what, James? Ollie’s right. You’re greedy.’

Gretel snorted. ‘Oh, that’s rich coming from him!’ She opened her mouth to say more but James placed his hand on her arm. She shook it off and stood. ‘Honestly, this family! I’m going to bed.’

James finished his wine. ‘CC, I know you think Ollie and Lily are on your side about the shack, but you’re not privy to all that I know.’

She kept clearing the table, refusing to give him the satisfaction of asking exactly what he knew, especially when she didn’t trust him to tell her the truth.

‘Family isn’t just belonging,’ James continued.

When she stayed silent, he added, ‘And I know how much you want to belong, so I’ve got some advice for you.’

More than anything she wanted to say ‘Stuff your advice!’, so she hated hearing herself ask, ‘And what advice is that?’

‘If you want to belong to the family, you have to play the game.’

‘What game?’

He leaned back in his chair. ‘You saw my brothers’ and sister’s reaction to your DNA request—they’re not keen. And they trust me, so after I’ve given them my legal perspective, they’ll be even less inclined to give permission. Of course, you could continue to side with Ollie and Lily to try and keep the shack stuck in the past, but if you do, Felix will press on with the challenge to boot you out.’

She slammed the cutlery into the sink. ‘You’re blackmailing me?’

James laughed. ‘Of course not. Merely teaching you how to play the game.’

‘And if I don’t want to play it your way?’

‘That’s your choice entirely. But if you fight, I will tie things up so tightly in red tape that long before the case is resolved you’ll have run out of money and exhausted Ollie and Lily’s support. Of course you can still work as a doctor if you’re bankrupt, but it’s the sort of thing that raises questions. Can an employer or patient trust a doctor who can’t handle her own affairs?’

CC had grown up counting every cent, and the threat of financial ruin filled the room like a toxic cloud. Even if her mind wasn’t falling over itself trying to think of a reply, her dinner had risen into her throat, clogging all words.

Lily returned. ‘God, are you two still talking?’

‘Just finishing up, weren’t we, CC?’ James said. ‘I’m off to bed.’

‘Put your archery stuff in the shed first,’ CC said, trying to claim back a semblance of control. ‘I don’t want to wake up to an arrow lodged in a kid.’

‘I’ve told them not to touch it,’ James said.

She was about to say ‘And three-year-olds are so obedient’, when Lily said, ‘We’re off to the pub.’

‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,’ James said.

Given he’d just threatened CC’s financial security, career and reputation, surely that was leeway to do anything just short of murder.


Chapter Nineteen

CC woke to sunshine and groaned. What the hell? Did she have the flu? Her head throbbed, her throat hurt and her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth. Every part of her ached and she didn’t dare move in case it exacerbated the pain in her head.

Slowly, hazy memories of yesterday drifted back before morphing into clarion focus. The Anzac Day celebrations. Two-up. The implosion of the family dinner. At the pub with Lily, doing shots and wild dancing. Tom’s surprised expression as she’d screamed the lyrics to ‘Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again’. His suggestion that perhaps she’d had enough to drink. Her willingness to do anything to avoid talking about what the Friends had said to her when she’d told them she was their half-sister. To do anything to avoid the concern in Tom’s eyes or see his I told you so expression.

She remembered dragging random people out of the pub and down to the beach. Running through the dunes, squealing. Arms outstretched, twirling around and around in the shallows under the shadows of the moon. On her hands and knees, vomiting her beautifully cooked dinner in acidic clumps onto the sand.

Her hands covered her face. Oh God! She had never been that drunk before, not even when she was a teen.

She peered over her doona to Lily’s bed, expecting to see the familiar shock of black hair on the pillow, but the bed was empty. How on earth had Lily managed to get up early?

She got another flash from the night before—Lily on the dance floor while CC was still at the bar, drinking shots with two twenty-five-year-olds who knew Lily through Food Rescue. Okay then. Lily’s frenzied dancing wasn’t shot-induced after all.

A tingle suddenly raced up CC’s spine. She couldn’t remember leaving the beach and falling into bed. Had Lily been with her?

Despite her dehydrated state, she realised with some urgency that she needed to pee. She sat up and the world spun so violently that she gagged. Pressing her hand over her mouth, she tried not to think how disgusting it was to swallow vomit, but needs must.

Somehow she managed to stand. With legs as unsteady as a newborn calf’s, she zigzagged down the hall, willing the bathroom to be free. By sheer miracle it was gloriously empty. After splashing her face and cleaning her teeth, she popped two paracetamol from a blister pack. She was mid-swallow when she realised that the house was unusually quiet.

Moving slowly, she pulled on clothes and made her way into the living area. Last night’s dishes were piled high in the sink, but there were no signs of cereal bowls or toast crumbs.

Strange. Perhaps everyone had gone out for breakfast?

She checked her phone for a message along the lines of Meet you at Making the Drop but the only text was from Tom. How’s the head?

Something made her go back to check the bedrooms. All the doors were open and the beds rumpled, but the air in the rooms barely vibrated. It took her a moment to realise why—the overnight bags were missing. What the actual …? How the hell had she slept through creaking floorboards and the slamming of car doors?

Eighty-proof alcohol running in her veins was how.

The thought was wiped out by a treacherous wave of abandonment that crashed into her so hard she staggered. All of them had left without telling her. Without talking to her. Without even a note. She could understand James doing it, possibly Felix, but not Ollie and Lily. It was their lack that hurt the most.

The desire to scream at them had her digging her phone from her pocket. But as she raised it to her throbbing head, she realised it was a bad idea. There was probably no reception anyway. She stomped back to the kitchen and vented her anger and frustration on the dishes they’d left her to deal with. Bastards!

She was vigorously scrubbing the cast-iron pot when her phone rang. She checked the screen, shucked her gloves and answered it.

‘Ollie.’

‘Hey, CC. You were asleep and Paige was keen to get home so we had to go. I’m still making up for yesterday.’

‘I’ve never seen her so angry.’

‘Yeah.’ CC was imagining him rubbing his jaw in rueful contemplation when Ollie added, ‘Her dad had a problem with the pokies so she doesn’t understand that you can have a bit of a flutter on the Cup or a game of two-up with your family and it’s not an issue. Usually I respect that gambling’s a trigger for her, but Felix …’

CC understood perfectly. ‘I tried explaining the long history of Friend dares to her.’

‘Thanks.’ A sigh rumbled in her ear. ‘Anyway, the reason I’m calling is because I didn’t have time to write you a goodbye note. You all good?’

‘A bit hungover.’

He laughed, and she flinched as the sound hit her like an electric shock.

‘A surf always works for me,’ he said.

The idea was oddly appealing. ‘Thanks. I might do some bodyboarding before I head back to Portland.’

‘Good idea. Oh, and just FYI, I moved all the boards out of the back shed into the garage. Between James’s archery gear and the tiger snakes, I thought it was safer to keep the kids out of there.’

She shuddered at the mention of snakes. ‘Just the kids?’

‘And those city-slicker brothers of mine. They’re hopeless with snakes. I should probably move the archery gear too.’ His laugh rolled away. ‘CC, about last night …’

When it became obvious he wasn’t going to continue she said, ‘What about it?’

He cleared his throat. ‘You know I think of you as my kid sister, so this news—Dad being—must know—how I—about—any—’

The line went dead.

‘Argh! Bloody reception!’

CC checked her phone and, unsurprisingly, there were no bars. It was pointless ringing him back. Still, his check-in call had soothed and reassured her. Ollie’s unheralded departure was everything to do with placating Paige and nothing to do with him changing his mind about how he felt about her. His anger was still directed at Leo and that brought her much-needed relief.

Felix and James, however, were a different matter entirely. She returned to the pot, scrubbing out her fury.

She was wiping down the sink when she heard the squeak of the old wire door behind her. Surprised, she turned, greasy water dripping from the sponge, and saw Lily enter the kitchen, her face flushed.

‘Oh good, you’re still here,’ Lily said, pulling out a kitchen chair and sitting, before pushing the opposite chair out with her foot. ‘We need to talk.’

CC’s heart sped up and she sat, wondering if this was an intervention after her loss of control the night before. ‘O-kay …’

‘We need family healing,’ Lily said. ‘Now.’

Given that James had blackmailed her, CC thought healing was going to be a stretch, but when Lily got the bit between her teeth it was easier to agree.

‘We do,’ she said slowly, willing words to break through her sluggish, alcohol-battered brain. ‘I’m just not sure everyone’s had enough time to absorb the news that I’m their sister, let alone be in the right headspace to agree to mediation.’

Lily scoffed. ‘Not lawyers, CC! God, do you want to destroy what little connectivity we have left? No, I’m talking the only solution. Spiritual healing.’

CC tried not to groan. She really wasn’t up to this conversation. ‘Spiritual healing?’

‘Yes! We need to let go of all the arguments about the shack and all the other worldly shit that’s getting in the way. Only then can we open ourselves to the love that connects us all.’

CC thought about how everyone had retreated to their own corners and dug in deep. It was unlikely any of them would give up their dreams for the shack without a fight.

‘So family therapy?’ she asked.

Lily laughed. ‘Who has the time. We need something that cuts through the crap that’s holding us back.’

‘Family therapy does—’

‘We need a shroom session.’

CC failed to stop her mouth falling open. She was aware of the increasing use of psychedelics in a controlled environment to treat depression, but she doubted Lily’s suggestion of a shroom party came with any controls.

‘As in magic mushrooms?’ she clarified, hoping she’d misunderstood.

Lily nodded enthusiastically. ‘We need to retrieve the parts of our souls we’ve lost to trauma so we can open ourselves to acceptance and become whole again. When that happens, love, joy, purpose and direction follow.’

Lily sounded like she was reciting something she’d read or heard.

‘The thing is,’ CC said, ‘as much as I want us all to come together as a family, I’m not sure magic mushrooms are the solution. And aren’t you on ADHD medication? I’m pretty sure magic mushrooms are contraindicated if you’re taking stimulants like Ritalin.’

Lily made a pffing sound. ‘I won’t take it. It’s not working anyway.’

Panic rippled. ‘Talk to your psychiatrist before you stop taking it, because messing around with medication—’

‘I know what I’m doing!’ Lily screamed, the look in her eyes as wild as a storm-filled day. ‘You’re not my doctor, CC. Let it go.’

‘Okay. Sorry.’ CC realised she’d automatically leaned back, the move instinctively protective. ‘How about I do a bit of research into psilocybin?’ she suggested, hoping to placate Lily. ‘Find a therapist who uses it and—’

‘We don’t need a supplier,’ Lily said. ‘The mushrooms grow in the pine-mulch heap at the bottom of the garden.’

‘Lily! What about the kids?’

Lily gave a dismissive wave. ‘They don’t eat cooked mushrooms, so they’re not gonna eat raw. Anyway, ever since Ollie saw a copperhead down there and put the fear of God into them about snakes, they don’t go near them.’

CC pressed her fingers into her eyebrows as if that was all it would take to make her think clearly. Another flash from the pub beamed into her mind—a snippet of conversation from Lee, one of the Food Rescue team. Lily’s a legend. What she doesn’t know about shrooms isn’t worth knowing, which is great for us if you know what I mean.

At the time, CC had been too busy downing a shot to know anything. Now, knowing slammed into her with the velocity of a Mack truck, fast followed by the memory of Tom telling her about Lily’s intense conversation with a bloke at the pub.

‘You’re not selling psilocybin, are you?’ she said.

‘Of course not. That’s illegal,’ Lily said indignantly. ‘I give them away for the greater good.’

And that was the juxtaposition of Lily. CC didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but she saw an out.

‘Bronte can’t take magic mushrooms. It’s not safe for the baby.’ It’s not safe outside a clinical environment.

‘The wives aren’t invited. The wives are why we’re in this freakin’ mess. Without Gretel, James would never have set up Felix to challenge Dad’s will,’ Lily said, an edge to her voice. ‘It’s not safe to trip with Gretel. We’d probably kill each other.’

CC wanted to tell Lily about James’s threats but it probably wasn’t a good idea given the mood she was in. Instead CC said, ‘I can’t imagine James being happy to trip.’

Lily roared laughing. ‘You’re funny! Unlike you, even James smoked dope at uni.’

‘Yes, but he’s a lawyer now and his career—’

‘Shack rules, remember? No one else knows and anything goes.’

It was something they’d pledged as kids, revelling in the freedoms Kooramook offered and the secrets it kept. CC knew it was something they’d all treasured, but did it stand up to adult responsibilities?

‘How will you convince the others to come?’ she asked. ‘The family’s not exactly a team at the moment.’

‘They have a weak spot I intend to exploit.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Me.’ Lily grinned. ‘Their united worry about me.’

CC felt like she riding a bolting horse and all she could do was grip its mane and hold on for dear life. She racked her brain, trying desperately to remember the few articles she’d read about psilocybin. Set and setting.

‘We can’t take magic mushrooms at the shack,’ she said decisively. ‘It needs to be somewhere neutral. And we need at least one therapy session beforehand so expectations can be discussed and—’

‘Stop freaking out. It’ll be fine.’

CC thought there was a lot to freak out about—everything from inaccurate dosing to the lack of a guide.

‘What if I’m the guide?’ she offered. ‘Well, not the guide exactly, but the one who doesn’t take them and makes sure everyone stays safe.’

Lily’s mouth firmed into a mulish line. ‘The five of us have to trip together. It’s the only way to heal.’

‘Time is a great healer,’ CC said desperately. ‘I think—’

‘Get real, CC! Things were already falling apart before you dropped your sister news. Now they’ve totally lost their shit.’

CC knew Ollie and Felix were rattled, but she was certain James was a long way from losing his shit—he was far too smug.

‘I know there are problems—’

‘Hah! That’s the understatement of the year. Dad was a complex man and he’s a huge part of this mess. Ollie’s been traumatised for years and now you’ve given him another reason to hate Leo. James worshipped him, and Felix …’ Lily’s hands rose and fell as if she had no idea how Felix felt about Leo. ‘I know Dad was flawed. I did the work when he was alive, but the boys avoided it. Until they forgive him, they can’t absorb you into the family without experiencing more trauma.’

The pull to belong that CC had always felt tugged as hard as ever. This time though she was reminded of everything she’d missed out on growing up because Leo had refused to acknowledge her. Goddamn it! She wanted her place inside the family; a place that was rightfully hers. Was psilocybin worth a shot? It had been attributed to helping cancer patients accept death. Could it fast-track forgiveness of Leo, change entrenched views and bring peace to a family at war?

Their phones buzzed simultaneously. There was a message in the group chat from James.

CC scanned it and swore. ‘Read it,’ Lily demanded.

‘Until the issue regarding the ownership of 7193 Shoreline Road, Kooramook is resolved, the dwelling cannot be occupied without written permission from the executor. Please vacate the premises by three o’clock this afternoon. That includes you too, Lily. Quarterly payments of electricity are due now. Deposit monies by Friday. James Friend, Executor.’

‘James’s power trip is out of control!’ Lily said. ‘Now do you see why we need an intervention?’

Doubts continued to niggle at CC. ‘I know we need to do something. I’m just not convinced magic mushrooms are the solution.’

Lily gave her a long and pitying look. ‘The thing is, CC, if you still want a family to be part of, I don’t think you have a choice.’


Chapter Twenty

A week of night shift in urgent care was the gift CC didn’t know she’d been looking for. Keeping busy was the perfect tactic to avoid thinking about the upcoming shroom event—CC refused to call it a party.

If she was honest with herself, she’d been depending on Lily’s usual procrastination, desperately hoping the plan would fade away as so many of Lily’s ideas did, so she’d been stunned by the speed with which Lily had organised it. Forty-eight hours after their conversation, Lily had texted We’re on!

An hour later, James had messaged the group chat, instructing the five of them to be at the shack at two o’clock on Saturday afternoon—no earlier, no later. It seemed Lily was correct: CC was the only one among them with any concerns about using magic mushrooms.

Sleep had been impossible all week, and it wasn’t only due to night-duty disruptions and misfitting blinds on her windows. James’s threat constantly hovered over her. Many times she’d thrown off the doona and sat up, ready to march to Murray’s office and insist on a DNA court order. Just as often she’d pulled the doona over her head, not wanting to discuss the issue with him at all.

At other times, a desperate part of her had fanned the idea that if the magic mushrooms worked—and there was plenty of evidence in the reading she’d done on psilocybin to give credence to the thought—then she wouldn’t need a lawyer. The five of them would come out of the session and move forward in peace and harmony.

When that pie-in-the-sky idea took hold, her pragmatic streak kicked her hard. She conceded that one hundred per cent peace and harmony had never existed between the siblings, but she’d settle for the old order: an acceptance of one another and a desire to work together for a mutually agreeable outcome.

To that end, she’d insisted they spend time discussing what they hoped to get out of the session before they started. Felix and Ollie had given her message a thumbs-up emoji, but the others hadn’t commented. She’d told Lily she’d only take part if there was a guide, and she’d written a set of instructions aimed at keeping them all safe. But none of it quelled the queasiness she experienced every time she thought about it, especially as Lily hadn’t replied.

Work was also CC’s excuse for avoiding Tom this week. On Sunday, the hangover had been a convenient reason not to see him; and the roster had done the rest of the heavy lifting, putting them on opposite sides of the clock. There’d been texts and a few quick phone calls. He’d suggested dinner one night before she went to work.

‘I’m not sure we’re far enough in to risk you seeing my night-duty self,’ she’d said, only half-kidding.

‘As long as it’s only because you turn into a werewolf and not because you’re avoiding me.’

It was too close to the truth to be funny, but she’d laughed and changed the subject. It was a temporary avoidance. On top of everything else, she didn’t want to deal with his questions about the Friends’ reaction to her being their sister. She didn’t want to discuss any of it until it was resolved. She sure as hell wasn’t mentioning the magic mushrooms, even though part of her wanted Tom there as a guide. But they didn’t know each other well enough for her to say, ‘Oh, and by the way, how do you feel about illegal substances and making sure me and my family don’t do anything stupid?’

Friday night in urgent care was blessedly frantic. With the extra pressure of an early flu season flattening the community, especially those with underlying respiratory and cardiac conditions, patients flooded in. CC didn’t have time to think about anything other than taking care of them.

‘You know, doc, you should duck out and take a quick look at the aurora,’ Lance Coghlan, one of her patients, said. ‘Drive to Grant Bay to avoid the light pollution.’

CC looked up from studying his ECG. ‘I’d love to but we’re a bit flat chat.’

‘Sorry, love. Bloody ticker,’ Lance grumbled, as if his heart was the only reason CC couldn’t steal away to watch the southern lights. ‘Promise me you’ll look out the window.’

‘Will do.’ She adjusted his oxygen prongs. ‘Promise me you’ll keep these in position, okay?’

‘You’re the boss, love.’

Jacqui stuck her head into the room and beckoned CC into the corridor. ‘Mrs Troeth’s temperature just hit 41C.’

‘Crap. Set up for a lumbar puncture.’

‘Will do, and it gets better. The Zhangs’ two-year-old has croup so they’re on their way, and Josie, the frequent flyer, has just landed. Her vitals are stable so no rush there.’

The rest of the night followed a similar non-stop pattern, and CC grabbed coffee and snacks on the run. When dawn finally broke, it was accompanied by a white frost and sunshine.

The day staff drifted in with stories of the aurora lightshow.

‘It was sensational!’ Elspeth shoved her phone at anyone who’d look. ‘Check out the colours.’

CC took in the vivid pinks and greens dancing across the inky sky and tried to quell her disappointment. ‘Any chance it’ll happen again tonight? I’ll be in Kooramook—’

‘Ohh!’ Kwan grinned. ‘Weekend plans with the good pharmacist include gazing at the lights snuggled up on his couch in front of that lovely open fire?’

CC shoved a drug chart at him. ‘Cubicle two. Dimity Drakos needs an IV and a blood transfusion.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Kwan gave her a mock salute and walked off laughing.

Elspeth pointed to the ambulance tracker. ‘Something’s coming in.’

End-of-shift fatigue hit CC, colliding with an already massive week, and she couldn’t stif le the yawn. She just hoped it was enough to silence her wired brain so she could get a few hours’ sleep before driving to the shack and dealing with Lily and the psilocybin.

‘Whatever it is, it’s Sam’s problem,’ she said, peeling her cardigan off the back of the chair and glancing around for her water bottle.

The desk phone rang. Elspeth answered it. ‘Oh, hi, Sam.’

As Sam was supposed to be in the department already, this wasn’t good news. When Elspeth hung up, CC said, ‘What?’

‘He’s stuck behind a mob of sheep. ETA forty minutes.’ Elspeth pointed to the ambulance tracker—it was five minutes away. ‘Can you please stay for this?’

A ship’s horn blared in the harbour, announcing its departure. CC wished she could do the same, but with an ambulance minutes away and no Sam, she could hardly leave.

‘Sure,’ she said.

‘Thanks, you’re the best. It can’t be too serious or the ambos would have used the bat phone. I’ll go do the checks.’ Elspeth headed to the resus room.

In desperate need of caffeine, CC walked to the break room and threw a pod into the machine. She was raising the brew to her lips when Elspeth stuck her head around the door.

‘They’re here.’

Thankful for doctor’s gullet, CC gulped two hot mouthfuls and joined the nurse in the ambulance bay.

‘Hey, Dylan, what have you got?’ The moment the ambulance officer looked at her, CC realised she hadn’t heard the siren. ‘Oh. Sorry.’

‘Yeah. They’ve been dead for a while.’

Dylan and Hugh, the other ambo, carefully unloaded the sheet-covered body.

‘As in days?’ Elspeth asked. ‘That’s awful! I can’t believe that’s happening to the elderly in this town. God, I can’t even sneak out to the OTR to get snacks at 2 am without being seen—’ Her gaze followed the police car that was pulling in. ‘Why are they here?’

CC sighed, thinking of the paperwork. ‘Is this a coroner’s case?’

Hugh nodded. ‘Drowning.’

‘Tourist?’ Elspeth’s hand went to the sheet.

‘Stop!’ a male voice yelled from behind them, but Elspeth had already pulled back the sheet.

Time slowed as CC stared at the grey bloated face, the sand-matted hair, the skin covered in bruises and scratches as if it had been scrubbed with a loofah made of coral. She heard an anguished scream. At first it was coming from far away, but then as the volume rose and the pitch intensified, the pain in her throat pierced her consciousness.

She felt arms go around her and then she was smelling salt and sweat and hearing Tom’s voice in her ear.

‘I’m so sorry, CC. So sorry.’

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to rid herself of what she’d just seen, but it played on and on in an endless reel.


Chapter Twenty-One

Elspeth hustled CC into the break room and wrapped her in a warm blanket. Tom made her hot, sweet tea, but her hands shook so much that he only half-filled the mug. He held his hands over hers to steady her and somehow she managed to drink. The sugar surged into her adrenaline-infused body, replenishing much-needed supplies, and slowly the fog in her mind cleared enough for questions to form.

When Elspeth left to answer a patient’s buzzer, CC asked Tom, ‘How did you know it was Lily?’

His face contorted. ‘I found her.’

The awful moment when CC had first seen her sister’s bloated face roared back. ‘Oh, Tom.’ But she had no other words, so she hugged him.

‘Yeah.’ He rubbed his face. ‘Bogie found her. I just followed him.’

‘Where?’

‘The rockpools under the bluff.’

The rockpools were at the far end of the main beach—two kilometres away from the cove. For some reason that was oddly important to CC.

Tom sighed. ‘The tide was out and Bogie took off over the rocks, but then he started barking like one of those stupid yappy dogs and he wouldn’t come. I was pretty PO’d that I had to go get him. That’s when I found her.’

Nothing about Lily’s death made any sense to CC. ‘What was she doing on the beach? She was supposed to be in Melbourne and driving down here today.’

But even as she asked the question, she knew Tom wouldn’t be able to answer it.

He shuddered. ‘She was facedown in the shallows. The moment I saw her, I was pretty sure she was dead, but I got her onto the sand and tried CPR until the ambos arrived.’

CC squeezed his hand. ‘Thank you.’

He shook his head. ‘After that, all I could think of was you. I thought by the time the ambulance arrived here you’d be off-duty. I was on my way to your place when I saw your car in the car park. God, I should have got here five minutes earlier. I should have told Dylan she was your half-sister. I should—’

‘Shhh, no. Stop.’ CC passed him the jellybeans Elspeth had left for her. ‘None of this is your fault. You did great. I’m sorry I screamed when I saw her.’

‘I swore when I found her. It’s human.’

A police officer walked into the room. ‘Doctor Cilento?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Sergeant Mathieson and this is Constable Malouf.’ He indicated the woman who’d followed him, who was flipping open a notepad. ‘I believe you knew the deceased?’

CC bit her lip, focusing on the physical pain to keep the awfulness of Lily’s death at bay. ‘She was my half-sister.’

‘We’re very sorry for your loss.’ Mathieson cleared his throat. ‘When did you last see Ms Friend?’

CC fought her brain fog. ‘Um, last weekend. Last Sunday. We were at our holiday shack.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Kooramook. Then I drove back here and she went to Melbourne.’

‘Was that the last time you heard from her?’

‘No, I got an email from her on Tuesday, and I messaged her yesterday morning. I know she saw it but she didn’t reply.’

‘And how did she seem to you when you last saw her?’

‘Seem?’

‘Mood wise.’

CC thought of Lily’s determination to bring the family together. ‘She was looking forward to meeting all of us at the shack this afternoon.’

‘Us?’ Mathieson said.

‘Me and our three brothers.’ A thought exploded in her brain. ‘Do they know?’ She checked her watch. ‘James and Felix will be leaving Melbourne soon. They might have already left. Ollie—’

‘They’re being contacted by our colleagues.’

The thought of James, Felix and Ollie being told Lily was dead by the police brought the tea to the back of CC’s throat. ‘That will be so awful for them.’

Mathieson grimaced ‘It’s standard procedure in situations like this. Did you know Ms Friend was in Kooramook?’

‘No. I thought she was in Melbourne. I thought she’d be driving down this morning.’

‘I believe you’ve been on duty here since ten last night?’

CC nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Did you leave the hospital at any time?’

‘No.’

‘Not even to look at the aurora?’

‘We were frantic. I didn’t even leave the department for a meal break.’

‘You said you thought Ms Friend was driving from Melbourne to Kooramook today. Do you know of any reason why she changed her mind?’

CC wondered if Lily had come down early to speak to Lee about acting as a guide, but why would she do that when she knew she couldn’t stay at the shack? Then again, Lily was big on ‘the rules don’t apply’—but given the intention of the weekend was to heal the family, would she really ignore James’s edict? Maybe she’d talked to James and arranged to arrive early, but if she had, CC would have got a calendar notification.

‘I have no idea. Lily often changed her mind,’ she said.

‘Was it out of character of her not to tell you she was coming down here earlier than expected?’

CC sighed. ‘Not really. Maybe she got here early this morning and went for a swim.’

‘We think she was in the water longer than that.’ Mathieson’s phone rang and he stepped away to answer it.

The constable closed her notebook and directed her attention to Tom. ‘Mr Greely, we need you to come down to the station and make a statement.’

Tom closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Sure. Just let me take CC home first.’

‘No.’ The word left CC’s mouth without conscious thought.

‘No?’ Tom said.

Shadows darkened his eyes and she got a vague sense she’d upset him. ‘I mean, I’m not going home. I need to go to the shack. I need to be there when the boys arrive. I …’ Her throat tightened. ‘I need to be with them.’

Emotions flickered across his face too quickly to decipher. ‘Are you sure you’re okay to drive?’

‘I’m as okay as you are.’

His mouth turned down as he conceded the point. ‘Okay, drive carefully. I’ll see you soon.’ He pressed a kiss to her temple.

Mathieson returned to the room. ‘Doctor Cilento, I’m very sorry. Your brothers left their residences before our colleagues could inform them of their sister’s death. Constable Malouf will accompany you to your shack and meet them there.’

CC wanted to be alone with her grief until the boys arrived.

‘That’s really not necessary. I know I got a shock when I first saw Lily, but I’m capable of giving them the news.’

Mathieson’s face softened. ‘Your ability isn’t the issue, Doctor Cilento. Just like we had some questions for you, we have some for your brothers.’

The fog of shock momentarily lifted and the horrifying truth surrounding his question about her working all night hit. He’d been confirming an alibi.

‘Oh my God! You’re treating us like suspects? You honestly think one of us had something to do with Lily’s death?’

Mathieson shrugged. ‘At this point we don’t know enough to think anything.’

His words did nothing to reassure her.


Chapter Twenty-Two

When CC arrived at the shack with Constable Malouf, they found Lily’s car parked at its usual rakish angle with her gear still inside. The police officer tried the doors—in typical Lily style, they were unlocked.

She slapped on gloves, checked the car’s consoles and rif led through the clothing bag.

‘Did Ms Friend own a mobile phone?’

‘They were glued at the hand,’ CC said.

‘What did she usually take to the beach?’

CC had accompanied Lily to the beach more times than she could remember, but for the life of her she couldn’t think of what she took. ‘Um, a towel? Water bottle?’ She realised her rising inf lection made it sound like she was asking the questions. ‘It depended on whether she was going for a walk or a swim or stargazing.’

CC spent an uncomfortable few hours alone with the constable before her brothers and Sergeant Mathieson arrived at two. By then she’d drunk so much coffee that her heart threatened to bounce out of her chest.

This time during the interviews, CC recognised what the police wanted to establish: when was the last time they’d all seen Lily; where everyone had spent the last twenty-four hours; and who could corroborate that information.

Everyone had last seen Lily the previous Sunday and, like CC, her brothers all had solid alibis. James and Gretel had been out to dinner with friends; Felix and Bronte were at the movies; and Ollie had spent the night at home with Paige and the kids.

When James suggested to Constable Malouf that they would probably get more useful details about when Lily had arrived in Kooramook by talking to the locals, CC noticed a muscle twitch in Mathieson’s jaw.

When the interviews were finally over, James walked the officers to the front door. It seemed like they’d been questioned for hours, but when CC checked her watch it had only been twenty minutes.

Since Ollie and Felix had been told the awful news, they hadn’t said much more than answering the police’s questions. Now Ollie, his face grey under his permanent outdoor tan, said, ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’

James returned to the living room and slapped a business card down on the coffee table. ‘Malouf’s the cop doing the admin. This is her phone number. I told her to look in the dunes for Lily’s backpack.’

‘Why would she take her backpack to the beach when she was going swimming?’ CC asked.

‘Why did Lily do anything?’ James mused.

Felix was staring out the window, his finger flicking one of Lily’s fidget-spinners. He suddenly startled, as if he’d just realised what he was doing, and threw it down. ‘I want to see her.’

CC got another flash of Lily’s bloated face and suppressed a shudder. ‘That’s up to the VIFM.’ Felix glared at her so she explained the acronym. ‘The Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine. But we can ask.’

‘That’s just around the corner from your place in Southbank, Felix,’ James said absently. ‘Handy.’

‘Fuck, James!’ Ollie surged from his seat as if he wanted to hit something, then sank back, his expression one of utter bewilderment.

‘Sorry,’ James said, sounding it. ‘That came out wrong.’

CC poured coffees and served the lemon drizzle cake she’d made the day before in preparation for what should have been a gathering of five.

‘Did any of you know Lily was coming down yesterday instead of today?’ she asked.

‘She told me she was catching a ride with Felix,’ Ollie said.

‘She asked me, but when I said I was sharing with James she said “too much testosterone in an enclosed space” and hung up,’ Felix said.

‘James?’ CC asked.

‘When I accepted her invitation all she said was “see you Saturday”.’ He moved his gaze to rest momentarily on each of them. ‘And just for the record, I had no intention of taking magic mushrooms. I was coming to be the voice of reason. Something our sister needed more and more of recently.’

‘CC, what are you doing?’ Ollie asked.

CC pulled her head out of the fridge. ‘Looking for mushroom tea.’

Felix snorted. ‘You want to trip now?’

‘No! I didn’t want to trip full stop. But if she made the tea, I don’t want it in the house if the police turn up again.’

James rolled his eyes. ‘They’re not going to search the shack.’

CC’s temper flared at his pomposity. ‘How do you know? They checked our alibis.’

‘Don’t take that personally. It’s just standard police procedure when they’re investigating an accidental death. As awful as Lily’s death is, it’s not suspicious.’

‘How the hell do you know that?’ Ollie demanded.

James sighed. ‘This is Kooramook. And as annoying as Lily could be, even in Melbourne no one wanted her dead. We all loved her, but come on, we know she was impulsive. She probably got it into her head that going swimming during the aurora meant more positive ions or some such halotherapy BS. Unfortunately, even the best swimmers can get into trouble.’

‘But she knew the beach like the back of her hand,’ CC said.

‘She did,’ Ollie said. ‘Chaos surrounded her, but for all that, whenever she took the kids swimming they weren’t allowed to get into the water until they’d pointed out the rip and told her what to do if they got caught in it.’

‘Right?’ CC sighed. ‘Her drowning doesn’t make sense.’

‘It wasn’t our beach though. Remember last year?’ Felix’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed hard. ‘You don’t think she just snapped and did it deliberately, do you?’

Ollie gave Felix a death stare before turning it onto James. ‘If she suicided, it’s both your faults! The two of you with the will challenge and your stupid house plans. You drove her to it!’

Felix paled. ‘That’s not … she never said …’

‘Ollie, I know you’re upset, but you’re way out of line,’ James said.

‘She did not kill herself.’ CC’s voice rang around the room, sharp and distressed. ‘She was wearing her wetsuit. She was going swimming.’

Ollie scrubbed his face with his hands. When he raised his head to look at CC, agony shone bright in his eyes. ‘Thing is, last year she talked about it. She got close. It’s why she came down here. I moved in for a bit to keep a close eye on her.’

Felix glared at Ollie. ‘There was a roster. All of us spent time with her that month.’

Nausea churned CC’s stomach. She knew that when someone contemplated suicide, they were at a higher risk of doing it again. That the time from thought to action could be as short as five minutes.

‘I didn’t know … She never said …’

‘Lily was a private person,’ James said.

Was she? CC thought about how freely and how often Lily overshared.

‘Does anyone know if she left any funeral instructions?’ Felix asked.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Ollie roared. ‘She was thirty-nine!’

Felix flinched. ‘Got memory loss, Ol? Remember when Mum died and none of us had any idea what she wanted at her funeral? We all promised to write a list.’ He turned to James. ‘You did her will …?’

‘Yes, but funeral instructions in wills in Victoria aren’t binding. We stuck to assets.’

‘It might take a few weeks for the coroner to release her body,’ CC said.

‘Doesn’t mean we can’t plan so we’re ready,’ James said. He sat up straighter, fingers likely itching to make a spreadsheet. ‘The place we used for Dad was good.’

‘Her funeral needs to be here, not Melbourne,’ Felix said emphatically.

CC looked at him, momentarily surprised, then relief followed. This was the Felix she knew. Not the bloke who’d thrown an incendiary bomb into the family in the form of a will challenge.

‘Logistically, Melbourne’s easier,’ James said.

‘Easier for you, you mean,’ Ollie said. ‘CC lives in Portland and I’m an hour away. But more importantly, Felix is right. Lily’s been living down here on and off for two years.’ His voice cracked. ‘She has more friends here than in Melbourne. She died here. Her spirit’s here—’

Suddenly great hulking sobs racked Ollie’s body as the control he’d maintained from the moment he’d heard the news snapped.

CC crossed the room, reaching him at the same time Felix did, the three of them hugging and crying, their pain a pulsing, living entity.

James hovered nearby, his face pinched and drawn. His uncertainty was so unfamiliar it shot through CC like one of his arrows. She hadn’t forgotten that he’d talked Felix into challenging the will or that he’d tried blackmailing her about the shack, but in that moment all previous actions took a backseat to their shared grief.

She reached out an arm and pulled him into the hug. They stood there connected by heartache and sorrow. Connected by love.

This was all Lily had wanted.

CC’s tears fell harder.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The following morning the four of them went for a surf to honour Lily. Felix and Ollie had made the request at breakfast and James quickly agreed.

The late-autumn azure sky was cloudless and the ocean rolled in regular sets of waves that scooped them up and deposited them gently on the sand. As CC lay on a bodyboard anticipating the moment to start kicking, it felt odd being in the same ocean that had taken Lily’s life. She kept glancing towards the bluff where Tom had found Lily, but the idyllic vista belied the awfulness of the previous day. Her head swirled with the questions that had bloomed yesterday—questions that continued to dog her. How had such a competent swimmer drowned in an ocean she knew so well? CC struggled to accept her sister’s death was either an accident or a deliberate action by Lily. Nothing about it made any sense to her at all.

When they returned to the shack, CC recognised Tom’s car. She’d finally spoken to him late last night, each debriefing about their day. After Tom had given his statement to the police, he’d spent time with his parents. At the end of the call, he’d offered to come to the shack today in case the brothers had any questions for him.

CC’s heart had lurched between care and concern. ‘Are you okay talking about it?’ she’d checked.

He’d sighed. ‘I think I need to.’

She’d meant to tell her brothers about the visit at breakfast, but when the surfing plan gained momentum, she’d forgotten. Now Tom was walking towards them, shadows under his eyes and a sad smile on his lips.

‘Hey.’ He leaned in and kissed CC. ‘How are you?’

She shrugged. ‘We went surfing to be close to her.’

Her brothers stopped next to them, questions clear on their faces.

‘Tom,’ Ollie said, extending his hand.

Felix frowned. ‘Were we expecting you?’

CC shot Felix a look, thinking it was the sort of thing James would say. ‘I invited Tom.’

‘Would have appreciated the heads-up.’

‘Sorry. We went surfing and it slipped my mind.’

Tom kept his gaze on Felix. ‘I came in case you had any questions about Lily.’

Ollie made a strangled sound, and understanding crossed Felix’s face. ‘You found her.’

‘Did she have any signs of blunt trauma to her head?’ James asked. ‘Arrow in her back, bruising on her neck, broken bones, that sort of thing?’

Felix vomited into the tea-tree.

‘Jesus, James!’ Ollie said.

‘What?’ James looked offended. ‘You were the one doubting me saying her death wasn’t a homicide. I’m just getting you some answers. So, Tom, was there?’

Tom’s face had paled. ‘God, no. Nothing like that. Just some grazing on her face, probably from the reef. Why? Are the police treating her death as suspicious?’

‘I doubt it, but the police are always cagey with information. It’s going to take weeks for the coroner to give a ruling, so it’s good to know there are no obvious red flags.’ James suddenly narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re a local. Have you ever heard anyone say they wanted to murder Lily?’

Tom blinked. ‘No. Never.’

‘See, Ollie? You can relax,’ James said. ‘The likely cause is accidental death or suicide.’

CC suddenly heard Trina Rawlins’s voice clear in her head: This is our town, our pub. You don’t belong here.

‘There might be one person,’ she said.

Four pairs of eyes swung to her. Three held shock and one disdain, as if CC had lost her mind.

‘CC, if you seriously think someone might have killed Lily, why haven’t you told the police?’ Ollie said.

‘Because I only just remembered something.’

‘This is nonsense,’ James said. ‘If the police seriously thought it was a homicide, they’d have questioned us individually.’

His pomposity riled her and CC was about to say ‘And specialising in wills makes you an expert on murder too?’, but Felix threw up again.

She passed him her water bottle. ‘Let’s go inside. I’ll make coffee and we—’

‘No time. We’re heading back to Melbourne now,’ James said, walking towards the house.

‘I need a shower.’ Felix followed him.

‘Excuse my older brother, Tom,’ Ollie said. ‘He’s an acquired taste.’

‘It’s not an easy situation,’ Tom said.

‘You’re not wrong.’ Ollie rubbed the back of his neck, then looked at CC, his face taut. ‘Who do you think might have hurt Lily?’

Something CC couldn’t exactly name cautioned her. Perhaps it was the risk of defamation or sparking a lynch mob response—which she knew was ridiculous—but she didn’t want to name Trina.

‘I probably shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sure it was nothing.’ The agonised look on Ollie’s face made her add, ‘I promise I’ll tell the police.’

‘Jesus, CC! The surf was supposed to help us say goodbye and now this! I know your job desensitises you to things that freak out the rest of us mortals, but I want—I need—to remember Lily alive and happy. I don’t want to talk about her facedown in seawater or someone wanting to kill her. It doesn’t help. It won’t bring her back.’

‘It was my idea to come, not CC’s,’ Tom said firmly. ‘I’m sorry. I honestly thought it might help. And to be fair to CC, it was your brother who raised the topic of homicide. Nothing the police have said to me has implied anything like that.’

Ollie silently contemplated Tom’s answer and eventually said, ‘Yeah. Fucking James. Sorry, CC.’

He tugged on his wetsuit’s zipper cord and shucked the neoprene off his body. ‘I won’t stay for coffee; I need to get home. The kids aren’t coping and Paige is freaking out. Talk tomorrow, yeah?’

CC ached for him. ‘That would be great. You go, I’ll rinse this.’ She picked up the wetsuit.

‘Thanks.’ He hugged her, gave Tom a quick nod and headed towards his ute.

As they watched Ollie reverse out of the driveway, Tom muttered, ‘That seemed to go pretty well.’

CC laughed. It was that or cry.

After her brothers had departed, CC called her mother to tell her the awful news. Anji immediately suggested CC return to Melbourne for a few days.

‘Thanks, Mum, but I need to stay here.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

CC knew it was irrational, but leaving Kooramook felt like abandoning Lily.

However, the air in the shack quivered with Lily’s presence, amplifying her loss, so CC couldn’t bear to remain there either. When Tom invited her to stay at his place until she went back to work, she accepted.

She slept a lot—her concentration had abandoned her, making it hard to do anything. Her only daily commitment was at low tide when she picked red hibiscus flowers from the shack’s garden and gently floated them in the bluff’s rockpools. Lily had once told her they were the flowers offered to Kali, the Hindu goddess of death and rebirth, so it seemed a perfect way honour her sister and a tangible way to grieve.

The Monday after Lily’s death, CC visited the police station and told Constable Malouf about Trina’s antagonistic behaviour at the pub weeks earlier. While she was talking, she remembered Lily’s unsettling grimace when CC had asked about the car accident.

‘Lily said it wasn’t a near miss, but a calculated one.’

Constable Malouf tapped the keyboard of her computer. ‘Neither of them reported it. Did Ms Friend say Mrs Rawlins had tried to run her off the road?’

‘No. But she refused to discuss it. Surely that means something?’

Malouf sighed softly. ‘There can be many reasons why someone chooses not to discuss an issue. Without a statement from Ms Friend, any suggestions are just that.’

‘But Tom Greely told me that he stopped at the accident. You can ask him about it.’

‘Let’s take your statement about the pub incident and we’ll go from there.’

Agitation skittered through CC. She needed the constable to understand there was more to the car accident than was obvious. ‘I heard Trina Rawlins threaten Lily in public. You need to talk to her.’

Malouf’s expression changed then from unemotional professional to sympathetic. ‘CC, I know this is hard. I understand you want a reason for Lily’s death, but right now there’s no evidence pointing towards it being suspicious in any way.’

CC left the police station questioning her usually reliable gut instincts. But even with the police officer’s logic ringing in her head, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing a vital clue that proved Lily’s death was suspicious.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Two days later, CC was lying on the couch with Tom gazing out at the gauzy star-studded sky. Since Lily’s death she’d found the vastness of the great cosmos daunting, as if it was reminding her that life was both fragile and fleeting. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her own life was in a holding pattern.

Tom dropped a kiss on her head. ‘What’s going on in that big brain of yours?’

‘A mess of random junk.’

‘Like?’

‘Like I should probably drive back to Portland soon because I’m back at work tomorrow and I don’t have any scrubs here.’

‘It will take you ten minutes to grab them in the morning. Anyway, the house will be freezing. Stay here where it’s warm.’

‘I want to, but doesn’t staying mean I’m hiding out from life?’

‘Don’t worry, tomorrow it will come right at you,’ Tom joked, but there was no mistaking the grim undertones. He shifted on the couch. ‘You’re not hiding. It’s only four days since Lily died. Some people will think going back to work tomorrow’s too soon.’

She twisted to look at him. ‘Do you?’

‘I’m saying grief sinks its teeth into us at inconvenient times, so be flexible. If you’re at work and you suddenly feel overwhelmed, take a break and reassess.’

‘Good plan. Thanks.’

He nodded, the lines around his mouth deep with unwanted experience. ‘So .… that call I got ten minutes ago was from the president of the Kooramook community group.’

‘Oh?’

‘Tomorrow night they’re holding a candlelight vigil for Lily on the main beach.’

CC’s body tightened in a combination of grief and appreciation. ‘That’s a lovely idea.’

‘Yeah, well, Lily was an important part of the community and they want to honour her. They asked me to contact the family and let them know it’s happening, but going on the vibe I got from the brothers the other day, I thought it might be better coming from you. I know there’s going to be a funeral eventually, but hopefully one of them can make it to the memorial?’

‘Ollie will.’

‘I guess there’s not much time for Felix and James to juggle work and make it down.’

CC didn’t tell him that even if James had been given a week’s notice, he was unlikely to come.

The night of the vigil was calm and still, and the full moon lit up the beach and the water with a trail of white light. The soft, rhythmic sound of waves gently thumping onto sand contrasted with the pop and crackle of a fire, the flames dancing warmth into the darkness. When CC arrived, Tom was waiting for her, along with a crowd of about fifty people all holding candles.

CC had been correct about James’s non-attendance. When she’d told him about the vigil he’d said, ‘Don’t they know there’s going to be a funeral?’

Felix had wanted to come: ‘I wish I could, but Bronte’s blood sugar’s up so she’s got some full-on blood test that lasts all morning. Then she’s got her antenatal appointment in the afternoon. Can you thank them for me and send videos?’

‘I’ll be there,’ Ollie had promised.

Despite the help of the moon and CC looking everywhere, she couldn’t see him. She texted him, but ten minutes later there was still no reply.

The vigil format was loose. Rafe, the president of the Kooramook community group, invited people to take turns to come forward to speak. Many people told humorous and heartfelt stories of Lily—how she’d touched their lives with her enthusiasm and zest for life, inspiring them to strive but also to ref lect. A guitarist accompanied those who wished to sing their tribute.

Lee and Cassie—the two young women from Food Rescue—spoke about how much Lily had taught them about plants. Going by their giggles and exchange of knowing looks, CC knew they were talking about mushrooms.

She turned her head and followed their gaze. Constable Malouf stood on the edge of the crowd.

‘Why do you think she’s here?’ CC asked Tom. ‘Did Lily know her?’

‘Crowd control?’

‘You’re joking?’

He shrugged. ‘Occasionally things get a bit salty in Kooramook.’

‘I thought that was drunk tourists, not grieving locals.’

But as she said it, Trina Rawlins popped into her head—again. Ever since James had insisted there was nothing suspicious about Lily’s death, and despite Constable Malouf concurring, the angry woman had taken up residence in CC’s mind. Was Trina Rawlins the reason the police officer was here?

CC searched for Trina in the crowd, although given the woman’s antagonism towards Lily, she didn’t expect either Rawlins to attend. So when Chris appeared out of the shadows to speak, CC gasped in shock.

Tom’s arm tightened around her waist. ‘You okay?’

She managed to nod, not wanting to miss anything Chris said.

‘I’ve only known … only knew Lily for short time. Just over a year. Nowhere near long enough.’ Chris’s voice cracked and he cleared his throat. ‘You know those people you meet for the first time and it’s like you’ve known them forever?’ He looked into the crowd, seeking confirmation, his anguished expression jagged in the moonlight. ‘Lily was one of those. Her energy and enthusiasm—you were a lucky human to be in her slipstream. The market certainly benefited from her involvement, but it was more than that. She was remarkable in more ways than words can say. Her superpower was accepting you the way you are no mat—’

Rafe put his hand on Chris’s shoulder as he swiped at his eyes, then blew his nose.

Tom leaned down and said softly so only CC could hear, ‘He sounds broken.’

‘He sounds like he loved her.’

The moment the words left her mouth they swung back to her and burrowed in deep, refusing to shift. Had Lily and Chris been having an affair? It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility—it would certainly explain why Trina had screamed for Lily to get out of town. Why she might want to hurt Lily. Why she had tried to run her off the road.

We had a contract: that phrase was harder to understand. Had they been in business together?

There was so much about Lily’s death that was difficult to fathom. But Chris’s visceral grief was a new piece of information. CC pictured telling Constable Malouf, and immediately remembered her lukewarm reaction to her theory about Trina Rawlins. If she wanted the police to take her seriously, she needed to do some of her own detective work and produce solid evidence.

‘Chris is one of those rock-solid types,’ Tom was saying. ‘Calm, reliable, nothing ruff les him. He’s not the type of bloke to have an affair.’

CC snorted, thinking of her mother and Leo. ‘Everyone is capable of having an affair.’

Tom’s frown flagged that he wanted to argue the point, but when he spoke he said, ‘The choir’s starting.’

The mix of old and young voices rose above nature’s sounds and their rendition of Coldplay’s ‘Fix You’ reached into CC’s chest and pulled out her heart. She lost the battle not to cry and sobbed into Tom’s shoulder, appreciating the comfort of his arms.

Later, after everyone who had wanted to speak or sing had done so, Rafe and his wife passed around marigolds nestled in banana-leaf boats for people to float on the sea. It was a lovely idea, but to avoid the flowers immediately washing back onto the shore, it involved entering the icy water and wading beyond the break line.

As CC leaned down and released hers, the woman next to her said, ‘The flowers represent the divine. They give protection against negative energies.’

CC thought the timing was off—Lily had needed that protection while she lived.

The chill of the water sent spikes of uncomfortable sensation zinging up her legs, and back on the shore, despite being dry in fleecy pants and woolly socks, she couldn’t stop shivering.

‘Do you want to warm up by the fire or just go?’ Tom asked.

‘I want to talk to Ollie.’

CC did another sweep of the crowd, then checked her phone. It rang in her hand.

‘Ollie?’ She spun around slowly. ‘Where are you? I can’t see you.’

‘Hey, CC.’ His voice sounded thick. ‘I was there, but when the choir sang …’

CC knew exactly what he meant. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. I called Paige. I’m halfway home now.’

A complicated mix of emotions twisted in her chest. Why hadn’t Ollie come and found her? They could have supported each other. But the answer was obvious—Paige was his wife, ergo his emotional support. Of course he’d call her and want to make his way back to her as fast as possible.

‘God, do you remember the summer Lily played “Fix You” on repeat and James threw her boombox into the sea?’ Ollie said.

CC laughed, but really she remembered Leo arriving with iPods for James, Lily and Ollie and the tantrum Felix had thrown when he was told he was too young for one. He’d been given a Bop-It instead, which CC had thought way cooler than an iPod. She’d been good at it too and they’d spent the summer beating each other’s scores.

‘I’m about to hit the dead zone,’ Ollie said. ‘Love you.’

The line went silent. As CC shoved her phone in her pocket, a short bloke with long hair, a wispy beard and wearing an alpaca wool hoodie decorated with a Bolivian Aguayo pattern, walked up to her and Tom.

‘Rob Nowak?’ Tom squinted through the firelight. ‘Wow! How long has it been? Last time the mothers talked, you were in the US.’

‘I go by Gagan these days.’ He pressed his palms together at chest height then bent his head. ‘Namaste.’

‘Right. Sorry, mate. Didn’t realise you’d changed your name. CC, meet Ro—Gagan. We were at school together and both landed up at Melbourne uni. You studied geology, right?’

‘That was a different lifetime, my friend, but no experience is ever lost,’ Gagan said. ‘Geology led me to the healing power of crystals. They guided me to develop the keys of life, giving me my true calling as a shaman. I help people unlock the gates.’

‘Gates?’ Tom sounded confused.

Gagan’s face lit up. ‘Yes! So they can free themselves from the shackles of psychological bondage and awaken to this incredible spiritual journey that is life. Find the fulfilment we all deserve.’

It was exactly the sort of woo-woo, lah-lah stuff that Lily would have embraced with both arms. CC restrained herself from saying it sounded like the shackles needed a key, not the gates.

‘I’m CC. Lily’s half-sister.’

Gagan’s hands pressed over his heart, then he raised them to hover over CC’s head. ‘I’m so very sorry for your loss.’

It took everything she had not to duck. ‘Thank you.’

Gagan’s mouth curved into a smile that radiated a calmness CC had never experienced—one that made her excruciatingly uncomfortable.

‘I sense you’re a healer too,’ he said. ‘There’s kindness and strength in your aura.’

Tom threw CC an apologetic look. ‘CC’s a doctor.’

‘How did you know Lily?’ CC asked, not wanting to give Gagan a chance to berate her about the perils of modern medicine.

He lowered his hands. ‘I was helping Lily along her own path of awakening. We were using a holistic approach of varied modalities to explore her true potential. She was making incredible breakthroughs, unlocking gates with momentous speed and finding true peace.’ He leaned in close and dropped his voice. ‘Lily knew the biggest key was extricating herself from toxic connections.’

CC’s shoulders stiffened. Was he implying she was a toxic connection in Lily’s life? The family? The only toxic connection she knew about was Trina.

‘Do you mean Trina Rawlins?’

The sigh that rolled out of Gagan sounded like it was hauled from his toes. ‘Trina is a well of deep despair, but Lily held hope. She’d reached level nine and was ready to extend the opportunity of healing to her family and friends.’

His hazel eyes bored into CC with the intensity of someone who’d started reading an article on the importance of eye contact, but hadn’t reached the part about how too much was as uncomfortable as not enough.

‘I sense the turmoil of her brothers’ inner lives and yours,’ Gagan said. ‘How your spiritual disconnect has left you all floundering in the dark cave of unhappiness, unable to find the key.’

CC had no time for any more of his mixed key and lock metaphors or his ‘sensing’, especially as Lily had likely told him she was a doctor. ‘Did Lily discuss us with you?’

‘She told me you were taking a healing journey together.’

‘So she told you about the psilocybin plan?’

Tom’s eyebrows hit his hairline, but he thankfully stayed silent.

‘She discussed her concerns, especially the ones she had about you,’ Gagan said. ‘She was worried your rigid commitment to science could be a potential problem, which is why she asked me to be the guide. I told her it would be an honour to lead you all to enlightenment.’

Every hair on CC’s body stood to attention. ‘Lily asked you to be the guide?’

‘Of course,’ he said serenely. ‘Lily never tripped on her own.’

Tangled thoughts snagged her. ‘But when I insisted on a guide, she told me we didn’t need one.’

He turned his hands palms up, as if her query was expected. ‘Negative energy was a concern.’

CC’s vision blurred red, but before she could find any words that wouldn’t be construed as criticism, Tom said to Gagan, ‘When did you last see Lily?’

‘Friday night.’

‘You saw Lily on Friday night? When? Where?’ CC’s words tumbled over themselves.

Gagan held up his hands as if CC was pointing a gun at him. ‘Breathe, sister. I will tell you all you need to know.’

‘Have you told the police?’ Tom asked.

An eyeroll rippled Gagan’s calmness. ‘We have nothing to hide.’

‘Great, but did you tell the police?’ Tom said.

CC cut across him. ‘We? Who’s we?’

Gagan raised his arm to indicate a small group of people chanting softly at the water’s edge. ‘Lily joined us here on Friday night to give thanks for nature’s continual blessing on our lives. Everyone was welcome. You could have joined us—I put it on the community Facebook page.’

‘What time was that?’ CC asked.

‘The ceremony was at nine and then we swam—’

‘Swam?’ CC shrieked. ‘Did she come out of the water?’

Gagan’s smile faded. ‘Of course she did. We all did, joyous and overflowing with nature’s healing serenity.’

Except nature had moments of raging and violence.

‘And then what happened?’ CC pressed, desperate for information.

‘We left the beach and confirmed the arrangements for Saturday afternoon. I watched her drive off in the direction of her place.’

‘What time was that?’

‘I am not a slave to time.’

CC counted to five lest she scream. ‘You said your ceremony started at nine …’

‘I suppose it was around ten.’

‘Did she say she was going for another swim?’

‘No.’

‘Did she say what she was planning on doing?’

‘No, but that means nothing. Plans restrict us. When you divest yourself of rigid constraints like “time”,’ he made quotes with his fingers, ‘and “should”, you open yourself to wonderful opportunities.’

CC’s restraint snapped like baling wire, lashing the air. ‘I’d hardly call drowning a wonderful opportunity!’

Gagan’s eyes took on the doleful expression of a labrador denied food. ‘I understand the trauma of your loss, CC. I share it too. But negative energy will eat away at you like crows on roadkill, and that would devastate Lily. Remember—she wanted you to heal, and she’s waiting close by for you to reach out.’

‘She’s dead!’

Gagan nodded sagely and held out a business card. ‘It’s why I came to talk to you. I’m the conduit, so use me anytime.’

‘Jesus, Rob. Touting for business at a vigil? Not cool, mate,’ Tom said tightly.

‘There is no fee,’ Gagan said, condescension dripping in his voice. ‘The universe takes care of those who live in alignment with its forces.’ He pressed his palms together again, bowed his head and with a soft ‘Namaste’ drifted away.

‘He was always a bit wacky, but I had no idea he was into all that …’ Tom raked his hand through his hair as if seeking words. ‘Sorry.’

‘Why would Lily go for a swim on her own if she’d already done the aurora thing with the group?’ CC said.

Tom’s bewildered expression was a perfect match for her own confusion.


Chapter Twenty-Five

At eight the next morning, CC stepped into urgent care and Kwan threw a pair of gloves at her. The pace didn’t let up until two thirty.

When she finally slid onto a chair in the fishbowl, Tom was auditing the drug cupboard with Kwan quizzing him on K-pop.

Tom turned and smiled at her, sadness clinging to his dimples. ‘Looks like you’ve had a run on nitroglycerine.’

‘Right?’ She shook her head as if she couldn’t believe there were four patients with chest pain. ‘And it isn’t even match day. The last time this happened it was the nailbiter against Tyrendarra.’

Kwan grinned. ‘Aww, cute. Look at you sounding like a local.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Do you have an ETA on transport for Lenora Gracie?’ CC said.

‘I do. I also have sandwiches for you in the break room. Tom, go make her a well-deserved coffee.’ Kwan tilted CC’s chair. ‘Go, shoo. I’ve got the ECGs covered.’

CC was too hungry to object and followed Tom into the empty break room. While he shoved a pod in the machine and frothed milk, she scarfed almost an entire plate of sandwiches before she realised. Embarrassed, she offered the plate to him. ‘You want one?’

He looked at the lone triangle and laughed. ‘You have it. I got a lunch break.’

She ate the last chicken and lettuce sandwich, then cut a slice of cake for each of them before sitting on the couch. Tom brought over the coffees and sat next to her.

She took a long slow sip and sighed. ‘That will get me through the next three hours.’

‘Good to know.’ He drank his coffee, deep in thought.

‘You okay?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. Sort of.’ He turned to look at her. ‘I didn’t sleep great last night.’

CC had tossed and turned too—her head full of Lily and the information she’d picked up at the vigil. ‘Me neither.’

‘I keep thinking about Lily and how happy she was the last time I saw her.’

‘When was that?’

‘Anzac night. At the pub after your family dinner. She was absolutely hyper, telling anyone who would listen, and even those who wouldn’t, that she had a sister. You partied pretty hard that night too.’ He gave her a questioning look. ‘With everything that’s happened since, I never heard how the brothers reacted to the news that you’re their half-sister. Hopefully they were as stoked as Lily.’

CC bit her lip at the memory of her brothers’ varied responses and the crevasse it had opened inside the family—it seemed a lifetime ago. Instead, she focused on their group hug the day Lily died. Had their shared grief over her death done anything to close the rift? It was impossible to know when despair had silenced all talk of the will. CC hoped something positive would come out of this awful tragedy. Ideally, family harmony—the one thing Lily had wanted more than anything.

‘And now they’ve lost their sister,’ she said sadly.

‘One of them.’

‘I’m not a replacement!’ Her voice echoed loudly around the room, its tone jagged and ugly.

Tom leaned back slightly. ‘I’m not saying you are.’

An urge to cry hit her and she blinked rapidly. ‘God, I’m sorry. I never thought I was anything like Lily, but since she died I’ve been getting these scary flashes of anger. They hit me out of nowhere.’

Tom put his hand on her knee. ‘It’s grief. After the accident I lurched from rage to rocking in a corner. The frequency and intensity fade eventually.’

‘That’s good to—’ A thought exploded with such clarity she almost spilled her coffee. ‘But Lily wasn’t grieving. Well, not that I knew. Did you?’

Tom shook his head.

‘And even when she got the sads, she never got angry. These outbursts started a few months ago. One minute we’d be having a perfectly normal conversation and the next she’d be screaming at me, leaving me stunned and back-pedalling. Then as fast as it happened, it was over.’

‘Weird.’

‘That’s what I thought, but now I’m wondering if I was so used to Lily, I was like the frog in the slowly heating water.’

Tom frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘That the change in her behaviour was so gradual none of us noticed. That we justified all of her behaviour as “Lily being Lily”.’

‘And now you’re reading more into it?’

‘Maybe.’ She drained her coffee. ‘When Mum told me Leo was my father she also said Lily’s mother had bipolar. It shocked me, because growing up nothing was ever said about Julia being unwell. I think the family was so embarrassed by her illness that they kept it firmly under wraps and never told the kids. But thinking back, Julia had that air of detachment people on long-term lithium can get. And lately, Lily’s been—was—not exactly manic, but she was definitely emotionally labile.’

‘You think she had bipolar affective disorder?’

CC sighed. ‘I don’t know. But now I know there’s a hereditary link, I’m wondering. She’d get obsessed with something to the exclusion of everything else and then totally lose interest in it. She always struggled with focus, so when she was diagnosed with ADHD I thought that would improve, but I think it got worse.’

‘Hang on!’ Tom’s pupils dilated so fast they obliterated most of the blue. ‘Was Lily the friend on Ritalin?’

CC nodded.

‘Shit! A history of bipolar is a contraindication for Ritalin.’

‘But she wasn’t diagnosed with bipolar.’

‘But there’s a family history.’ Tom pulled out his phone and swiped a few times, his brows pulled down in a deep V. ‘Having bipolar doesn’t exclude the use of stimulants, but it carries extra risks.’

‘Like what?’

‘Manic episodes and, worst-case scenario, drug-induced psychosis.’ He scratched his jaw. ‘I didn’t know Lily all that well, but the last few months she was definitely more outgoing.’

‘That comes with knowing more people, right?’ But even as CC said it, she understood what Tom was alluding to.

‘It’s more than that. A year ago she wouldn’t have announced to strangers that you were her sister, and her dancing definitely went next level. She may have been experiencing manic episodes.’

‘And if she didn’t know Julia had bipolar, she wouldn’t have told her psychiatrist the family history, and he wouldn’t know Ritalin was a contraindication.’ CC dropped her head in her hands. ‘If Lily was manic, she could easily have thought swimming in the dark on her own during the aurora was a good idea. I need to talk to her psychiatrist and the forensic pathologist. Find out if she was still taking Ritalin.’

‘How will you know for sure?’

‘They can test for it in stomach contents. You know, this Ritalin theory makes more sense to me than Felix and Ollie saying they thought Lily might have died by suicide.’ CC punched the couch cushion. ‘God, I hate family secrets! If Julia’s bipolar hadn’t been hidden, Lily wouldn’t have been misdiagnosed with ADHD and prescribed the wrong drug, and she’d still be with us.’

More tears came then—droplets of anger, futility and loss.

CC called Lily’s psychiatrist, but as expected he was loathe to discuss Lily’s medical history. Even when she dropped the collegiate doctor card, CC didn’t end up with much more information than what was written on the Ritalin prescription. She did, however, inform the doctor of the family history of bipolar and heard his sharp intake of breath.

‘Ms Friend didn’t divulge that information.’

‘Sadly, she didn’t know.’

At five thirty, CC gave a lightning-quick handover to Sam and drove to the police station.

Her heart sank when she didn’t recognise the constable behind the bulletproof glass at the front desk—she should have called first. It was hard enough talking to Malouf, who knew the circumstances of Lily’s death.

The police officer looked up just as CC was about to leave. ‘Can I help you?’ he said.

‘Jesus, Regan!’ Constable Malouf appeared behind the officer. ‘Next time you make a panini, clean up your sh—Doctor Cilento,’ she said smoothly, pivoting with a grace CC envied. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Can we talk in private?’

‘Sure.’ She pressed a button that opened a door to CC’s right, and ushered her into an interview room with a computer, table and chairs, a couch and a basket of toys.

‘Tea, coffee, water?’ Malouf asked.

‘No, thanks, I’m good.’ CC slung her messenger bag over the back of a chair and sat. ‘Constable Malouf—’

‘Aisha.’

‘Okay, Aisha. Call me CC. What was Lily’s approximate time of death?’

‘James Friend is the next-of-kin contact,’ Aisha said briskly.

‘Has he asked you for her time of death?’ CC said.

‘No.’

Was the shortness of her answer a suggestion that CC should ask James to call Aisha to get the information? CC understood the need for communication channels—at the hospital, dealing with one relative rather than ten certainly made her life easier—but given how James had sloughed off her earlier concerns with ‘standard police procedure’, she could already hear him saying, ‘Knowing her time of death doesn’t make her any less dead.’

CC tried a different approach. ‘I saw you at Lily’s vigil. Have you spoken to everyone in town?’

Have you spoken to Trina Rawlins? But she didn’t say it because she didn’t want Aisha rolling her eyes at her.

‘We’ve interviewed people, yes,’ Aisha said.

‘Did they tell you Lily went swimming with Gagan’s group at Kooramook beach around nine on Friday?’

Aisha’s mouth quirked up in an ambiguous way. CC couldn’t tell if she was amused or ticked off that CC had been gathering information.

‘We’re aware. We also know on that Friday her mobile phone pinged the Kooramook tower for the first time at 7 pm and for the last time at 10 pm. She re-entered the water at some point after that.’

‘Do you know where?’ CC asked.

‘That’s harder to determine. Where did she usually swim?’

‘That depended on where she was. I’ve known her to swim at all the beaches between Shelly Beach and Yambuk.’

Aisha made a note. ‘We viewed the pub’s CCTV and we know she didn’t re-enter at the main beach. There’s only one other public beach access point between there and 7193 Shoreline Road and it’s still in town. If she’d swum there, her phone would have connected with the tower.’

‘Unless it was turned off.’

‘Did Lily often turn off her phone?’

CC shook her head. ‘No. She’d talk about taking a digital detox, but I can only remember her attempting it once.’

‘Even if her phone was off, because of where her car was parked we’re assuming she used the private access at 7193.’

‘Why is it an assumption? If she had entered there, her footprints would be all over the dunes, wouldn’t they?’

Aisha sighed. ‘It’s complicated by the tide and the wind. By the time she was found, there were no footprints left in the sand at either beach entry point.’

‘But her body was found at the bluff—’

‘And that ties in with the current.’ Aisha straightened her shoulders. ‘We’ve done our due diligence and gathered as much information as possible for the coroner.’

The mention of the coroner centred CC. ‘Actually, that’s why I’m here. I need to speak to the forensic pathologist. I’ve got medical information about Lily.’

‘Her psychiatrist and GP have both made medical depositions,’ Aisha said in a tone that said ‘I’m way ahead of you’.

CC gritted her teeth and wondered how they were back to her being treated like a problem child. ‘Neither doctor was privy to this piece of family medical history. Lily didn’t even know it. It’s only just come to light, which is why it’s important that I speak with the forensic pathologist.’

Aisha shifted in her chair. ‘I’m the coronial investigator for Lily’s case, which means I’m the conduit. Give me the information and I’ll pass it on. It can be on a USB, in physical form, or you can make a statement.’

CC could already hear the pathologist’s questions. ‘It’s easier if I talk to them in person.’

‘If on reading your evidence either the forensic pathologist or the coroner has questions or requires clarification, they’ll certainly reach out.’

A silent scream curled in the back of CC’s throat, burning to be unleashed. First Aisha was dismissive of her concerns around Trina Rawlins. Now she was blocking her from speaking to the forensic pathologist.

‘This is bullshit! I’m not just anyone. I’m a doctor with important information.’

One of Aisha’s well-shaped black eyebrows rose at the petulant tone and a kernel of embarrassment told CC to apologise. It was quickly overruled by simmering aggravation. Why was every conversation she had with the police so frustrating?

‘CC, we appreciate you helping us build a comprehensive picture, and yes, you are a doctor, but in these circumstances you’re a sister first.’ Aisha pushed a grief and bereavement brochure across the table. ‘Your job is to look after yourself. Our job is to find the answers.’

Only CC wasn’t certain she trusted the police enough to find the right answers.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Two weeks after Lily’s death, the coroner released her body and James called a Zoom meeting. CC joined the group with anxiety zipping through her veins. Yet again, she was the bearer of a long-held and damaging family secret.

‘So it’s official?’ Felix said. ‘Lily’s death was an accident?’

‘That’s right,’ James said.

‘No,’ CC said, with more force than she intended. ‘At this point, drowning is a diagnosis of exclusion. Her cause of death isn’t definitive until we get the death certificate, and that won’t happen for another twelve to twenty-four weeks when the full report’s released.’

James’s mouth thinned. ‘Semantics, CC. It won’t change the fact that she went swimming alone at night and drowned.’

‘I still can’t believe she did that,’ Felix and Ollie said at the same time.

CC knew there would never be a good time to tell her brothers about their mother’s medical condition, but at least this discussion offered a segue.

‘I’ve recently learned something that may have contributed to Lily deciding to swim alone that night.’

‘What? Other than Lily being Lily,’ James said dismissively.

‘Yes!’ CC counted to five and tried keeping her voice even. ‘Did any of you know that your mother suffered from bipolar affective disorder?’

Three heads snapped up, shock clear in their eyes.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ James said. ‘If Mum was sick, we’d have known.’

‘Would we?’ Ollie said. ‘I didn’t see enough of her to know.’

‘Here we go,’ James said. ‘Poor unloved Ollie. Dad worked his guts out to send us to the best school in the country.’

‘Don’t paint him as a saint for that. He loved work more than he ever loved us,’ Ollie said bitterly.

‘I put Mum’s erratic behaviour down to her drinking,’ Felix said. ‘Don’t people with bipolar get manic? I don’t remember her ever being like that. Lily could be though.’

‘Impulsive isn’t manic,’ Ollie said. ‘CC, how do you know this about Mum?’

James grunted. ‘Is this another one of your mother’s stories? Stories that can’t be substantiated because the major players are dead.’

CC flinched. ‘Julia’s medical condition can be corroborated by submitting an FOI request for her medical records.’

She noticed Felix tense, and softened her voice. ‘I know this is hard to hear, but you all need an accurate family medical history. It could save your life.’

‘Are you saying that Lily’s death is connected with her not knowing about Mum?’ Felix said, distress ringing in his voice.

‘It’s a possibility, yes. This family’s kept secrets they considered shameful: me, Julia’s bipolar and God knows what else. Because Lily didn’t know there was a family history of bipolar, the medication she was given to treat her ADHD—which might not have been ADHD—could have caused her to have manic episodes.’

‘Enough to make her go swimming on her own?’ Ollie asked.

‘Maybe.’

‘You can’t know if that happened,’ James said.

‘If she was still taking Ritalin it’s a strong contributing factor,’ CC said, hearing ‘doctor knows best’ in her voice. Perhaps she and James shared more DNA than she wanted to admit.

‘What about the person you thought wanted to hurt her?’ Ollie asked.

CC sighed. ‘I need more evidence before the police will take me seriously.’

‘I thought you were more intelligent than this, CC,’ James said. ‘Lily went for a swim and she drowned. End of story.’

CC ignored James’s snide taunt and stuck to the facts. ‘We can’t tell if she was held down in the water, or if she went swimming on her own and drowned by accident.’

Ollie covered his face with his hands. ‘I’m clinging to accident. I don’t want to think about her being so down that she deliberately drowned herself.’

‘I’ve been doing some reading,’ Felix said. ‘It’s almost impossible to drown yourself unless you weigh yourself down. Did the coroner say she was drunk?’

CC’s irritation with the police and the coroner’s office resurfaced. ‘I’m not next of kin so they won’t tell me anything.’

‘At the risk of repeating myself,’ James said loftily, ‘there’s nothing to know other than Lily went swimming and drowned. It’s not like she can tell us what happened.’

‘One of her wacky friends reckons he can ask her,’ Ollie said grimly.

‘Oh my God! Did Gagan talk to you at the vigil too?’ CC asked.

‘Who’s Gagan?’ Felix asked.

‘The dude she tripped with,’ Ollie said. ‘I think she kept him supplied with shrooms.’

‘And that stops now,’ James said. ‘We don’t need a bunch of druggies using the shack’s garden as their personal supply. Ollie, can you poison them?’

‘Yeah. I’ll get some fungicide.’

‘Right, moving on,’ James said. ‘I’ve organised the funeral for Friday. That way we only need one day off work. I see on the booking calendar it’s Bronte and Felix’s weekend, so the rest of you will need to make other accommodation arrangements.’

‘So we’re keeping this bloody booking system going?’ Ollie said.

‘Can we discuss this after the funeral, please?’ CC blinked hard, hating the pleading in her voice.

‘Shit. Of course. Sorry, CC,’ Ollie said.

‘It’s already scheduled for our next meeting,’ James said.

‘We’re happy to share the shack this time as long as you let us know,’ Felix said. ‘It’s hardly going to be a relaxing weekend.’

‘Thank you, but Gretel’s booked us a two-bedroom cottage with wi-fi,’ James said.

‘We won’t be staying,’ Ollie said. ‘We want the kids’ next visit to the shack to be fun, and staying after the funeral will be too depressing. We’ll drive home.’

‘What time’s the funeral?’ CC asked.

‘Two o’clock at the funeral home,’ James said. ‘Family only.’

WTF? CC waited for Ollie to explode, but all he did was nod.

‘But what about the local community?’ she said. What about Tom? ‘They’ll want to come and pay their respects.’

‘Why?’ James said. ‘They’ve already had their thing on the beach.’

‘We’re having food and drinks at the pub afterwards,’ Felix said conciliatorily. ‘People can come to that.’

‘CC,’ Ollie said gently, as if he knew she was about to object to another unilateral decision, ‘we need time to focus on Lily.’

‘Of course we do, but having other people there won’t get in the way of that.’

‘So you’re happy to have Gagan and his followers at the funeral, leveraging their grief over ours?’

CC remembered Gagan’s overly intense sympathy and her reaction—the sensation of her skin crawling off her body and her wanting to follow it.

‘I guess not. But what about Tom? He found her. He’ll want to be there.’

James shook his head. ‘If we start making exceptions, it opens the floodgates. Anyway, he told me he didn’t know Lily that well. If he wants, he can come to the pub.’

What about him coming for me?

Again, Ollie read her mind. ‘You won’t be on your own, CC. You’ve got us.’

Her heart swelled and she checked Felix’s and James’s faces, hoping to confirm their support, but James ended the meeting before she could detect a thing.

Two days before the funeral, Tom found CC in the fishbowl. ‘Dinner tonight at my place?’

‘Sounds good, but I think it’s my turn to cook,’ she said, knowing she had to break it to him that he couldn’t come to Lily’s funeral.

He grinned. ‘No problem. I’ll happily hand over my kitchen to you.’

‘I meant at my place.’

‘The shack?’ A hint of relief crossed his face. ‘I’m glad that’s all sorted.’

Not even close. But she wasn’t having that conversation in urgent care or anywhere else for that matter. It was easier to let him think that all the issues with the shack were resolved. When they were, she’d tell him.

‘I’m inviting you to Otway Street,’ she said brightly. ‘Bring wine. A bold red would be good.’ She needed all the bold she could muster.

Tom arrived clutching a locally produced cabernet sauvignon. ‘Sorry, I’m late. I ran into Harvey and got talking band stuff.’ He pulled her in for a kiss. ‘Hello.’

She laughed. ‘Hello. Come in.’

He followed her down the hall, zipping up his puffer against the cold. ‘Living here’s a bit like camping.’

‘Welcome to the glamorous world of the rural locum doctor. At least it’s clean. They’re not always.’

After serving up large bowls of beef ragu, CC ushered Tom into the lounge room. The couches there were far more comfortable than the metal kitchen chairs.

Tom put their glasses on the low glass table and accepted the proffered bowl before leaning in to kiss her. ‘This smells amazing. Thanks for cooking.’

She almost said ‘you’re welcome’, then remembered that she was feeding him as an apology. Deciding not to ruin a good meal, she delayed the thorny subject of Lily’s funeral and led the conversation to Kwan’s latest dating disaster and the not-so-secret affair between the visiting consultant and occupational therapist.

‘The eisteddfod’s coming up,’ Tom said, shifting the topic to his first love—the band. ‘I know your roster’s crap for the next few rehearsals, but Dougie’s offered to practise with you so you don’t fall behind.’

CC knew Dougie’s intentions were kind, but the hope in Tom’s eyes was competitive. He wanted to win, or at least place, and that meant a minimum of two sessions a week with Dougie.

‘I’m not sure I’m in the right headspace for band just now,’ she said, ‘let alone the eisteddfod.’

The hope in his eyes was replaced with disappointment. He set down his bowl. ‘That’s the best beef ragu I’ve ever eaten.’

‘The crockpot did all the heavy lifting.’

‘You chose all the ingredients though, and that’s the alchemy.’ He tilted his head, his blue eyes studying her. ‘You’re finding it very hard to accept a compliment tonight.’

‘No, I’m not.’

He shook his head slowly and gave her a soft smile. ‘What’s up?’

CC gulped her wine, feeling her stomach rebelling. She should be grateful he was so intuitive, but right now his intuition was cornering her and she wanted to snarl and snap.

‘Lily’s body’s been released and the funeral’s on Friday,’ she said.

Surprise flashed across his face. ‘Really? I didn’t see the funeral notice.’

‘That’s because there wasn’t one.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s a private funeral.’

If the news was unexpected, he didn’t show it. ‘Right, invitation only. I get it, especially after Rob’s performance at the beach.’

CC let go of the breath she’d been holding and relaxed back into the couch. ‘There’s drinks after at the Kooramook pub.’

‘What time’s the service?’

‘Two o’clock.’

‘That shouldn’t be a problem. I can start work early so I can get away in time. Do you want me to pick you up or are you coming with the brothers?’

The meal surged into the back of her throat, scalding her. ‘I’m going with the family.’

‘So I’ll meet you there at one forty-five.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘I promise I’ll be on time.’

Her heart thumped so hard she was certain he must hear it. ‘Um … Tom? The ah … the funeral’s private. Family only.’

She felt his instant stillness in the air around her and forced herself to meet his gaze. There were navy shadows in the depths of his sea-blue eyes.

‘You don’t want me to come?’ he said.

‘No. I mean, yes, of course I want you to come, but the decision was based on the community already holding the vigil and that the funeral should be just for us.’

A rigidity ran up his jaw. ‘You mean the brothers made the decision.’

Something about the way he always said ‘the brothers’ rather than ‘your brothers’ made her hackles rise. ‘We all agreed.’

His eyes narrowed as if he detected her lie. ‘CC, if you want me at the funeral, I should be there.’

CC couldn’t tell him that her brothers had rejected her request that he attend. Or that if he came, his presence would be the equivalent of throwing an incendiary device into the gathering. She didn’t want to risk any family disharmony when Lily’s most fervent desire before she died had been for them to come together and find a way to dissolve the wedge that was the shack. CC hoped with all her heart that the funeral would provide much-needed unity and that they could move forward together in memory of their sister.

Tom ran his hand through his hair. ‘They don’t like me, do they?’

At first she thought he was being needy, then remembered her brothers’ cool reception of him at the shack.

‘It’s not that. It’s just family stuff. You know the emotional stakes are high at weddings and funerals, christenings even.’ She tried a joke to soothe his bruised ego. ‘Hell, wars have been fought over the choice of godparents.’

He didn’t crack a smile, and she sighed. ‘To be fair to them, it’s not like we’re officially a couple or anything.’

His head jerked back as fast as if she’d slapped him. ‘I’m not seeing anyone else, CC. Are you?’

‘No! Of course not.’

‘Then aren’t we by definition a couple?’

Blood pounded her temples. How had they gone from talking about the funeral to the need to define their relationship when it didn’t need defining at all?

‘Tom, can we not do this now? Even if Lily hadn’t died, I don’t know how long I’m going to be here.’

His arms were crossed now and his mouth was a mulish line. ‘That doesn’t answer the question.’

She didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with this. Hell! He’d lost his two best mates in an accident, so he of all people should understand. Irritation burst into anger, riding shotgun with his emotional insecurity.

‘Okay, fine! Right now, we’re friends with exclusive benefits.’

She immediately regretted her tone. She slid her hand into his and tried again, softer this time. ‘We’re very good friends, Tom. Friends with excellent benefits who have a lot of fun together.’

He stared at their entwined fingers for a long moment. ‘You’re right, we’re great at having fun together.’

Relief made her laugh and she kissed him long and deep.

He returned the kiss before pulling away. ‘Sorry, I need to get going. Bogie frets if I’m home too late.’

CC knew this was true, but it wasn’t all that late. ‘I was hoping you’d stay for dessert.’

This was their joke; something that had started soon after they’d slept together for the first time. He’d cooked dinner for her and when she’d asked what was for dessert, he’d looked so aghast that he hadn’t thought to make something that she’d laughed, kissed him, then tumbled him into bed. Sex had been dessert ever since.

‘Me too, but I just remembered I didn’t put my new running shoes away. I can’t afford another three hundred dollars if he destroys them.’

‘Bogie and your shoes are the only reason, right?’ The moment the words came out, she wondered where they’d come from.

He kissed her lightly on the forehead. ‘I’ll be at the pub Friday afternoon.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, and walked him to the door.

After he’d gone, she realised with relief that by not answering her question he’d confirmed that he was okay with keeping things light—friends with benefits. And thank God for that, because she was too exhausted to deal with any more emotional bombs.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Unlike the calm seas the night Lily died, on the day of her funeral the ocean frothed and foamed, thundered and roared, spitting salt into the air that sliced at skin like shards of glass. CC overhead Jacqui saying to Kwan that it was a fitting day for a funeral, but despite her grief CC wished for sunshine. Lily had always been her happiest self on a sunny day.

As the family weren’t arriving until just before the funeral, CC had offered to work until one. She’d rather be busy than sitting in a cold damp house watching raindrops roll down the windows, waiting for time to pass. The staff, however, seemed confused and lurched between being overly kind—Kwan hadn’t teased her once—to avoiding her.

She hadn’t seen Tom to chat to—he was busy running orientation for a new pharmacist. He’d waved as he’d crossed the department and CC couldn’t help noticing how young the pharmacist was and the way she looked up at Tom, apparently hanging off his every word.

The thought surprised her and she gave herself a metaphorical slap. The woman was short and that was why she was looking up at Tom. And even if she was interested, it was nothing to be jealous of because CC and Tom were casual. Anyway, Tom had messaged her this morning: I know today will be hard. Thinking of you. Tx

CC was just finishing the paperwork for an eight-year-old boy who’d fallen off the school playground equipment and suffered a greenstick fracture when the ambulance arrived.

Anna and Dylan came through the double doors wheeling a young man who looked to be in his early twenties. The stench of vomit and body odour emanated from him and he was thrashing around on the gurney, screaming abuse at them.

‘Frequent flyer?’ CC asked Kwan.

‘I don’t recognise him.’

‘This is Jai Lipinski,’ Anna said. ‘Someone unknown called triple zero reporting him unconscious, but when we arrived at the property he was alone. He agreed to come—’

‘I fuckin’ changed my mind!’

‘—but became agitated as soon as we arrived. Denies using methamphetamine, but drugs and a pipe were in the house. Pulse one-fifty, BP two-hundred on one-twenty, elevated respirations. He tolerated the telemetry, but he just pulled out the IV.’

CC exchanged a look with the paramedics—sometimes the people who needed their help the most were also the most challenging. She braced herself for a wild ride.

‘Hey, Jai, I’m CC, one of the doctors. How are you feeling?’

Jai’s head swung towards her, eyes wild, pupils dilated. His body strained at the safety restraints. ‘What do you think, you stupid bitch. Like shit!’

‘Perhaps we can help you feel better.’

‘I hate fuckin’ hospitals. You can’t make me stay.’

‘That’s correct. You can leave as soon as you sign a medical release form.’ She turned to Kwan. ‘Please bring Jai a form.’

‘I’m not stupid! I’m not signing anything.’ He tilted his head towards the cardiac monitor. ‘You’re already stealing my data to train AI.’

Okay. Maybe he didn’t have the capacity to sign the discharge form. Sweat was pouring off him and his sallow complexion had greyed.

CC took a punt. ‘Do you have chest pain?’

‘I’m not staying here to fuckin’ die.’

‘I don’t want you to die. I want you to feel less pain and less panicked. If you want that too, I can help. I can insert an IV and—’

His thrashing intensified and CC saw real fear on his face. The monitor beeped wildly as his heart threw off a run of ectopic beats. She preferred to give sedation with permission, but with a heart under intense strain, warding off a heart attack took precedence.

‘Ten milligrams of IM midazolam stat, and set the timer,’ she said. ‘If necessary he can have a second dose in fifteen minutes.’

‘This is the last ampoule,’ Jenny said, passing it to her. ‘I’ll call Tom.’

A few minutes after the injection, Jai’s thrashing eased enough so they could safely transfer him to the resus room. CC inserted two IVs and managed to take bloods. Jai was still vocal but a lot less agitated.

‘His blood pressure’s coming down,’ Kwan said.

‘Good.’ Hopefully, they’d averted a seizure or stroke.

Tom arrived with the new pharmacist in tow, each holding a box.

‘More ampoules, and I thought after the midazolam injection you’d probably want oral diazepam, so I brought that too,’ he said.

CC appreciated that he was familiar with the treatment protocol. ‘That’s great, thanks.’

He smiled. ‘Too easy. Oh, and meet Lucy. She’s joined the pharmacy team today so you’ll be seeing her around.’

CC was about to say hello when Jai screamed, ‘Get the fuck out, you sick cunt!’

Lucy dropped the box of ampoules and rapidly took a step backwards, knocking into a chair.

Tom grabbed her arm to steady her. ‘You okay?’

With eyes as wide as a startled rabbit’s she looked longingly at the door. Tom dropped his arm and she immediately bolted.

‘Jai,’ CC said wearily, ‘the pharmacists are on your side. They brought you drugs.’

‘Yeah?’ Jai’s eyes focused momentarily. ‘Did Bradon send you?’

‘Probably best to agree,’ CC said quietly to Tom. ‘I hope Lucy still wants to work here.’

‘I’m not sure she’ll want to leave the dispensary again.’ He glanced through the window to where a very pale Lucy was sitting in the fishbowl. Jacqui was handing her a glass of orange juice. ‘I better go check on her.’

‘Mate,’ Jai was whispering, and he glanced around frantically as if doing a reccy. ‘Did you bring the glass?’

‘Not safe here, dude,’ Tom said, then mouthed ‘good luck’ to CC before walking out.

As CC gave Jai a second injection, she couldn’t stop the ugly thought from landing that she got a resigned ‘good luck’ from Tom, while Lucy got solicitous concern.

As indignation dug in, another thought hit: you hate it when he hovers.

Then Jai made a gagging sound and the cardiac monitor squealed, drowning out all unwelcome truths.

They managed to keep Jai in the department for six hours. By then his vital signs were in the normal range and his ECG was back to normal.

He scrawled his name on the discharge form, then held up his fingers like a gun and aimed them at CC. ‘You’re dead.’

A shiver ran up her spine. Being threatened in a big city hospital had never overly bothered her. But in a town of ten thousand, where running into people you knew was a four-times-a-day event, it was unsettling.

‘All of you are dead inside,’ Jai screamed before walking out the door.

In a way, it was a relief to go to the funeral.

CC couldn’t fault the service—it had all the elements of honouring a life tragically cut short—and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling something was missing. She’d asked to speak, but James had insisted she submit what she wanted to say and the celebrant would read it. When she’d complained to Ollie, he’d unexpectedly sided with James.

‘I know I don’t say it often, but this is one of his good ideas. Think about it. It’s going to be hard enough just getting through the service, let alone speaking and ending up a blubbering mess. They’re still your words no matter who says them.’

When the celebrant read CC’s eulogy, James stared straight ahead. Felix leaned forward and gave her a desperately sad smile, and Ollie buried his head in Paige’s shoulder, his chest heaving.

Gretel, to her credit, was exceptionally good with Ollie and Paige’s children, checking on them whenever their parents were visibly upset.

Maddi and Blake also surprised CC with their heartfelt sentiments about Lily being the ‘fun auntie’. Their words brought CC to tears and she cried not only for the loss of Lily, but for the spontaneity she had provided to Maddi and Blake, breaking up their overly controlled and well-planned lives. It brought into sharp focus Ollie’s and Lily’s arguments that the family needed what the shack offered—the freedom to just be. Right then, in the middle of the funeral service, CC committed to achieving an unstructured freedom in a modern shack. At least the geographical dip of the land that made phone reception tricky was on their side.

After the funeral, the family arrived at the Kooramook pub before any of the locals.

‘Looks like this won’t set us back too much then,’ James said, sipping a glass of red wine.

‘It’s still early,’ Ollie said.

‘Dad-dy! I want to go to the beach.’ Archie hung off his father’s hand.

‘I’ll take them,’ Paige said.

Ollie shook his head. ‘Let’s both go. They can run around, and by the time people arrive they’ll be happy to sit.’

‘Can Blake and I come?’ Maddi asked, surprising CC yet again.

Ollie smiled for the first time all day. ‘Absolutely!’

‘Cool!’ Elsa said. ‘Let’s play Finska.’

‘Come on, Dad,’ Maddi said. ‘You too!’

James looked at his daughter as if he didn’t recognise her, then put down his glass. ‘Okay. Gretel, you coming?’

Gretel shuddered. ‘I’ll keep Bronte company.’

‘Felix, you in?’ Ollie asked.

Felix checked with Bronte, who was already seated and eating hot chips. She gave him an indulgent smile. ‘Go play, but be nice. No one likes a sore loser.’

Felix grinned. ‘Remember that, CC, when I kick your arse.’

‘Uncle Felix said a bad word,’ Archie said.

‘That’s right, Uncle Felix,’ Paige said. ‘That’s a dollar in the swear jar for the baby.’

‘By the time they arrive, they’ll be rich,’ CC teased, loving the vibe. She wasn’t a believer in the spirit world, but right now she had a strong sense that Lily was in the room with them directing the play. Healing the rift.

CC put down her drink, ready to head to the beach, when she noticed Trina Rawlins standing beside a small square table. It was covered in a white cloth and decorated with a large arrangement of cream roses, pale yellow carnations, silver suede, viburnum and gum, and something that looked suspiciously like budding parsley seeds. If they were, it was the one part of the bouquet that said Lily. At the base of the vase was a leatherbound white book. Trina was holding a silver pen.

‘Start without me,’ CC said.

‘You sure?’ Felix’s eyes glinted with the buzz of competition. ‘No play, no points.’

‘Yeah, yeah. I’ll catch up.’

If the police wouldn’t talk to Trina, then CC would. Without second-guessing herself, she walked straight over. ‘Hello, Trina.’

The woman looked at her without recognition.

‘I’m CC. Lily’s sister.’

Still nothing.

‘One night you slapped me just over there.’ CC pointed to the barrel near the dance floor.

‘Lily didn’t have a sister,’ Trina said.

‘Half-sister.’

‘If Lily had a half-sister, I would know.’

‘Why?’

Her face twisted into harsh, ugly lines. ‘That’s none of your business.’

On instinct, CC reached around Trina, plucked the condolence book from the cloth and flipped it open. In neat, primary-school-teacher writing were the words: You ruined everything.

Goosebumps rose so fast on CC’s skin, it hurt. ‘What did Lily ruin, Trina?’

Trina’s eyes flashed. ‘Again. None of your business.’

‘I disagree. Most people write things like “sorry for your loss”. You’re blaming Lily for something, just like you blamed her that night. Just like when you tried to run her off the road.’

Trina laughed then, the sound high and chilling. ‘Be very careful.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ CC hated the tremor in her voice.

Trina shrugged. ‘I suggest you leave.’

‘Funny,’ CC said stonily, ‘I was going to suggest the same thing to you. Let’s see what the police think about your comment in the book and your threat.’

Thankful there was reception at the pub, CC pulled out her phone. She caught a flash of movement in her peripheral vision and suddenly her wrist was in a tight lock and her arm was being wrenched behind her.

Agony blurred her vision and she instinctively tried twisting to release the bruising pressure of fingers. The pain intensified, as did the urge to free herself, and she kicked, aiming for Trina’s shin. The grip lessened and CC managed to pull her wrist free, but in the process her phone fell onto the carpet.

Trina launched herself at it and CC followed, landing on top of the woman and winding herself. Trina was taller and heavier than CC and she tried rolling. The jerky movement sent CC sliding, but she grabbed a fistful of wool and managed to stay half on Trina’s back.

Free of CC’s full weight, Trina edged towards the phone, her fingers millimetres away from it. CC stretched too, but her arms weren’t long enough to reach it, and then Trina was bucking her hips and thrashing her legs. An almighty crash reverberated around them and suddenly CC was sprayed with water. Her head jerked sideways to see the table on its side, the floral arrangement tangled in the cloth and water oozing across the floor.

For a moment the only sound CC heard was her ragged breathing, then an eerie hush descended. She moved her head and saw many pairs of feet. She raised her gaze and took in strangers, people she’d met at the vigil, Gretel and Bronte, and Tom. All stared at her, their eyes wide with shock.

Tom and Chris Rawlins stepped forward at the same moment.

CC ignored Tom’s proffered hand, rolled off Trina, grabbed her phone and stood up.

‘You crazy bitch!’ Trina screamed as Chris helped her to her feet.

CC whirled around, ready to launch defensive words, then caught sight of Tom’s face. His expression cut through her like a scalpel. His embarrassment and shame weren’t for Trina, but for her.

‘Why were you lying on top of Trina?’ he asked.

‘Because she attacked me. She tried to take my phone off me—’

‘Why would she do that?’

‘Because I was calling the police.’ She leaned in close and said quietly, ‘I think she murdered Lily.’

Something akin to pity scored Tom’s cheeks. ‘CC, I know the last two weeks have been difficult for you, but accusing her of murder, that’s …’

His tone was the one people used—hell, the one she used—when talking to a person whose behaviour was unpredictable. A person who was mentally unstable.

Anger burst in her chest like fireworks. ‘I’m not crazy! Look what she wrote in the condolence book.’

But the book was on the ground, sopping wet, Trina’s comment now a blur of blue ink.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The family chose that moment to arrive back from the beach, and Ollie and Felix came straight over.

‘We’ve got this, thanks, Tom,’ Ollie said, wrapping CC in a hug. ‘Are you okay?’

It was Ollie’s gentle enquiry, so unlike Tom’s direct questions, that did it. CC buried her face in his shoulder and sobbed.

When she’d regained control she couldn’t see Chris or Trina Rawlins, but she heard music. Tom was playing the piano and Lee was singing a ballad. It was a smart way of drawing everyone’s attention away from two women brawling on the floor and refocus it on Lily. CC understood the rationale behind it, but at the same time there was an accompanying dull ache—the pain of feeling unsupported.

Felix gave her a glass of pinot gris. ‘This might help.’

‘Are you sure you should be drinking?’ James said. ‘We don’t need another spectacle.’

‘Be nice,’ Ollie said. ‘We all grieve differently.’

James’s brows lifted as if to say rolling around on the floor on top of another person was an unacceptable way to grieve, and he was correct. But there was so much more to it than that.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just she—’ But CC realised that her entire family seemed disinclined to meet her gaze. She drank the wine and wondered how soon she could leave. How soon she could talk to the police.

As if the thought was enough to summon them, Sergeant Mathieson and Aisha Malouf walked in and spoke to the bartender. Dave indicated CC and she watched the police turn and approach.

‘Doctor Cilento.’ Mathieson gave her a curt nod.

‘Thanks for coming,’ CC said.

Both officers looked surprised. ‘That’s a first,’ Mathieson said.

‘CC, we’re here because you were involved in a public disturbance,’ Aisha said, sounding as if CC might not understand.

CC nodded. ‘Yes, because Trina Rawlins tried to take my phone off me when I was calling you.’

‘That’s not what Dave told us.’

‘He wasn’t privy to the conversation.’

‘He’s known Trina Rawlins for a long time.’

CC wanted to point out that this was irrelevant local bias, but she noticed a few people were leaning towards them, eavesdropping on the conversation.

‘Can we take this somewhere more private?’ she said.

They walked out onto the balcony and CC instantly regretted not wearing her coat.

‘Have you talked to Trina Rawlins yet?’ she asked.

Aisha gave her a look that combined kindness and sympathy, but there was also forbearance. ‘CC, there’s no evidence to indicate that Lily was murdered.’

‘Yet! We don’t have the detailed toxicology report. And most importantly, Trina Rawlins hated Lily. You typed out my statement—you know what she did before Lily died. And today she wrote in the condolence book, You ruined everything. Then when I tried to call you, she attacked me. She has a motive to kill Lily, so why aren’t you taking me seriously?’

‘Excuse me,’ Chris Rawlins said from the doorway, his face lined and drawn. ‘Dave said you were looking for me.’

‘Does Mrs Rawlins wish to make a complaint against Dr Cilento?’ Mathieson said.

Indignation nearly lifted CC off her feet. ‘I want to make a complaint against her!’

‘CC, I’ll escort you to Dave’s office,’ Aisha said. ‘We’ll come and get you after we’ve spoken to Mr Rawlins.’

It was school detention all over again.

After twenty minutes in the office, her phone rang. ‘CC, are you still at the pub?’ Tom’s voice came down the line followed by a wall of noise.

‘Yes. The police sent me to the office and told me to wait.’

‘I’ll be with you in a sec.’

She didn’t want to see him. ‘Thanks, but you better not. I got the feeling the police want me to be on my own.’

‘That’s cra—unlikely,’ Tom said.

The door opened and Sergeant Mathieson beckoned her out. ‘Come with me.’

‘I have to go.’ CC ended the call.

She was ushered into the function room, where Chris and Trina Rawlins sat with Aisha. Trina was gazing at her hands; CC noticed her nails were bitten down to the quicks.

‘Take a seat,’ Mathieson said.

CC looked at the circle of five chairs and turned to leave. ‘I don’t want a mediation. I want Trina questioned about Lily’s death.’

‘Please sit down,’ Chris said, at the same time as Mathieson did but without the polite adverb.

CC sat. It took all of her adultness not to slouch in her chair, cross her arms and pout.

‘We’re devastated by Lily’s death,’ Chris said, ‘You have to believe us, we had nothing to do with it.’

‘I’m not accusing you,’ CC said. ‘After what you said at the vigil, I think you loved Lily. I’m accusing—’ your crazy wife ‘—her.’

Trina started rising from her chair, then sank back into it. ‘There were times I wanted her dead, but I didn’t kill her,’ she said flatly.

‘I don’t believe you,’ CC said.

‘CC, Trina didn’t murder Lily,’ Aisha said. ‘Her death was a tragic accident.’

CC’s hands flew up in frustration. ‘How do you know she didn’t kill her? You’ve never questioned her.’

‘We did question her and her alibi checked out.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘We’re not required to share any case information with you. We’ve told you on more than one occasion that there are no suspicious circumstances surrounding Ms Friend’s death, but you seem unable to let it go. So given today’s events—’

‘Which she started!’ CC said, heat rushing to her face. God! What was wrong with her?

But she knew exactly what the problem was: Lily was dead, and no matter how hard she tried to believe it was an accident, the irrational idea that it wasn’t constantly itched and wriggled, demanding attention.

Aisha crooked one brow and CC mumbled, ‘Sorry.’

‘As I was saying,’ Aisha continued, ‘given today’s events and the grief you’re all experiencing, Mr and Mrs Rawlins have agreed to share some personal information that might help you let go of the erroneous idea that Trina was involved in Ms Friend’s death.’

Trina stayed silent, her head bowed and her gaze fixed on her hands.

‘Trina,’ Chris said quietly, ‘this will help.’

Trina raised her head and stared at her husband, but CC couldn’t tell if the look in her eyes was one of pleading or animosity.

‘I can’t do this,’ Trina said. She lurched to her feet and left the room.

Sergeant Mathieson followed her.

Chris buried his head in his hands, then slowly rubbed his face. It took a few moments for him to raise his gaze.

‘I’m sorry, CC. None of this is easy. Since Lily’s death, Trina’s been hitting the bottle pretty hard. Unfortunately, the only times you’ve been in contact with her, she’s been drunk. It’s given you the wrong impression.’ He rubbed his palms against his jean-clad thighs. ‘What I have to tell you … What I need you to understand … is that everything that’s happened comes from a place of love.’

Questions peppered CC like shot, but as hard as it was, she waited for him to continue.

‘I love my wife. All I want is for her to be happy, but she’s struggled on and off with depression for years. When she met Lily she became more settled than she’d been in a long time, so when she asked me to consider inviting Lily into our marriage, I thought I was doing the right thing.’

CC lost her battle to stay silent, needing confirmation of what she’d just heard. ‘You’re polyamorous?’

Chris shook his head. ‘Even with all the ups and downs, I was committed to Trina. I was glad she told me how she felt about Lily rather than going behind my back, and I was okay for it to be Trina and Lily if that’s what made her happy. But a couple of months in, Trina became obsessed about us becoming a throuple.’

CC didn’t know a lot about throuples. But she knew enough about friendship groups to know that three rarely worked, and that was without the complication of sex.

‘I wasn’t interested in a sexual relationship,’ Chris went on. ‘But Trina wanted Lily to move in. I resisted for a while, but after doing some research we drew up a contract. I agreed to Lily living with us Friday through Monday.’ His mouth twitched up on one side. ‘I thought it would prevent any potential problems if we all knew what we were going into. How bloody stupid was that?’

Something twisted in CC’s chest. She couldn’t work out if it was pity, or admiration that Chris loved his wife so much he’d been prepared to take a leap of faith and hope it would work. Especially when society rarely taught that it would—the gossip magazines were full of examples.

‘Wisdom always comes later,’ she said, and immediately regretted it.

‘You got that right. Anyway, at first it was better than I’d ever hoped. Lily brought a new energy into the house and Trina thrived. She was the happiest she’d been in two years and our relationship improved out of sight.’ He sighed. ‘If we’d left things at that, everything might have been okay.’

He fell silent, and as much as CC wanted to say ‘What happened next?’, she pressed her hands under her thighs and waited.

‘Three months in, Trina started campaigning for the three of us to have sex,’ Chris said. ‘Her argument was that she loved both of us and she wanted to share it. By then Lily and I were really good friends so my initial reservations had faded. Trina was ecstatic.’ The tips of his ears pinked and he cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, after that, Trina wanted Lily to move in fulltime. This time it was Lily who held back. I should have respected her decision, but I love my wife. I’ll always regret what I did next.’ He looked at CC then, his hazel eyes clouded with shame. ‘By then, I loved Lily too.’

CC didn’t need the precognition skills of a clairvoyant to see where this was leading. ‘Trina got jealous of your feelings for Lily.’

‘And Lily’s for me. You know what Lily was like—her heart was huge. It took me too long to understand that in Trina’s mind this throuple was all about her. Her being loved and being idolised. Being the centre of attention. Lily and I didn’t cheat on her. Not sexually anyway, but I guess I did emotionally. Talking to Lily was …’ Chris’s hands moved as if they were trying to catch a word. ‘Like nothing I’d experienced before. Her mind never stopped. When I joined Food Rescue with her, Trina lost it. She deliberately slammed her car into Lily’s.’

‘See! I told you it was something,’ CC said to Aisha. She turned her attention back to Chris. ‘And you didn’t report it?’

‘No.’ He hung his head for a moment, then straightened up. ‘We—Lily and me—we loved Trina and we knew she needed mental health support, not the police. I wanted to do it as a team, but Lily made the decision to leave town for a while. She thought Trina needed time to focus on healing. I managed to convince her to see a therapist.’

CC wasn’t sure therapy alone would have been enough. ‘Did she see a psychiatrist?’

‘For a bit. Things improved and we thought it was safe for Lily to come back—’

‘Safe?’ CC’s voice rose. ‘Aisha, I’m not finding this very reassuring.’

‘I understand,’ the police officer said grimly. ‘We’re not thrilled that we weren’t informed of the MVA, but Trina and Chris were both out of town the night Lily died. Their phone records prove it, along with witnesses at the Geelong hospital.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Chris said quietly. ‘I’ve made too many bad choices trying to protect Trina. Choices that weren’t fair to Lily or me. I wish I could go back and change everything. I hate that Trina made Lily’s last few months difficult and I didn’t do more to help. I should have done more …’ He pulled at the collar of his T-shirt as if it was strangling him. ‘Recently, Lily and Gagan have helped me see that I’ve been in a toxic co-dependent relationship for years. We’re in the process of separating.’

CC knew exactly what ‘helped me see’ was code for, but on top of everything else that Chris was going through, the last thing he needed was CC bringing up the illegal use of magic mushrooms in front of a police officer.

She turned to Aisha. ‘My family needs assurance that we can grieve Lily without being physically or verbally abused by Trina Rawlins.’

‘You can take out a personal safety intervention order,’ Aisha said.

‘I was thinking more along the lines of her being admitted to a drug and alcohol centre.’

‘She’s being admitted on Monday,’ Chris said. ‘It’s the reason we were in Geelong when Lily died. After Trina’s finished the in-patient program, she’ll stay at her sister’s in Inverleigh. I’m hoping that with treatment, her anger and hate will recede and she’ll remember how much she loved Lily. How much we both loved her.’ He reached his hand towards CC as if he wanted to touch her. ‘I’m not sure I know how to face each day without her.’

CC assumed that Lily had once loved Trina, but found herself thinking about the time at the market when she’d watched Lily and Chris talking. How Lily had thrown back her head and laughed with her entire body at something he’d said. Had she loved him too?

She gave Chris’s hand a brief squeeze. ‘Do you think there’s any possibility that this—’ She swallowed the word ‘mess’. ‘That this situation—the fallout of the throuple, I mean—may have caused Lily to take her own life?’

The hazel of Chris’s eyes vanished under an inky spill of shock. ‘No! She knew Trina was sick. She wanted her to get help and she was frustrated that Trina kept sabotaging her own recovery. Despite everything, Lily loved it down here; she wanted to live here permanently. She talked about growing old here.’

‘With you?’

Sadness flickered across Chris’s face. ‘She told me I needed to do a lot of work before she’d consider that. Gagan—’

‘Let me guess. He’s told you he holds the key to unlocking your fulfilment?’ CC said, so acerbically that Chris leaned back. But she was past being polite. ‘He doesn’t. And as much as you want to believe he can help you, based on what you’ve told me about your years in a manipulative relationship I strongly recommend you get yourself some qualified help. By qualified, I mean professionally trained and registered. Not some loopy program dreamed up by a guy high on LSD.’

Aisha was frowning. ‘Are you okay, CC?’

She heard a guttural sound and realised it was coming from her. She wrapped her arms around herself as emptiness echoed inside her, reverberating with loss.

Trina hadn’t murdered Lily, but Lily was still dead.

The police were convinced her death was an accident.

Chris, like herself, didn’t consider suicide an option; and Felix was right—it was very hard to kill yourself in water.

That left Ritalin-induced mania as the cause of Lily’s solo swim, but the toxicology report to prove it was weeks away.

And Lily was still dead.

‘I’m okay,’ she said. It wasn’t exactly a lie.

‘Promise me you won’t go accusing anyone else of murdering Lily,’ Aisha said.

A wave of exhaustion rolled over CC. She pushed herself to her feet. ‘Excuse me. I need to be with my family.’

Back in the bar, Tom was still taking requests and people were dancing. CC could picture Lily in the middle of the group, arms in the air, body swaying and calling for more ABBA.

She smiled and looked around for James, Ollie and Felix. She couldn’t see them, so she focused on finding Bronte, Paige or Gretel and the kids. She did a circuit of the room, and as she passed Tom he leaned towards her from the piano stool.

‘Are you looking for the brothers?’ he asked.

Every one of CC’s muscles clenched. ‘Would it kill you to call them my brothers?’

His eyes narrowed momentarily then he gave her a stoical smile, which only made her muscles clench tighter. ‘The Friends left twenty minutes ago.’

‘What?’ Not believing him, she spun around to check again, but she couldn’t see any of them.

‘I’m sorry, CC,’ Tom said.

She didn’t want his judgement, pity or understanding.

‘You don’t have anything to be sorry for,’ she said sharply. ‘They left a message with you, right?’

She saw his brows start lifting and their abrupt stop. ‘Ah, no, not with me. Check your phone? Ask Dave?’

Her fingers reached for her phone, then stopped. Of course there would be a message—Ollie always left one, even if it was a bit late like the morning after Anzac Day. But on the slight, almost infinitesimal chance there wasn’t one, she didn’t want to discover that standing next to Tom. Didn’t want to see his expression of ‘I told you so’.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Of course.’

As she moved away, she heard Tom say, ‘CC, about tonight …’

After his abrupt departure two nights ago, she had no idea what was coming next. She only knew that she needed to get in first.

‘I’m sorry, I’m not up for dessert tonight.’

‘That’s not—’

But she was walking away.

In the chill of the car park she scanned her phone for a message from the Friends—nothing. Ollie would be driving so she called Paige.

‘CC.’ Paige’s voice dripped ice. Ollie called out hello as did the kids.

‘Paige, I’m so sorry—’

‘CC, now’s not a good time to talk. Go and see a counsellor, you obviously need one.’

The verbal slap radiated down the line, stinging her cheek long after Paige cut the call.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

CC woke the following morning with a simmer of anxiety in her chest. She wished she could identify the source so she could do something concrete to stop it, but it could be any number of things. She’d been involved in a public brawl. Her family had left the pub while she was still with the police instead of waiting and debriefing with her. Her mother had sent four texts asking about the funeral and insisting CC confirm a date to visit Melbourne; and the hospital needed a decision on a contract extension.

On top of all of that there was now this tricky situation with Tom. Often she woke to a text from him—a photo of the sunrise he’d taken on his run, a sandy Bogie grinning into the camera, a quirky news item, a band reminder, a comment about how much he’d enjoyed something they’d done together or a suggestion for their next catch-up. But this morning there was radio silence. She couldn’t pinpoint how she felt about this as both relief and disappointment skated through her.

She re-read the messages her brothers had finally sent the previous night. If she substituted ‘Bronte’ for ‘kids’, Ollie’s and Felix’s were almost identical.

Sorry, kids hit the wall and we knew you’d be tied up for ages. Talk soon x

James’s was more direct. No text from you so assume you weren’t charged. Moving bookings from Google Calendar to a dedicated app for ease and accountability. See link to register. All allocated weekends remain the same. Any issues will be agenda item for next Zoom meeting. At least he’d moved on from banning all of them from being at the shack.

CC texted Anji: Roster still up in the air. Will call this afternoon xxx

Not that she’d have a set date by then, but the text gave her some breathing space before she had to answer her mother’s questions about the funeral. Not that she was going to tell her about Trina or the cooling between her and Tom.

‘Argh!’ Nothing in her life at the moment was an easy fix.

She needed fresh air, the roar of surf and the bracing chill of a south-easterly. Throwing off the doona, she pulled on fleecy trackpants, a merino T-shirt, a woollen jumper and a puffer jacket. Then she laced her walking boots, grabbed her keys and a banana, and headed out the door.

She jumped in the car with the intention of driving to Cape Nelson, but when she reached the intersection at Percy Street ready to turn right, she changed her mind. With an apologetic wave to the driver behind her, she took a left. She’d go and visit Felix and Bronte at the shack. She didn’t bother calling ahead, because there was a high chance the call wouldn’t connect. And anyway, after an emotionally draining day yesterday, she was certain they’d both be enjoying a late start.

Twenty minutes later, CC pulled in behind Felix’s car and walked to the shack’s front door. As she reached for the screen-door handle, she hesitated. Even though Felix had issued a general invitation to visit, it was still his and Bronte’s allocated weekend. She should probably knock.

The feeling she experienced tapping on the shack’s door was bizarre—not once in twenty-five years had she knocked. She waited, and when no one answered she tried the door. It was locked. Weird.

She bent down and picked up David—Rosa’s tacky version of Michelangelo’s statue that she’d brought home from a trip to Italy in 1980 along with an accompanying Venus. It had once held pride of place inside, but after Rosa’s death Leo had made it the custodian of the key.

‘Hello!’ someone called from behind her.

CC caught sight of heeled leather boots, black tailored pants and a stunning red woollen coat sashed at the waist.

As she straightened up, she came face to face with a woman who looked familiar. It took her a couple of beats and then she remembered it was the real estate agent from the two-up game.

‘Rachelle?’

‘Yes!’ The woman flashed a smile of white teeth and red lipstick before extending her manicured hand. ‘Rachelle Marsden from Marsden Real Estate, and you’re CC. We met on Anzac Day. I’m so very sorry for your loss. I didn’t know Lily, but by all accounts she was a wonderful person.’

‘Thank you. She was. She loved it here.’

‘I can see why. It’s a fabulous piece of real estate.’

CC winced. Rachelle’s mention of real estate undid her previous attempt at condolences. ‘We like it,’ she said stiff ly.

She was about to ask Rachelle if she was lost when the woman spun around like Julie Andrews on an Austrian mountain top, arms outstretched.

‘James is right. This is an undiscovered gem!’ she said. ‘And the property gods are on your side with that block next door still being vacant.’

CC glanced at the thick vegetation running up to the boundary on the eastern side of the block—bush they’d all played in and camped on as kids. ‘I thought it was crown land.’

‘The section of land abutting the dunes is crown land, but lucky for all of you,’ Rachelle pointed to the wire fence, ‘that’s prime real estate.’

CC had always thought they were lucky because the bush was crown land, meaning they couldn’t be built out, but going by the dollar signs shining in Rachelle’s eyes she had a decidedly different definition of luck. One that churned acid in CC’s stomach. What did Rachelle know that she clearly didn’t?

‘Yes, lucky,’ she said, hoping the ref lective listening prompt was enough to push Rachelle to explain further without exposing her own ignorance.

‘Of course council can be such a pain with things like this, but I know which councillors to talk to,’ Rachelle said conspiratorially. ‘It’s just a matter of jumping through the hoops and being prepared to go to VCAT. Hopefully that won’t be necessary, but if it is, it’s totally worth the expense of putting both blocks on the same title.’

WTF? Rachelle thought they were buying the adjacent block?

CC suddenly remembered how pally James and Felix had been with Rachelle on Anzac Day. The money they’d donated to the charity.

‘What’s the advantage of one title?’ she asked.

This time Rachelle gave her a look that implied CC was a sandwich short of a picnic. ‘You’ve seen the resort plans?’

CC channelled all she’d learned from one term of Year Ten drama and faked a laugh. ‘Architectural drawings baff le me.’

‘Get Felix to show you the 3D mock-up. It’s a perfect demonstration of how the whole project fits together.’ Rachelle took a step towards the door. ‘He can show you now.’

‘Felix isn’t here.’ The words fell thickly from CC’s mouth while her brain stumbled, trying to process what Rachelle was saying. How the hell had things moved from a purpose-built holiday house to a resort?

‘His car’s here so he can’t be far away,’ Rachelle said. ‘And I’m five minutes early. Shall we go inside and wait?’

‘Sure!’ CC had no idea how she managed to sound so enthusiastic, but she shoved the key in the lock and walked inside.

Felix’s laptop sat on the table, the screensaver spinning.

Rachelle pointed to it. ‘I can show you.’

Even if CC hadn’t seen Felix entering a password, the idea of Rachelle opening his computer was not only proprietary, it raised goosebumps on her arms.

‘I’m sure it’s locked,’ she said.

‘Let’s see.’ Rachelle touched the keypad and the screen flickered into life.

‘I really don’t feel comfortable using his computer when he’s not here,’ CC said.

‘Relax. It’s not like we’re rif ling around,’ Rachelle said. ‘He keeps it handy on his desktop for when we’re talking to investors.’

Investors?

But CC had barely absorbed that bit of information when guitar music with tropical-night vibes poured from the laptop’s speakers, and she was virtually walking down a long drive lined with palm trees. Trees that in real-world Kooramook would struggle to grow, let alone grow straight. The roaring winds would keep them angled at thirty degrees.

The driveway divided and the video took her right, winding to the house CC recognised from the plans Felix had shown her. After an external and internal tour that replicated everything Felix had discussed, including the memories wall, the video ‘walked’ her outside to the other section of driveway. Here six two-storey townhouses, each with a private courtyard and balcony, overlooked the sea. Their presence meant sharing their idyll and an utter loss of privacy.

‘Oh, you’ll love this bit,’ Rachelle said, her back to CC.

The camera zoomed across the ocean, showing surfers, recreational fishing boats and jet skis. Suddenly the surface of the water was broken by a breaching humpback whale. The fact that everything in the video pointed to the season being summer, while the humpbacks only came in winter, was apparently immaterial.

Rachelle clapped like an excited child. ‘Wait until you see the pool. You’ll never want to leave.’

As CC had one of the world’s most beautiful beaches a hundred metres away, she doubted she’d be enticed by a swimming pool.

The image morphed from the sea view to show clear aqua water sparkling in a sandstone-edged pool. It looked like the rockpools at the beach. CC got a flash of Lily’s body floating lifeless in the water and suddenly her chest tightened and breathing was a struggle. Without thinking, she shot out her hand and flipped the laptop shut.

‘That wasn’t the end.’ Rachelle’s surprise held a hint of disapproval.

CC gave her a long, hard stare. ‘I get the gist.’

The squeak of the door made them both turn. Felix and Bronte stepped inside.

CC studied Felix for signs of discombobulation that she was in the shack with a real estate agent. One who had just disclosed the full extent of his and James’s plans.

‘CC! What a lovely surprise.’ Felix gave her a hug before turning to Rachelle and extending his hand. ‘Rachelle. Were we expecting you?’

Bronte put her arm through CC’s and started walking. ‘I’m just stealing CC for a minute for some pregnancy stuff.’

Since Rachelle’s arrival, CC had experienced surprise, confusion and the insidious dawning of a huge secret that carried all the hallmarks of betrayal. Now anger pulsed through her, each beat bringing her closer to fulminating rage.

‘Actually, Bronte, I’d like to talk to Felix.’

‘Sure thing,’ Felix said. ‘Rachelle, can you excuse us for a few minutes?’

CC pulled her arm out of Bronte’s and opened the door. ‘Rachelle, I’m afraid this will take longer than a few minutes and I know Saturdays are a real estate agent’s busiest day. We’d hate to hold you up.’

Rachelle glanced between the three of them. Whether she read the room, or her sales-driven persona was used to keeping a client happy no matter the inconvenience to herself, she nodded. ‘Actually, I do have a ten-thirty open house. I’ll be in touch to reschedule.’

CC closed the door behind her and turned to face Felix and Bronte. ‘Something you want to tell me?’

Felix exchanged a quick glance with Bronte. ‘Nothing in particular springs to mind. Cuppa?’

‘You could start with Rachelle.’

‘What about her?’

‘Why is a real estate agent visiting you here?’

Felix switched on the kettle. ‘Like I told you that night at dinner, there’s a lot of interest in this part of the coast. When she discovered I was an architect she asked me to do a mock-up for some land on the other side of Kooramook so she could show prospective clients. When people stand on an empty block they need visual clues to picture a house and a lifestyle. Maybe it’s sold and she dropped in to tell me.’

‘The video’s really impressive,’ Bronte said. ‘Show it to her, Felix.’

‘Actually, Rachelle showed me,’ CC said.

Felix grinned. ‘What do you think?’

‘What do I think of the Whale Highway Resort? I think it’s as full of bullshit as you are!’

Bronte paled. ‘CC—’

Felix swore and held up his hand. ‘Before you start yelling, we’d planned to float the idea with everyone but then Lily—’ He blinked. ‘I’m sorry you found out this way.’

‘You used the rockpools! How could you do that?’

‘I made the video before she died! Jesus, CC. Do you think I would have used that part of the beach if I’d known?’

CC pulled her hair hard behind her ears, struggling to make sense of anything. ‘I don’t know what to believe any more!’

‘Be fair, CC,’ Bronte pleaded. ‘Of course we’ll change it. It’s just we haven’t been able to face it.’

Their grief for Lily ran between them, connecting them, but before CC let herself sink into those feelings she clamped onto the words of course we’ll change it. It meant the project was still in play.

‘Exactly when were you going to tell us about this resort idea?’ she said.

‘Us?’ Felix frowned. ‘I didn’t think you and Tom were that serious.’

‘I meant us as in me and Ollie.’

‘Ollie already knows.’

‘No! If he knew about it, he would have told me. It’s everything he hates about the development down here.’

Felix gave her a sympathetic look. ‘He wants a few changes, but basically he’s in.’

CC was shaking her head so hard her brain hurt. ‘He’d never agree to sharing the shack with strangers.’

‘We won’t see them,’ Bronte said.

‘Of course we will. There’s a shared driveway and a pool!’

Bronte passed CC a mug of chamomile tea. She was tempted to throw it back at her.

‘Obviously, finding out this way isn’t ideal,’ Bronte said. ‘Not just because you feel lied to, but because you’re not aware of the nuances of the project.’

Nuances? What the hell was nuanced about six townhouses? But if CC opened her mouth right now she would scream, so she pressed her lips together and wondered if they could hear the furious thump of her heart.

‘Why don’t I call James?’ Felix said. ‘If he and Gretel haven’t left yet we can run you through it now. Answer all your questions, settle your concerns.’

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? Your challenge to kick me out of the shack is still in play.’

He frowned. ‘James said that was all sorted.’

Sorted? As much as CC had hoped the horror of Lily’s death would make them all pull together, it hadn’t erased the memory of her conversation with James on Anzac night or lessened his threat to bury her financially. Nor had she agreed to his terms, so what the hell was he playing at?

Family isn’t just belonging, CC. It’s playing the game. James’s words boomed in her head and she suddenly saw an unwelcome truth. She’d been so desperate to be picked for the team, she hadn’t been concentrating on the game, let alone playing it. A game she now realised was loaded with lies masquerading as truths.

You’re not privy to all that I know. Did James really know things CC didn’t, or had he said it to throw her off?

Her gut rebelled at the idea that Ollie was onside with the building of a resort that went against everything he loved and valued about the shack. Yet Felix was saying Ollie was in. It had to be a lie.

Everything James and Felix said was a lie.

The more she thought about it, the more she believed that Felix and James’s strategy was to exploit her weakness of wanting to belong, only this time she recognised their play. With Lily dead and unable to object, they were confident they could blackmail her into agreeing to anything to stay part of the shack. As an extra guarantee of her compliance, telling her that Ollie only wanted a few changes would ensure she didn’t make a fuss. Then they’d present it to Ollie as a fait accompli—three votes to one—not caring about the damage it would inf lict on her relationship with him. Or the potential loss of one of the most important relationships of her life.

Oh, Lily, why did you have to die?

For the first time, CC wondered who had inherited Lily’s share of the shack. A share that came with a vote.

James knew because he’d drawn up Lily’s will.

A new thought exploded in her head. One so ugly and horrifying that it softened her knees. James had coolly blackmailed her without breaking a sweat. Had he murdered Lily to get her share of the shack?

No! God, no! What the hell was she thinking?

She concentrated on Aisha’s words: ‘Promise me you won’t go accusing anyone else of murdering Lily.’ Hadn’t she learned her lesson yesterday with Trina Rawlins? Trina had more of a reason to want to hurt Lily than James did. He might be a calculating bastard, but he wouldn’t kill his sister to get a property development over the line.

Hell, if that was his intention he’d have to take out her and Ollie too.

A hysterical laugh bubbled out of her and both Bronte and Felix gave her a worried look.

‘You’re not going to do anything else crazy are you?’ Bronte asked.

‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’ Felix said. ‘It’s just you’re whiter than Rosa’s statue of Venus.’

‘I think the last two weeks have just caught up with me. I can hardly think straight.’ She stood. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not up to an explanation of the project today. I won’t be able to take it in let alone appreciate the nuances. I need to go home and sleep.’

‘Good plan,’ Felix said. ‘Look after yourself and we’ll talk during the week.’

She nodded and made herself kiss them both goodbye.

As she got into the car her phone rang. Tom. She declined the call, then drove out of the gate. Instead of turning towards Portland and bed, she headed north on one of the many roads that led to Hamilton. She needed to talk to Ollie.


Chapter Thirty

CC rarely visited Ollie and Paige at their home as she usually caught up with them at the shack, but after the conversation with Rachelle, Felix and Bronte, she needed to see Ollie in person. Unable to raise him on the phone, she called Paige.

‘He’s on a job,’ Paige said.

‘On a Saturday?’

Paige sighed. ‘Doctors aren’t the only people who work Saturdays.’

‘Right. Sorry. What time will he finish?’

Paige laughed then. ‘How long’s a piece of string? You know Ollie, he gets chatting and there goes an hour. But he promised Leyton he’d be at his game.’

‘He never misses that,’ CC said.

The silence was so long that CC thought the line had dropped out. ‘Paige, are you there?’

‘CC? Hello?’

‘Yes, I’m here.’

‘CC?’

CC sighed and ended the call.

The drive took less than an hour. When she arrived in Hamilton it was hopping with Saturday shoppers and people in town for footy and netball.

She found Paige on the oval’s boundary, huddled in her coat, beanie on her head and her hands gripping a keep cup. Her eyes were trained on the team.

‘Hi,’ CC said.

Paige spun round, shock clear on her face. ‘CC! What are you doing here?’

‘Like I said on the phone—I need to talk to you and Ollie.’

Paige grimaced. ‘If this is about your meltdown yesterday, apologising again and again is useless. What’s important is that you don’t do a repeat performance, especially in front of the kids.’

Had Paige always been this judgy and self-righteous? Of course CC was sorry. Of course she regretted it. Of course she never planned to do anything like it again, let alone in front of the children. But why had Paige mentioned the kids when they hadn’t even witnessed it?

Indignation boiled. Why was everyone blaming her one hundred per cent for the fracas? It wasn’t premeditated—she’d acted on instinct. She’d like to see how Paige and Tom, and everyone else, reacted if a mentally unstable person grabbed them and tried wresting their phone from their hands.

As her resentment spilled into anger, she reminded herself that she’d come to Hamilton for a specific reason. Losing her shit and getting Paige even more offside wasn’t part of the plan. So instead of responding to Paige’s dictum, CC just nodded.

‘Where’s Ollie?’ she asked.

Paige waved vaguely. ‘With Elsa at netball. Grab it, Leyton!’

CC watched the boy chase down the ball. ‘Felix told me about the resort plans.’

Paige’s gaze was fixed on her son. ‘It’s pretty exciting for them, and it’ll be so much easier for Bronte.’

Once again, CC felt like she was lost in a maze. Not wanting to show it, she kept her voice neutral. ‘How will it be easier for Bronte?’

‘She and the baby can laze by the pool. I wish I’d lived in a serviced apartment with room service when I had Leyton. It would have softened the shell shock of new motherhood. And who doesn’t love Noosa.’

The conversation was running away from CC as fast as an untethered anchor rope. ‘What’s happening in Noosa?’

The umpire stopped the game and Paige looked at her. ‘Did you get hit on the head yesterday? You just said Felix told you about the resort project in Noosa.’

‘Not Noosa. Kooramook.’

‘Oh, I haven’t heard about that one. But you know Felix, he’s always got something on the go so it’s hard to keep up.’

CC considered what Felix had told her: Ollie knows all about it … he’s basically in. She looked at Paige for signs of a lie—fidgeting, blinking, lack of eye contact—but there were none. She would risk money that Paige didn’t know about James and Felix’s plans for the shack and the adjacent block—ergo, neither did Ollie. Those lying bastards!

‘Right … the one on the river,’ CC said vaguely. She’d wait until Ollie arrived before telling them about the Whale Highway Resort. ‘Talking about Kooramook, do you know who Lily left her share of the shack to?’

‘Didn’t James tell you?’

‘James doesn’t tell me a lot,’ CC said.

‘Oh, right, the will challenge stuff.’ Paige sipped her coffee. ‘Well, it’s not a state secret. She left it to the kids.’

A shot of hope ran through CC as she calculated votes. ‘Your kids?’

‘All the nieces and nephews. I think the unborn baby’s included.’

CC swore silently. ‘That’s such a Lily thing to do.’

‘Yeah. It’s ridiculous. She should have left it to Ollie. That was the plan until James got in her ear. Obviously, he talked her out of it.’

I bet he did. CC worked on keeping her expression neutral. ‘I guess it keeps the ownership of the shack even, except of course for me.’

‘You can’t hold that against James. When Lily made the will no one knew you were possibly their half-sister.’

The barb in Paige’s voice speared CC so sharply she flinched. She’d always considered Paige an ally—someone who stood up for her against Gretel—but right now Paige seemed to be Gretel’s doppelganger.

‘There’s nothing possible about it,’ CC said sharply. ‘It’s fact.’

‘It’s not fact until one of your so-called brothers does a—’

‘Hello, gorgeous.’ Ollie dropped a kiss on Paige’s cheek as he gave her a gentle squeeze around the waist.

Paige didn’t smile.

‘CC!’ Ollie said with genuine warmth, before leaning in for a hello kiss.

‘Where’s Archie?’ Paige asked.

‘Elsa’s taken him to the playground. She shot the winning goal.’ Ollie grinned and shielded his eyes as he looked towards the oval. ‘How’s Leyton playing?’

‘Pretty good,’ Paige said.

‘Go get ’em, Leyton,’ Ollie yelled, holding two thumbs up before facing CC. ‘Thanks for coming to watch the kids play.’

‘She came to talk to us,’ Paige said, criticism clanging like a bell.

CC’s cheeks burned hot. ‘But it’s an added bonus seeing Leyton play. He took a great mark.’

‘So what’s up?’ Ollie asked.

Where to start? ‘I dropped in to visit Bronte and Felix first thing this morning—’

‘On their private weekend?’ Paige said. ‘That wasn’t very thoughtful.’

CC ground her teeth and pushed on. ‘When I arrived, they were out but I ran into Rachelle, the real estate agent. She let it drop that James and Felix are planning on buying the block next door to the shack.’

‘You sure you didn’t misunderstand her?’ Ollie said. ‘I know Felix wants to develop that triangular block down by the river. He asked me to do the plumbing.’

‘You didn’t tell me that,’ Paige said.

Ollie shrugged. ‘No reason to. I told him no.’

Paige’s face flushed pink, her eyes flashing with incredulity. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘You know why. You know how I feel about the development of the coast and how rubbery the coastal protection is when money’s being thrown around like confetti. I’m not selling my soul for cash.’

The cool and aloof demeanour that had been clinging to Paige since CC arrived cracked.

‘Bloody hell, Ollie! You know exactly why you need to take that job.’ Paige sounded like she was in the classroom telling off a recalcitrant child. ‘Now’s not the time to stand on fucking principles! That boat has sailed. We don’t—’

She abruptly swung her head back to the game in a way that avoided eye contact with CC. ‘Come on, Leyton!’

CC looked at her feet, not wanting to intrude on the couple’s argument, but then her desire to understand what was going on won out. She looked at Ollie, seeking an explanation.

He gave an apologetic shrug, took a step and inclined his head—the action saying ‘follow me’. They walked until they were out of Paige’s earshot.

‘Sorry about that,’ Ollie said. ‘Paige just found out her contract isn’t being renewed and she’s stressing about money.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Ollie waved away her concerns. ‘Don’t be. Money’s not the issue. She’s only fixated on it because it’s easier than dealing with the hit to her self-esteem. To be honest, her income only paid for Archie’s childcare and holidays, and I couldn’t give a shit about the Gold Coast or Bali. You know me, I’m happiest at the shack.’

CC smiled. ‘I won’t argue about that. I feel much the same.’

‘I know you do.’ He returned her smile with a rueful one, then blew out a long breath. ‘I’m worried about Paige. She works for her sanity, not the money, and her job’s a huge part of her identity. Fair enough too—she’s awesome at what she does and it’s really important work. That’s what sucks the hardest and what she’s struggling with the most. The Education Department’s crying out for early childhood OTs and they go and pull the contract, leaving families in crisis. I told her she should go private and run her own practice, but until she decides what she wants to do, we need to cut her some slack. I hope you can forgive her for what she said on the phone yesterday?’

CC found a small well of understanding for Paige’s recent behaviour. ‘Of course.’

‘You’re the best.’

She shrugged, not feeling completely comfortable with the compliment. ‘Ollie, I didn’t misunderstand Rachelle. I saw a video about the project James and Felix are planning for the shack and the block next door. It’s six townhouses as well as new shack with a shared driveway and a pool. They’re calling it the Whale Highway Resort and they said you were onboard with it.’

He stared at her as if she had two heads. ‘That’s bullshit. This is the first I’ve heard about it.’

Yes! She hugged him.

When she pulled back he was still staring at her, clearly confused. ‘What?’ he said.

‘It means I know their game.’

‘Game? What game?’

‘The one that plays you and me off against each other so they win. I never thought they were capable of destroying everything we value about the shack or destroying the family, but after today I think their love of money trumps us.’

‘I know they’ve got their flaws, CC, but that seems unfairly harsh.’

She crossed her arms over her chest, as much to stop herself from shaking as to reinforce her resolve. ‘Just before Lily died, James threatened me with bankruptcy if I fought the shack challenge. Once he’d exploded that little bomb, he offered me a deal. If I supported Felix’s plans, the shack challenge would go away and I’d keep my share. At that point I’d only been told about new shack.’

‘Jesus, that’s blackmail.’

‘I know! According to Felix, James told him I’d agreed to his terms, but I haven’t given them an answer. Today Felix lied to me, saying you knew all about the resort. With Lily dead, we’ve lost the deciding vote to any shack decision, and James has cleverly neutralised the fifth vote by convincing Lily to leave her share equally across the nieces and nephews.’

Ollie raked his hands through his hair, clearly struggling to process the information. ‘She wanted to leave her share to me.’

‘Do you have any evidence that supports that? A text, a voice message, anything we can use to challenge her will?’

His head came up then. ‘CC, listen to yourself. You’re sounding just like them.’

She needed him to understand. ‘If James and Felix get away with this, we not only lose the shack, we lose our privacy. The wilderness will go, we’ll be landscaped within an inch of our lives and there’ll be strangers on our land. We may as well be in Noosa!’

‘They can’t do it without our agreement,’ he said with the innocence of someone who always played fair.

‘Oh Ollie, that’s the thing. They can. Lily’s death has made it easier for them. They hold the deciding vote.’

Ollie swore.

CC stared out across the top of a stand of gum trees, watching a flock of white cockatoos wheeling and screeching in the winter sunshine.

‘When I first found out I was your sister, someone suggested that I make a legal claim on Leo’s estate,’ she said.

Ollie grimaced. ‘Tom?’

She shrugged. ‘I said no way, because the money didn’t matter. To me, the most important thing is my relationship with all of you. But now Lily’s dead and—’

‘My—our shithead brothers are ripping us both off.’ Ollie jammed his hat on his head. ‘You should do it.’

‘Do what?’

‘What you said. Make a legal claim on Dad’s estate.’ Ollie started pacing like he always did when he was sorting through thoughts. ‘Taking them to court will tie things up for a long time, right? No investor’s going to plunk down money when a project’s under a legal cloud.’

A twinge of something that verged on pain cramped CC’s side. She’d come so close to having brothers and sisters and a large extended family. Now it was all rushing away from her as fast as a king tide.

‘It’s everything that Lily feared,’ she said.

‘Lily always fought for what was right.’ Ollie was still pacing. ‘Holding things up won’t bother Felix too much because he’s got the Noosa job and the other one in Kooramook. But it will hurt James. He likes an uncomplicated and fast return, so he’s just as likely to walk away. Either way, the shack stays exactly as it is. We’ll exhaust them into submission.’

‘It will split the family straight down the middle,’ CC said. ‘Your kids won’t grow up playing at the shack with their cousins.’

‘That’s already started. Gretel and James hardly ever bring Maddi and Blake.’

‘True, but the chance still exists for that to change. Since Lily died, I thought we were getting along better.’

Ollie huffed out a disparaging sound. ‘Come on, CC, stop believing in fairytales.’

‘You’ll be estranged from your brothers.’ We both will be. ‘Are you sure you want to risk that?’

‘CC, this is not our fault! James and Felix set everything in motion before Lily died. They’re the ones who’ve pushed things to this point, not us. We need to do it for Lily. Give them the wake-up call they need and force them to take responsibility for destroying everything we hold dear.’

A surge of anger rolled through her, so strong it almost knocked her off her feet. ‘You’re right. This is for Lily. I’m done playing nice. Done with trying to keep the peace. Hell, I’m done getting permission from James to go to the shack when it’s my right to go whenever I want!’

Ollie laughed. ‘You go, girl.’ Then his expression sobered. ‘But seriously, it’s going to be tough for you.’

‘Just me?’

‘Yeah, you want to be liked way more than I do. I know them. They’ll get nasty.’

James’s threat rushed back: I’ll tie you up in the courts for years. CC’s bravado faltered, replaced by a wave of nausea. If he’d threatened to bankrupt her to get his own way on the resort, he’d fight even harder to prevent her taking a cent of their father’s estate.

‘James will take me to the cleaners,’ she said faintly.

Ollie hugged her. ‘But this time you’re not on your own. If it helps, I’ll do the DNA test. I’m sorry I didn’t offer when you first asked.’

Gratitude filled her. ‘Thank you! It’ll give me the solid evidence I need to prove I’m Leo’s daughter. But, Ollie, it doesn’t guarantee a win.’

He nodded thoughtfully, his mind clearly whirring. ‘Then you can’t leave anything to chance. You need a slick Melbourne lawyer, not some country hick like Tom’s father.’

The unfair barb pierced her. ‘Actually, Murray’s pretty switched on.’

‘Yeah, okay, but won’t it get complicated?’

She had no idea what he was talking about. ‘What do you mean?’

He toed his boot into the dirt, studying it. ‘You and Tom.’

She wished he would look at her. ‘What about me and Tom?’

He sighed. ‘I dunno. Paige and I were talking about it and we think he’s way too much of a golden retriever. It might feel all safe and caring now, but be careful.’

CC’s vague concerns about her and Tom coalesced into an amorphous lump. ‘Careful of what, exactly?’

‘I’ve seen it before with Lily. She meets a guy who’s all “I love you, let me look after you” and within a year it turns out they have rottweiler in them.’

She laughed, unsure why. ‘We’re just friends with benefits.’

Ollie grimaced. ‘You might think that, but Paige says the way he looked at you on Anzac Day, and yesterday, made her uncomfortable.’

CC’s skin was suddenly hot and itchy. ‘What does that mean?’

‘He’s always got a hand on you as if he owns you.’

She thought about how often Tom slipped his arm around her waist when he stood next to her. ‘Isn’t that pretty normal for two people in lust?’

Ollie’s face scrunched up as if he was experiencing discomfort. ‘The thing is, CC, you’ve got a history of dating selfish men. I know Tom seems caring and kind, but are you sure he’s really focused on you and not making it all about him? I mean, he pulled you into the band pretty fast. Even though he’s not family he gave you a hard time about not coming to the funeral, and it’s not like you’ve been together very long …’

CC remembered Tom saying Aren’t we by definition a couple? The air in her lungs solidified.

A stricken expression crossed Ollie’s face. ‘Aw, shit, CC, don’t look like that. Honest to God, I hope we’ve got it wrong and he’s exactly who you hope he is, because we don’t want you getting hurt again. But either way, you’re leaving Portland soon and if his dad’s representing you, it could make things awkward. You don’t need that stress on top of what James and Felix are dishing out. Get a Melbourne lawyer and we’ll split the costs.’

‘Really?’ But her sudden hope was burnished by worry. ‘Will Paige be okay with that?’

‘You need to ask? Of course she will. My wife believes in fairness and nothing about this situation is fair.’

Ollie’s support was vital, but she needed to check he understood the reality. ‘If I win, it means you’ll lose some of your inheritance. Are you sure you’re okay with that?’

His hands rested lightly on her shoulders. ‘CC, if it publicly acknowledges you as my sister and protects the shack, I’d forfeit the lot.’

Emotion hit her hard, tightening her chest, thickening her throat, and she couldn’t stop tears burning the backs of her eyes. She might share the same father with James and Felix, but without familial love and respect they weren’t anything more to each other than a few shared genes. But Lily and Ollie loved her in the way brothers and sisters should love—with care and support.

By taking on this battle CC was investing in the family that mattered. She was investing in the people who loved and accepted her, faults and all. She was honouring Lily.

And just like that, her agitation faded and a sense of calm settled over her. The risks of taking James and Felix to court were minimised by it being absolutely the right thing to do.

‘I’ll call some solicitors on Monday,’ she said.


Chapter Thirty-One

By Tuesday, CC had spoken to three Melbourne solicitors who all agreed she had a good chance of winning. Their fees, however, made her eyes water, her stomach grind and her resolve tremble.

She hadn’t told Tom her plans, because why create another reason to argue? Then again, to argue they had to talk and they hadn’t done that since the wake. It helped that Lucy was now the urgentcare pharmacist so CC hadn’t run into Tom at work. She wasn’t convinced that Paige and Ollie were correct about him, but until she had her ducks in a row she was successfully limiting their communication to text messages. Tom appeared to have accepted this—he’d stopped calling—and his text messages had faded away on Sunday night.

When CC had forwarded the solicitors’ emails to Ollie with the cost estimates, he’d replied by text within the hour—a miracle. Looks good. I reckon go with Samble & Craig.

CC took it as a sign—she too favoured Samble & Craig. The year before they’d won a complicated class action against the estate of billionaire Sebastian Lawton, who had fathered three children with three different women outside of his marriage that had produced six children.

Leaving work on Tuesday afternoon, CC arrived at her car and saw a flat front tyre. She slumped. Sure, she knew how to change it, but even with a cross wrench she often struggled to undo the lugs. She glanced around the hospital car park, hoping to catch one of the maintenance staff on smoko, but the only other being within cooee was a lone wallaby.

She was opening the hatch to retrieve the jack when she heard, ‘I can do that.’

Of all the gin joints in all the world … Of course it was Tom, and of course he wanted to help; the man had an overdeveloped obliging gene. Perhaps that was part of the problem—he always wanted to help her whether she needed it or not. But today she needed it.

‘That would be great, thanks.’

‘Too easy.’

He heaved out all the equipment and, with remarkable speed, jacked up the car and changed the wheel, chatting as if the last time they’d seen each other hadn’t been fraught. He cracked jokes, making her laugh, and she remembered all the times it had been so easy to be around him.

While he was stowing the flat tyre into the spare-wheel hub, she rummaged in her glove box for wipes so he could clean his hands.

As she backed out of the car, Tom was saying, ‘I found this in the wheel hub. I think it’s wiser to keep it in your glove box.’

A tiny black rectangular box rested on his palm.

‘What is it?’ CC asked.

‘Your GPS tracker.’ He shot her a cheeky smile. ‘Not sure anyone would want to steal your car though.’

She laughed. ‘A: rude, and B: I don’t have a GPS tracker.’

‘You do.’

He passed it to her and as she turned it over she read GPS in white writing along with a code. A skitter of anxiety tumbled her gut. ‘This isn’t mine. I’ve never seen it before.’

The teasing light in his eyes faded. ‘Well, someone’s put it in your car.’

‘But how?’

‘It’s not that hard to open a car this age. The worrying question is, who would want to track you?’

‘I don’t know! What type of person does this?’

‘Ex-partner?’

‘Unlikely. The last two broke up with me.’

‘What about a patient?’ Tom said.

‘Most of them are too old to even know what a GPS tracker is.’

Tom frowned. ‘What about the meth addict who freaked out Lucy? He was pretty aggro.’

CC got a sudden flash of Jai making his hand into the shape of a gun and aiming it at her head. You’re dead. Her mouth dried and she stared at the tracker as if it was a ticking bomb.

‘Oh God … I mean, sure, he was angry, but to track me … Why would he do that? I mean it’s not like I have any meth to give him.’

‘Addiction makes people do all sorts of things, and most of them aren’t logical.’

She thought of Trina Rawlins and understood what he was saying. ‘So he knows exactly where I am?’ Her voice hit a worrying pitch.

Tom’s mouth firmed into a grim line. ‘Whoever put this on your car will have an app on their phone. They’re able to pinpoint exactly where your car is.’

He didn’t need to say ‘exactly where you are too’—that was implied. Whoever it was would know the address of the shack and Otway Street, know her usual routines as much as a changing roster allowed. Her heart tripped into double time as the ramifications swamped her.

‘Can we get information off this? Find out who’s tracking me?’

‘I don’t think so, but I’m no expert.’

CC felt her breath hitch up a notch. ‘What do I do?’

Tom wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, and for a moment she let her forehead rest on his shoulder. Felt the horror of the situation momentarily lighten before crashing back over her again.

‘Let’s go to the cop shop and report it,’ he said.

‘What if it’s not Jai? There was a bloke on holiday from Geelong who lost it when we couldn’t do an MRI for his long-standing chronic back pain, not that we would have even if we had a machine. And there was a particularly bitchy mother who said she’d report me when I wouldn’t give her kid antibiotics for a virus.’ Her mind gathered speed. ‘Oh! There was a bloke who cracked it when I wouldn’t send him home with opiates. God, I’m going to have to tell admin and go through weeks of patient histories.’

Tom dropped a kiss on her hair. ‘I know it’s overwhelming, but let’s start with the police and see what they say. It’s probably a good idea to stay at my place until they’ve found the culprit.’

Staying at Tom’s for a night or two was one thing, but given what he’d said the other night, being there for longer would complicate things even more.

She lifted her head, forcing it up against the weight of reality. ‘Thanks, but I think it’s better if I stay at a motel.’

He frowned. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s fine to stay at mine.’

Ollie’s words filtered into her mind and she stepped away from him. ‘I’m not being silly.’

His mouth tweaked up on one side. ‘Sorry. Silly was the wrong word. What I mean is, you’re welcome to stay at my place for as long as you need.’

‘And I appreciate that.’ Did she? Yes and no. ‘The thing is, if it isn’t Jai, then it could take ages to work out who it is. It’s bad enough someone’s tracking me without involving you as well. This is my problem, not yours.’

His eyes filled with sympathy. ‘You don’t have to deal with this on your own. I want to help. Keep you safe.’

More than anything she wanted to feel safe, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t possible. That if she involved him, it would lead her down a path she didn’t want to take.

‘I’m a big girl, Tom. I’ve been looking after myself for years.’

‘I get that, but this is scary. You don’t need to do everything on your own. In fact, this is one of those situations when doing it on your own is dangerous. I can’t let you risk it.’

Let me? Ollie’s words rushed back—It turns out they have rottweiler in them.

‘Stop stif ling me!’ She saw the hurt writ deep across his face and immediately regretted her tone, if not the words. ‘Tom, I know you want to help, but I don’t think you can.’

‘CC, I know you’re going through a shit time. Lily, that stuff with Trina …’

Her simmering discontent with him boiled over. ‘Do you know that I’m going through a shit time? Do you really? Because at the pub on Friday when I needed your support, all I got was your embarrassment and judgement.’

His eyes darkened with surprise. ‘That’s not true! I was worried about you. I tried talking to you—’

‘Talking?’ Her arms flew up in the air. ‘You grilled me with questions like you were the police.’

‘You blew me off for Ollie.’

‘Ollie’s my brother!’

‘Oh yeah.’ He half-laughed. ‘I’m aware.’

‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’

His face creased into anguished lines. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said quietly.

‘Don’t do that!’

Bewilderment circled him. ‘Do what? I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘You’re looking at me as if I’ve completely lost it.’ She hated her shrewish tone—the one that implied she’d already lost control of her emotions.

He was silent for a few beats, clearly weighing his words. ‘I think you’re dealing with a lot.’

‘No shit, Sherlock.’

Tension ran along his jaw. ‘And I think that right now, no matter what I say or do it will be the wrong thing. If I want to take care of you, I’m stif ling you. If I give you space, I’m unsupportive. If I give an opinion about your family that you don’t agree with, I’m difficult and judgemental. If I ask about band plans, I’m obsessive and tying you down. And if I get even close to discussing something serious with you, it’s never a good time.’ His hand curled around the top of the car door. ‘You told me that the men you’ve dated all had commitment issues, and maybe they did—but right now, I think you’re the one who’s terrified of letting someone into your life and exploring a future with them.’

She had the instinct to duck away from his words but fury kept her rigidly upright. ‘Stick to pharmacy, Tom. You’re better at it than psychology. And as for a future: one of us is rushing things and it isn’t me.’

‘We met five months ago, CC. That’s neither a short time or a long time, and it’s not like we jumped into bed the first time we met. You can accuse me of a lot of things, but rushing you isn’t one of them. But it turns out I should have asked earlier where things were going, because when you wait, you discover one person thinks you’re bloody friends with benefits!’

Guilt stirred and she pushed it away. ‘Why are you pressuring me?’

‘Jesus, CC. Why are you suddenly misconstruing everything I say?’

‘I’m not having this conversation!’

‘Of course you’re not,’ he said flatly.

Fury lit through her, blazing in every cell. ‘Don’t you dare minimise my feelings! My sister died, and you of all people should know what that sort of loss does to someone.’

He looked at his feet, then slowly raised his gaze back to her, his eyes filled with sadness. ‘I do know. I’ve been there. It’s why I’m so worried about you.’

Despite being outside, she felt like walls were fast closing in on her. She held her arms out wide as if that was all it took to lose the sensation of being trapped.

‘Lily’s death is one thing. You deciding that it made us closer than we are is another. I don’t want or need you to be worried about me,’ she said icily. ‘I have a mother and a brother for that.’

He flinched. ‘I thought you had three brothers.’

She gritted her teeth. ‘And there it is again. Your complete disregard for my family.’

‘I don’t disregard them. I hardly know them.’

‘Exactly!’

‘But I think they disregard you,’ he said quietly. ‘Actually, I don’t think that, CC, I know that. I’ve seen them do it. I’ve seen you accept it.’

‘That. Is. Not. True.’

He took a deep breath and blew it out. ‘I’ve got no idea what it’s like being an only child, but it makes sense that it could be lonely. I know you loved your summer holidays down here so you’re grateful to the Friends. You want to be part of the family—’

‘I am part of the family!’

He didn’t react, just kept talking. ‘And you’re so busy trying to please them and fit in with their wants and needs, you can’t see that they never stop to think about what you want.’

The need to deny this rose so fast, she swayed. ‘That’s utter bullshit. You have no idea what you’re talking about.’

Her rushed and defiant words spun between them like a tornado and his expression tightened. ‘And despite you never telling me how they reacted to you being their half-sister, I’m taking a stab in the dark that two of them are still trying to knock you out of the shack.’

‘And you’d be wrong,’ she lied, hating that he’d nailed it so accurately.

Sympathy creased his forehead. ‘There are rumours, CC. Rachelle Marsden was at the Saturday market talking about exciting opportunities for Kooramook. She stopped short of saying where, but she mentioned Felix. Dad—’

‘I have legal advice, thank you,’ she said stiff ly, needing—desperately wanting—him to stop talking.

‘CC, families are complicated. As much as you want—’

‘Can you please shut up!’

The yelled words slashed the icy air and he slowly raised his hands. ‘Okay.’

An uncomfortable feeling—not exactly the relief she craved—filled her. ‘Thank you.’

He closed her car’s hatch. ‘There’s a tyre place near the police station. They’ll look after you.’

‘Good idea. Thanks.’ The polite words came out thick and ungainly.

He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I didn’t think we’d hit the wall quite like this.’

She swallowed against a lump in her throat. ‘No.’

‘Then again, I misread the whole situation. I didn’t realise you thought we were just friends with benefits.’

She wanted to drive away from his anguish. ‘I’m sorry.’

A long and defeated sigh rolled out of him. ‘Obviously we want different things, which I guess is why we’re breaking up in a freezing car park. In an ideal world we could say goodbye and good luck, and walk away and never see each other again, but …’ He waved an arm to indicate the hospital, the town, the district.

A dull ache spread through her. ‘My contract finishes in a few weeks.’

‘Yeah.’ He managed a tight smile. ‘And you’ve been doing a pretty good job of avoiding me for the last four days so …’ He shoved his hands into his puffer jacket pockets as if it was the only way to stop himself from touching her. ‘I’d say call me if you need anything, but that’s not how you roll. Look after yourself.’

‘You too.’

He nodded and she got into the car.

As he closed the door for her he said, ‘Be careful, okay?’

She wanted to say ‘Of course’, but, ridiculously, tears stung her eyes and her throat was so tight that she couldn’t force out a single word without it sounding strangled, so she just nodded.

As he walked away, she blew out a long breath loaded with finality. So much for being friends with benefits to avoid a messy break-up. She should have stuck to acquaintances with benefits—it was the friendship part that had got her into hot water. Sharing the news of the Friends’ shack challenge and asking his advice had given him the chance to get over-involved. Increasingly, she’d felt uncomfortable sharing things about the family and had been actively holding back. It was a warning bell she’d disregarded, along with the fact that none of the family seemed to like him.

Do you care what Felix and James think?

Despite the mess with the shack, she found that she did, because they had known her for twenty-five years. And she very much valued both Ollie’s and Paige’s opinions, and they were adamant that Tom was not the guy for her.

If she and Tom had stepped up from friends with benefits it would have been a disaster, and things were already enough of a mess. At least this break meant she no longer had to worry about him asking difficult questions and challenging her on things he didn’t understand. That could only be a good thing—she could already feel that burden lifting.

But as she snapped on her seatbelt, something in her belly spasmed, making her gasp. She concentrated on breathing deeply and the cramp eased under her massaging fingers, but it didn’t completely fade. It sat hard and unyielding, like a counterweight to her relief.


Chapter Thirty-Two

When CC arrived at the police station to report the tracking device, Aisha Malouf was kind and understanding. While CC gave her statement, Constable Regan searched her car for any other devices. Thankfully, there were none.

‘You need to report this to the executive director of medical services as well,’ Aisha said.

‘Okay, but can they do anything?’

Aisha shrugged. ‘It’s more a procedural thing. We’ll be talking to them too. Also, you need to turn off location services on your phone. Do you know how to do that?’

CC nodded and swiped through to the appropriate settings. She touched the button and double-checked it was off. ‘Done.’

‘Good. Keep your phone on you at all times in case you need to call triple zero.’

Fear tingled every nerve ending and CC gave in to the flight response. ‘I’m going to Melbourne for a few days. Hopefully by the time I get back you’ll know who did this.’

Aisha’s expression didn’t reassure her as much as she’d hoped.

By the time CC had spoken to the hospital, grabbed clothes and snacks and driven the four hours to Melbourne, she was exhausted. She fell into her mother’s guestroom bed but couldn’t sleep. Each time she closed her eyes, the ramifications of the tracking device forced them open again.

When she heard her mother leave for work, she got up. She felt out of place in the apartment that could have graced the pages of a glossy magazine and got a sudden ache for the old house she’d grown up in, where every room was a different colour, the furniture had history and Nonna ruled the kitchen. After Maria’s death, Anji had sold the house and its contents without any discussion or even a hint of her intentions. CC had been both furious and shocked—how could her mother part with things that represented the only family they had?

Now she saw the sleek and modern lines of the apartment and its contents with new eyes. The move had been her mother divorcing her past and finally living on her own terms. CC wanted to be happy for her—should be happy for her—but the fallout of the past paced around her like lions hunting antelope. The toll of Anji and Leo’s affair was ongoing, and now it was being exacted from CC and her siblings. The big happy family she’d craved to be part of for as long as she could remember was further away than ever.

No. She reminded herself that she’d chosen to get into a legal and emotional maelstrom because she was fighting for their family’s heritage. She was doing it for Ollie, Paige and the kids. For herself. She was doing it to maintain the one place where everyone had been happy.

The place where Lily died.

CC breathed deeply and reshaped her thoughts. Lily had died in a place she loved.

Still, it was hard to find comfort in that. How was it possible to have travelled so far from the joy of the New Year when inheriting the shack had been a dream come true? How had things reached this point—the family fractured and her being stalked by a patient?

And hurting Tom.

She slammed the kettle onto its base. It wasn’t her fault that he’d read more into their friendship. She’d never even hinted that she wanted anything more than fun.

Part of her understood that the shared trauma of Lily’s death was a superglue bond that wasn’t a normal part of a casual fling, and the emotions around her death had possibly heightened his feelings for CC. Even so, they’d never had a conversation about the future.

Perhaps Ollie was right about Tom being selfish and making everything all about him. Perhaps she’d missed the signs because she’d only ever seen them as short-term.

You told him about the will challenge. You let him introduce you to his father.

As a friend!

She tried blocking her thoughts by reading job advertisements and lying on the couch watching Harry Potter movies—the comfort viewing of her childhood.

The fourth film had just started when her phone buzzed. She grabbed it off the coffee table. It was a notification from the shack’s booking app. It was followed by another and another and another until her phone was buzzing like a hive of bees.

She sat up quickly, gripping the device so hard it sent pain radiating through her thumb and up her arm. James was flooding the app with spurious bookings such as Archery week, Gretel and friends spa weekend, Maddi’s netball team training camp and Maintenance week. CC noticed that the date of the spa weekend was her own dedicated weekend. She checked the notifications coming in for August and September—those dates were her weekends as well.

Disbelief and fury engulfed her. ‘You absolute prick!’

She opened the app, surprised to see it was asking her to log in. Furiously, she entered her password.

Access denied.

WTF! She tried again, this time entering the password manually, typing the letters and numbers slowly and precisely.

Access denied.

She tried changing the password.

Access denied.

How was she still receiving notifications if she couldn’t log in?

She asked Siri the question and discovered this was very possible with apps.

Stabbing her phone, she opened her online calendar to look for the original booking system. The shared calendar had vanished.

That was when it hit her. Her solicitor must have sent James the documents outlining her claim on Leo’s estate.

Ollie’s words echoed in her head: They’ll get nasty.

And this was the first salvo. James was retaliating to the flexing of CC’s legal rights just as he’d promised he would if she didn’t support Felix’s plans. She had no reason to be surprised and yet part of her had hoped that a show of force by her—a demonstration that she wasn’t going to just fall into line and accept crumbs—would give them pause. Make them realise that not only was she their sister but she had rights. So far, it hadn’t even come close to either of those things. By removing her ability to interact on the app but still allowing her to receive notifications, James was showing her that any control she thought she had was an illusion. He was locking her out of the shack both literally and figuratively.

Should she tell Ollie? Part of her wanted to vent to him and ask him to reinstate her weekends, but this long battle had only just begun. He had warned her that James and Felix would fight dirty, so she didn’t want to bother him with every little thing—that’s why they were paying the big bucks to a solicitor. Besides, she didn’t want all their communication to be about will challenges and scheming brothers—it wasn’t healthy. She’d already messaged him earlier in the day, telling him she was in Melbourne and giving him her direct debit information so he could pay his share of the first payment to Samble & Craig.

She was drafting an email to her lawyer when she heard her mother’s key in the lock.

‘Hi, CC, did you have a good—’

Anji, dressed impeccably in a business suit, gave CC a long look that took in the pyjamas, her chaotic hair and general dishevelment. Although she didn’t comment, concern was written all over her face.

‘Go and have a shower,’ she said, turning CC towards the bathroom just as she’d done when CC was eighteen and over-studying for her Year Twelve exams. ‘Then we’ll have dinner.’ The ‘and talk’ wasn’t spoken, but was clearly implied.

CC didn’t object. One of the reasons she’d come home was a craving for some mothering, although growing up it was Nonna who had soothed her after-school dramas. When CC returned from the bathroom, the table was set with cutlery, a salad and two glasses of white wine. As CC sat, Anji slid a bowl of polpette in front of her—the exact thing Nonna would have made for her. The next second she was sobbing.

Anji passed her a box of tissues. ‘Oh, sweetheart. I’m so sorry about Lily.’

CC tried speaking, tried saying it was so much more than Lily, but she couldn’t get the words out. Anji hugged her, and CC cried until her heaving sobs lessened into sporadic hiccups and the tears slowed. Eventually she blew her nose, took a big slug of wine and ate.

When she’d had her fill of spaghetti and meatballs and was onto her second glass of wine, she said, ‘It’s not just Lily. Things have deteriorated with Felix and James, and on top of all that mess I found a GPS tracker on my car. I don’t know how long it’s been there, but whoever put it there knows the address of the shack as well as the Portland house. Hell, they know I shop at Aldi on Wednesdays!’

Anji’s eyes widened. ‘Oh my God! I thought living in the country was safe. Tell me you’ve told the police?’

CC nodded. ‘They’re taking it seriously, but I see loads of patients. I don’t think they’ll interview everyone.’

‘Are you sure it was a patient?’

‘Who else would it be?’

Anji sipped her wine, her expression pensive. ‘What about Tom? How much do you really know about him?’

‘Tom was the one who found it,’ CC said.

‘I suppose it doesn’t make any sense for him to tell you about it if he was the one to put it there.’

‘Exactly.’

Anji ran her finger around the rim of her glass. ‘Unless he wanted to scare you?’

Lily had declared Tom to be perfect to have some fun with, and no one at the hospital had warned her off him, although did that mean anything? She was the outsider in the situation. It occurred to her that Tom had been very open from the start, very quick to share his past. Was that a red flag? I want to keep you safe. Had he deliberately scared her with the tracker so she’d move in with him?

She tried shifting the idea by thinking about Deb and Murray and the obvious affection that ran between them. Surely they hadn’t raised an entitled man who would do anything to get what he wanted?

‘Tom’s not like that.’ But as soon as she said the words, she heard Ollie saying you’ve got a history of dating selfish men. ‘And even if he was, we broke up yesterday so his tactic didn’t work.’

‘Oh, CC.’

CC heard the unspoken again. ‘Don’t “Oh” me, Mum, I’m fine.’

Anji made a sound that lent itself more to disbelief than accord, and CC’s temples throbbed.

‘Anyway, you’re hardly in a position to give me relationship advice or tell me I make poor choices with men,’ she said. ‘You’ve hardly led by example!’

Anji winced but didn’t defend herself.

CC instantly regretted her words. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

‘You have a point,’ Anji said. ‘I had a few boyfriends when you were growing up, but I never introduced you to any of them. I’d already let you down once and I didn’t want to do it again. All I can tell you now is what I’ve learned from Christopher over the last few years.’

CC stared at her mother, her mouth slightly open. ‘I didn’t know you were still seeing him. You never mention him. I haven’t seen him since I bumped into you both in that cafe two years ago!’

‘Darling, you don’t exactly live around the corner. Anyway, when I see you, I don’t want to share you.’

‘Right …’ Although it made little sense to CC. Then again, Anji had hidden Leo from her for thirty years along with other boyfriends, so she was hardly going to change her behaviour now, even if CC thought she should.

‘What have you learned from Christopher?’ she finally said.

Anji unexpectedly met CC’s gaze. ‘That romantic love isn’t enough to hold the wolves of life at bay. It’s friendship and respect that get you through the hard times.’

And not getting involved with a married man. But that was old ground.

‘None of my relationships have ever graduated that far,’ CC said.

Anji gave her hand a quick squeeze, then drained her glass and changed the topic. ‘This tracking device … Could one of the Friends have put it on your car?’

‘Mum! No! That’s even crazier than suggesting Tom.’

‘How exactly have things deteriorated with James and Felix?’

‘They’ve lied to me and Ollie about their plans to turn the shack into a holiday resort, and now they’re playing fast and loose with the laws of inheritance.’

‘Well, their mother was a conniving bitch,’ Anji said with an unusual hint of bitterness. ‘If either James or Felix remotely takes after Julia, there’s a chance they were tracking you.’

‘But they don’t have a reason to track me, and neither does Tom. They all know where I live and work.’

Anji screwed up her mouth. ‘I know I work in finance and you think that I deal with numbers all day, but clients tell me stories. Estranged husbands are known to track their wives even though they know where they live. I think tracking is more about knowing exactly where a person is twenty-four seven.’

CC’s phone pinged with another raft of notifications. The first was a message from Ollie in the booking app complaining that it wouldn’t accept the dates he wanted and asking James to book it. It was followed by James informing Ollie that the power company had scheduled an upgrade of poles and needed unfettered access to the property. I’ve utilised this inconvenience by engaging an electrician to check the wiring. Until the works are completed the dwelling cannot be occupied.

James’s phrasing reminded CC of the message he’d sent a week before Lily died: the dwelling cannot be occupied without written permission from the executor.

She got a sudden flash of Felix’s and Bronte’s faces when she’d arrived at the shack the day she’d met Rachelle. OMG! Was her mother right? Had they put the tracker on her car so she didn’t turn up at the shack unannounced again and surprise them?

She tried slowing the agitation that was fighting her battered logic. ‘Mum, at this rate you’ll have me doubting everyone I’ve ever met in my life.’

‘I’m sorry, darling. But time and time again when bad things happen to people it’s more likely caused by someone they know.’

‘Exactly! And I know a lot of unstable patients, which puts them right at the top of the list, way above the Friends.’

Anji sighed. ‘I thought being a doctor would give you security, not put you at risk. Can you break your contract?’

‘The hospital’s paying for a motel, and the police taught me how to search my car. I’ll be okay.’ But the words didn’t allay the churning anxiety in her gut.

‘If you worked in Melbourne it’d be easier to be anonymous,’ Anji said. ‘You could live here if you want.’

CC touched her mother’s arm. ‘I know you love me, but we’d barely last a week under the same roof. Anyway, I don’t want to work in Melbourne. I never have.’

‘What will you do?’

This had been occupying her thoughts all day. ‘I’ll work in Hamilton.’ At her mother’s blank expression she added, ‘It’s between Kooramook and Halls Gap.’

‘Why there?’

‘It’s where Ollie and Paige live. Being close means I can go to my nieces’ and nephews’ games, school concerts, stuff like that. Be a hands-on auntie.’

‘Have the family you always wanted,’ Anji said softly.

Some of the sadness CC had tried capping with anger leaked into her. ‘The part that’s left anyway.’


Chapter Thirty-Three

CC broke up the four-and-a-half-hour drive back to Portland with a break at Geelong. She was sipping coffee and stretching her legs with a walk along the waterfront when a text came through from Felix: Please pick up

Her phone immediately rang. She blew out a breath and accepted the call. ‘Hi, Felix.’

‘Hey, CC. Thanks for taking my call.’

She bit off her usual ‘no worries’ or ‘too easy’ and stayed silent. Let him do the heavy lifting.

He cleared his throat. ‘CC, you have to believe me … I never wanted things to come to this.’

‘Want to define this for me, Felix?’

‘A legal battle over the shack and Dad’s estate.’

‘Hah!’ The sound was loaded with incredulity. ‘You started it when you tried forcing me out.’

‘That was James, not me.’

‘Bullshit! He can’t use your name without permission.’

There was silence and CC let it hang.

‘Yeah, okay,’ he conceded. ‘But when I agreed, it was before I knew you were my half-sister.’

She blocked the tug on her heart. ‘So you had no qualms about disinheriting the cousin?’

‘Exactly.’

Pain burned her. ‘I was being sarcastic, Felix! We grew up together!’

‘Come on, CC, be real. We spent six weeks of every summer and the Easter holidays at the shack. It’s hardly growing up together.’

His words smashed into her treasured memories like a wrecking ball.

Then a long sigh rumbled down the line. ‘To be honest, CC, I was jealous of you for years. Maybe deep down I still am.’

Stunned, she stopped walking and dropped down on the stone couch sculpture that stared out across Corio Bay. ‘Why jealous? You had everything I didn’t have.’

‘Grass is always greener, right?’

‘Not always, no.’

He huffed out a breath. ‘Growing up with a big age gap between you and your sibs isn’t easy. I got left out a lot. Ollie and Lily constantly told me I was too little to do stuff. And then you’d arrive with your extra three weeks of life and they’d let you do everything they denied me. Hell, you got to do whatever you wanted,’ he said bitterly.

She almost said sorry then stopped herself. ‘I didn’t get to do whatever I wanted. They said no to me as well.’

‘Not as much as they said it to me.’

‘Doesn’t that say more about them than me?’

For a moment all she heard was his breathing. ‘You sound like my therapist.’

CC was glad she was sitting or she might have fallen. ‘I didn’t realise you were seeing one.’

‘Yeah, well … Bronte talked me into it after Lily died.’

CC thought about all the lies surrounding the shack and tried aligning them with Felix seeing a therapist. Was it a way of realigning a wonky moral compass?

‘Is it helping?’ she asked.

‘Maybe.’ He cleared his throat. ‘When you told me you were my half-sister, I know I freaked out and made it all about me. But Lily dying … it’s rocked me. Made me realise that family’s … well, family. Mum and Dad are dead, so you and the bros are all we’ve got. When the baby arrives we want to welcome it into a family at peace, not all this shit.’

His entreaty wound around her heart. ‘I agree one hundred per cent.’

‘You do?’ He sounded sceptical.

‘Of course.’

‘I want to believe you.’

A flicker of umbrage sparked. ‘Why wouldn’t you?’

‘Because I told James a few weeks ago that I wanted to drop the shack challenge. He said he’d talked to you about the resort and you were onside. But now you’ve got a hired gun and you’re not only going after the shack, but Dad’s estate as well.’ His voice rose. ‘Why are you doing this to us?’

Us? Lights flashed behind her eyes. ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘No.’

‘Felix, when James talked to me, he blackmailed me.’

She braced herself for his indignation that James would never do anything illegal. That she must have misunderstood him. That he knew his brother better than she did.

It took a moment for him to speak and when he did, his voice sounded defeated. ‘Right,’ he said slowly. ‘Yeah, well, he’s good at that.’

‘What?’ Had she heard right? ‘Who else is he blackmailing? You?’

‘Not exactly blackmailing. Well, sort of.’

‘Sort of?’

‘Yeah.’

She wanted to reach down the line and shake the details out of him. ‘How?’

Felix sighed. ‘He lent me money to start the business. Ollie told me it was a bad idea and I should wait until I’d saved more and then the bank would lend me the full amount. But James was keen to help. Hell, it was the first time he’d ever taken much interest in me. And to be fair, you know what Ollie’s like.’

‘In relation to …?’

‘Business. He could earn a lot more but he’d rather be out playing in Bert’s old boat.’

A twinge of unfairness tightened a muscle in CC’s side. ‘I think you’ll find that’s called work-life balance. Something you and James could do with a bit more of.’

Felix laughed. ‘That’s not what Paige says. She wants him working more so they can extend the house. Archie needs his own room.’

So many nights CC had sat around the firepit at the shack listening to Ollie and Paige talking about family values struggling under consumerism.

‘The boys love sharing a room,’ she said.

‘They do now, but Paige is more pragmatic. She knows when Leyton turns thirteen he’s not gonna want to share a room with his little brother. Watch this space. Paige will win, she always does.’ Felix cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, I love Ollie, but we all know his conspiracy theories and how he’d stick his money under the bed if he could. James is business savvy. He understands the power of a good investment, so when a friend of a client approached me directly about doing a huge job for him, I talked to James about it. He pointed out it would showcase my work and be a stepping stone to more commissions. Obviously, the client wasn’t prepared to wait a year until I’d locked down a business loan, and James told me I’d be mad to let a chance like this get away. Bronte and I did the pros and cons and James was right. I quit RK and Associates and accepted James’s offer of being a silent partner.’

CC saw so clearly what had followed she could reach out and touch it. ‘Only James hasn’t been all that silent?’

‘No. He’s been very vocal.’ Felix huffed out a breath. ‘My big brother’s a lot like Dad: he hasn’t got a sentimental bone in his body and he sees the shack as an untapped goldmine. I swear to God, I’m not like that. When I drew up the plans for new shack all I wanted was a comfortable holiday house with a small financial return so it wasn’t a money pit.’

‘Have you told James that?’

Felix made a strangled noise and CC thought about her own conversations with James. ‘Sorry, that was a dumb thing to say. What’s he holding over you?’

‘Money.’ The weariness in Felix’s voice flowed around her. ‘The fee structure for big projects means the bulk of the payment happens at completion. That’s a payday every two years. If James pulls out his investment, we don’t have enough money for operating costs.’

Sympathy for Felix burbled through her. ‘James told me that if I didn’t go along with your plans—’

‘His plans.’

‘Oh, he was very specific that they were your plans. It’s all part of his attempt to divide you, me and Ollie so he gets his own way. I bet he didn’t tell you that he threatened to bury me with crippling legal fees and trash my career reputation if I didn’t play ball. He’s a bully, Felix. That’s why—’ She almost said ‘Ollie’, but a general prickling wariness told her to keep his name out of it. ‘I’m standing up to him. Come over to my side and stand up to him too.’

Felix groaned. ‘CC, I want to, believe me I do. It’s not as easy for us.’

She thought of her significant HECS debt. ‘You think me risking more debt than I already have is easy?’

‘No, but we’ve got more at stake. If James pulls out, we’ll have to sell our apartment. With a baby on the way, we can’t afford to be homeless.’

‘Paige told me accommodation was part of the Noosa job.’

‘Sure, but it’s not free.’

Her sympathy lessened. ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say. I hear that you’re sorry things have reached this point between us, but I’m confused about the purpose of the call. Is it an apology? Or is it to side with James and heavy me to drop the case?’

The clang of a tram’s bell came faintly down the line. ‘If you drop the case, I’ll give you ten per cent of what I inherited from Dad. That’s double what you’ll get if you win.’

She heard the wheedling in his voice—his need to come first—and it stirred the old competitiveness.

‘If I win, I’ll get twenty per cent in total,’ she said.

‘Sure, but you’ll have to subtract legal fees, which are likely to be more than your share of the inheritance. Don’t get me wrong, CC, I know you’re fighting for a moral victory. But that won’t keep the lights on.’

The heat of anger hit her so fast that, despite the winter wind, sweat beaded on her forehead. ‘I’m fighting for the heart and soul of the shack!’

He made a noise of resigned patience—the sound of someone required to explain something for the nth time. ‘CC, the heart and soul of the shack died with Rosa and Bert. And even if you win, you’re only one vote. It’s not going to change the outcome. The resort is going ahead.’

‘Is it?’ Just like in their fraught games of ping-pong as kids, she sliced a lob in return. ‘This case will stonewall it and you’ll lose investors. You might even lose the entire project. And yes, I’m one vote, but Ollie is one vote too and he’s on my side.’

‘I’m not sure he is.’

She recognised the tactic from childhood. If Felix thought he was losing, he’d throw shade.

‘Jesus, Felix, not this again. You’re as bad as James! I hope you can sleep in that bed of treachery you’ve made for yourself.’

‘CC—’

‘I’m hanging up now.’

With her heart burning in anger and pain, she jabbed the red button on her phone. The symbolism wasn’t lost on her—far more had just been cut than the call.

When CC returned to work, the nursing stuff rushed her with empathy and baked goods.

Kwan was dramatic in his indignation. ‘If Jai ever shows his face here again …’

‘We don’t know for sure it was him,’ she said.

‘It makes sense—he’s got form. I asked around and he’s known at Hamilton and Warrnambool Base. A nurse at Warrnambool said one night he followed her and it totally freaked her out.’

‘Did she report it?’

‘I’ll ask.’ Kwan tapped on his phone. ‘Yep.’

‘Thanks. I’ll tell Aisha.’

CC dropped into the police station after work, wondering at her familiarity with the building.

‘How was Melbourne?’ Aisha asked.

‘Good, but two days is enough. My mother and I …’ What did she want to say? ‘My mother’s very emotionally independent.’

Aisha gave a rueful smile. ‘I have a father like that. I just hope his tight-lipped silences are because he believes men need to be strong and not because he’s hiding the fact he murdered someone.’

Aisha laughed, but CC heard herself asking, ‘Is that a possibility?’

The police officer shrugged. ‘I want to say not in a million years, but if this job has taught me anything it’s that when a crucible of circumstances intersect, anything’s possible.’ She flicked on the computer. ‘It’s good you dropped by. Saves me a phone call.’

‘I came because I’ve just found out that Jai Lipinski stalked a nurse in Warrnambool.’

‘Yes, we know that. And he’s got a few priors, but unfortunately for us this time he’s not involved. We searched his phone and computer and there’s no evidence he put the tracking device on your car.’

Fear dried CC’s mouth. ‘Have you spoken to the other possibilities?’

Aisha nodded. ‘We’re working through your list.’

No matter how she tried to silence it, CC’s conversation with Felix about James’s powerplays had been churning through her mind on continuous repeat for the last twenty-four hours. Now she laced her fingers, needing the pressure to reassure her that what she was about to say was the right thing.

‘I’d like you to talk to my half-brother James Friend.’

Aisha raised her brows. ‘Do you have a reason?’

‘We’re in a legal dispute over an inheritance and he’s doing everything in his power to prevent me from using the shack at Kooramook. Isn’t that enough of a reason for him to track me so he can …’ She ran out of words.

‘Can what?’

CC rubbed her face. This was the tricky bit—she knew Aisha wouldn’t accept ‘a growing gut feeling’.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘He’s a lawyer. He’ll probably use it as evidence to whack an intervention order on me that bars me going to the shack.’

‘If he’s a lawyer, he knows he can’t use an illegally installed device to provide evidence.’ Aisha gave her an understanding smile. ‘CC, I get that all of this is stressful, but Jai verbally and physically threatened you, and that gave us a reason to interview him. Has your brother threatened you?’

‘He tried blackmailing me.’

Aisha frowned. ‘Did he threaten to hurt you?’

I’ll tie you up in the courts for years. ‘He threatened me with protracted legal action.’

‘When a lawyer says that it’s not blackmail, it’s standard practice,’ Aisha said.

CC didn’t laugh. ‘I know how it sounds, but there was a threat behind it. He’s trying to force me out of my rightful inheritance and send me bankrupt in the process.’

Aisha’s dark eyes held the same pitying look as when CC had accused Trina Rawlins of murdering Lily. ‘That sounds ugly, but at the same time it’s not enough for us to ask him about a tracking device. We’ll talk to the other patients on your list.’

‘And then what?’

‘And then our resources are required elsewhere,’ Aisha said.

Panic detonated in a run of small explosions. ‘But I want to know who did it!’

‘And that’s very normal. Hopefully it will be one of the other patients. I’ll call you as soon as we’ve completed our interviews, but until then keep checking your car, keep location services off and have your phone on you.’

Aisha rose, indicating the interview was over.

‘I won’t tie you up any longer then,’ CC said acerbically, anger joining her panic. ‘And if it helps you at all, I’m leaving town in three weeks so I’ll be out of your hair completely.’

‘It’s a shame you’re leaving,’ Aisha said, sounding less police officer and more citizen. ‘During our routine interviews, people only had good things to say about you.’

‘Obviously not everyone agrees,’ CC said.

‘No.’ Aisha opened the door, then stopped. ‘Next time you’re talking to your lawyer brother, record the conversation.’

‘Isn’t that illegal?’

Aisha smiled. ‘Not in Victoria.’


Chapter Thirty-Four

Back at the motel, CC was surprised to see Ollie’s name light up her phone screen. A ripple of anxiety washed through her—it was rare for him to call at this time of day as he was usually busy wrangling kids.

‘Hi Ollie. Everything okay?’

‘Hey sis, all good. Just called for a chat. You still in Melbourne?’

CC’s heart both swelled and squeezed at his use of ‘sis’—the same endearment he’d bestowed on Lily. ‘I got back to Portland about an hour ago. Any chance we can catch up at the shack on the weekend?’

He sighed. ‘I’d love to but it’s the school’s trivia night. Paige is on the organising committee so we have to be there.’

As disappointment trickled through her, Ollie added, ‘Hey, why don’t you come? It’s a fun night and our table could do with your facts and figures brain.’

‘I’d love it!’ She thought about her new life plans. ‘And it works out great because I’ve got an interview at the medical practice on Friday.’

‘In Hamilton?’ He sounded surprised.

‘Yep. It’s time to leave Portland.’

‘Ah. The Tom thing?’

After her conversation with Aisha, CC didn’t have the energy to revisit the whole tracking nightmare. It was easier just to agree with him. ‘Yeah, we broke up.’

Ollie was silent for a couple of beats. ‘I want to say I’m sorry, but I’d be lying, and you get enough of that from the other brothers. Are you okay?’

‘Of course. I only ever thought it was fun, so the moment it stopped being that it was time to pull the pin.’ Despite the words, she suddenly felt hot and uncomfortable. She shifted the conversation away from Tom. ‘Can you do me a favour?’

‘Sure, if I can.’

‘James has locked me out of the booking app.’

‘Are you sure? The app’s flaky. Half the time it doesn’t work properly.’

‘Very sure. And you probably haven’t noticed but he’s booked all my weekends.’

‘The rat bastard!’

‘Oh yeah. Like you said, things could get nasty and they have fast. My solicitor’s sent him a cease-and-desist letter but …’ She chewed her lip, hating to ask, but knowing she needed help to show James she was no pushover. ‘I was wondering if you could reinstate my weekends, please?’

‘For sure. Well, I’ll try. The bloody app’s impossible.’ Ollie’s frustration rolled down the line. ‘I tried using it the other day and I had to get James to do it.’

‘I saw you tried.’

‘I thought you were locked out?’

‘I can’t do anything on the app, but I get the notifications and I can read the first few lines. I’m sure James is getting off on knowing I can see exactly what he’s doing but I can’t change a damn thing.’

‘Jeez, CC, I’m sorry he’s being such a prick.’ Ollie sighed. ‘At least you’ve got a lawyer who’s all over his shit. Oh hell!’

His vehemence made her jump. ‘What?’

‘I’ve spent the last three days wrestling the end-of-month accounts and I totally forgot to transfer you the money. I’ll do it as soon as I get off the phone.’

She thought of her wavering bank balance and appreciated that he’d remembered. Asking for money—asking for any help—didn’t come easily. ‘Thanks. That would be great.’

‘Of course. Too easy.’

She stared at the framed poster of an English village on the motel-room wall, wondering at the choice. ‘Do you think James is legit about getting the shack’s wiring checked?’

‘Why would he lie about that?’ Ollie sounded perplexed.

‘Because he lies all the time. But mostly because he and Felix are planning to raze the shack so why spend money on it now? It makes no sense.’

‘It makes heaps of sense if he doesn’t want another dead sibling,’ Ollie said grimly. ‘I nearly got electrocuted a few weeks ago. James is being an arse about the bookings because he can, but sensible about the serious stuff. Maybe deep down he knows that the writing’s on the wall and your legal action means the shack will survive.’

CC doubted James believed that for a moment, but these days when it came to the shack, Ollie’s rose-coloured glasses were brighter than hers.

‘And there’s asbestos,’ Ollie was saying. ‘The notice went on the gate today and no one can go in until it’s been taken out. Between the power company, the electrician and the builders, right now the shack’s not safe for any of us to use. These jobs have a way of blowing out so I’ve moved the boat to Lake Purrumbete. At least that way I won’t miss out on catching salmon.’

Frustration sat heavy in CC’s chest. ‘Looks like I won’t be getting a final weekend at the shack before I leave Portland.’

‘Sorry, kid.’

The word ‘kid’ made her think of Tom. Of Casablanca and their first disastrous date. Had that been an omen? Or was thinking of it in that way just hindsight? She really needed to watch the rest of the film to complete the circle. Hopefully it would dissolve the undefined brick of emotion sitting underneath her frustration with Tom. With herself.

‘That’s okay,’ she said. ‘I’m with you on not wanting to be electrocuted.’

‘If the damn app lets me, I’ll re-book your weekends from September. Cross everything all the work’s finished by then.’

‘That’s so long!’

‘Not really. Especially as you’ll be busy moving and settling into Hamilton.’

‘When you put it that way … I guess I was thinking more about the other roadblocks James might throw at me. How he’ll probably reverse the bookings as soon as you change them.’

‘Well, there is that. I can try talking to him, but you know James,’ Ollie said.

CC could hear Felix saying exactly the same thing about Ollie. ‘In relation to what?’

‘He’s shitty with me about the shack. Plus he hates being told he’s wrong, so even if he wasn’t pissed off with me, that would be enough to get his back up. All I’m saying is that talking to him probably won’t change anything. But I’ll give it a crack.’

‘Thanks.’ She sighed, the weight of the battle pressing down hard.

‘What?’

‘If you weren’t on my side, I think I’d have walked away by now.’

‘And let them win? No way! We’re doing this for Lily, for the family, for us! Hang in there, sis. It’s going to be worth it.’

She took a deep breath and visualised building sandcastles with Leyton, Elsa and Archie. ‘You’re right. It really is.’

She jotted down the name of a real estate agent in Hamilton that Ollie suggested and ended the call. Her stomach rumbled—she hadn’t eaten much all day. She toyed with ordering takeaway, but she was already sick of the small motel room.

Donning her puffer, woolly hat and gloves, she braced herself against the Antarctic blast and walked to the closest pub. It wasn’t the one where she’d shared her first meal with Tom, and as it wasn’t a band night he was unlikely to be in town. Although given the whole tracking situation, running into Tom was probably the least of her problems.

Unless he wanted to scare you. Her mother’s suggestion roared back, unsettling her and meshing with Ollie’s concerns. Most of her thought the idea of Tom tracking her was ridiculous, but despite the fact she’d recently misinterpreted too many people’s behaviour, tiny doubts refused to be silenced.

CC could just imagine Aisha’s perfectly arched brows peaking if she accused Tom of planting the GPS. And yet they had dated, so perhaps Aisha would be more open to the suggestion than the one about James. Or not. Tom was well regarded all over town. She wished she could talk to an ex-girlfriend, but from what Tom had told her, they all lived in Melbourne. Had he told her that for a reason? Perhaps she should ask Kwan.

She pushed open the door to the bistro and the scent of beer and fried food greeted her. Her stomach ached with hunger so she walked straight to the counter and ordered the curry and an apple cider. Clutching a table number and her drink, she scanned the room for a free place to sit and immediately heard her name. She turned and everything inside her drooped.

Dougie was beckoning her from a long table where he sat with the rest of the band committee, including Tom. The freaking universe was not only thumbing its nose at her, it was also giving her the finger.

‘There she is,’ Dougie said expansively, patting an empty chair next to him. ‘We’ve missed you at band practice, haven’t we, Tom?’

Tom murmured something unintelligible from behind his beer.

‘I’m sorry. I’ve been slammed at work,’ CC said, avoiding eye contact with Tom.

Dougie accepted the lie with a kind smile. ‘We understand. Just come when you can.’

‘That’s very kind, but I’m afraid I won’t be back. I’m leaving town soon.’

The old man’s rheumy eyes dimmed. ‘Oh, that’s a shame. The old eupho enjoyed being out of the cupboard. Where are you off to?’

She was aware of Tom looking at her and decided not to say where. ‘I’m not sure yet.’

‘Well, wherever it is, I hope there’s a brass band.’

‘Thanks, Dougie. I better let you get on with your meeting.’ She raised a hand to the rest of the committee.

As she stepped away, she saw Tom rising. He walked with her till they were out of earshot of the table, then said, ‘How are you?’

‘Yeah. Okay.’

‘Any news on who put the tracking device on your car?’

‘No, and I hate how it’s making me suspect everyone I know.’

His brows rose. ‘Everyone?’

When she didn’t reply he said, ‘I’m glad I’ve run into you. I considered texting, but I didn’t think you’d welcome that. Given you’ve just accused me of stalking you, it was probably the right call.’

His grim expression was uncompromising. It was as if he knew things about her that she didn’t.

‘There are a few things of yours at my place,’ he went on. ‘Your bundt tin, toiletries, books … I can bring them to the hospital, or you can pick them up next time you’re passing. It’s up to you.’

She thought about everyone at work seeing a bag full of her belongings that represented the demise of their friendship. About the inevitable chatter that would follow and the conversations that would stop when she walked into a room. Tom knew it too, which was why he was offering her a choice. His consideration dumped over her like a rogue wave, rolling her around and leaving her uncertain which way was up.

‘Can I text you a time?’ she asked.

‘Sure.’

‘Thank you.’

He shrugged and walked back to his table.

She returned to the bar and asked for her curry to be put in a takeaway container.

Sitting on the motel’s bed and eating with the television on for company, CC felt sadness encase her with the dense opacity of sea fog. She lost the battle not to cry, but as her tears fell she wasn’t exactly clear why she was crying. Everything in her life—the unknown tracker, the mess with the family—remained mostly unchanged. And it wasn’t seeing Tom, because there was nothing to regret about their break-up. Right from the start, it was only ever going to be temporary. No, these feelings were more aligned with a lingering sense of … what? Discomfort? Self-reproach?

The look on Tom’s face when he’d said ‘everyone?’ told her that he knew she was including him as a possible tracker. CC blamed Anji for putting the thought in her head.

Oh, sure, it’s your mother’s fault … not!

She shoved all thoughts of Tom and her guilty conscience aside, but the sadness remained. It was this bloody room. It oozed melancholy and underscored how alone she really was in this town. She couldn’t wait to move to Hamilton.

Two email notifications lit up her phone screen. The first was from James.

CC, I have just got off the phone from Ollie, who called me on your behalf. I wish to advise that all communications regarding 7193 Shoreline Road, Kooramook must go through your solicitor. Do not use Ollie as your conduit; it is disrespectful to him and to the rest of the family. The law exists for a reason; it is free of the emotional gameplaying you are involving Ollie in. As you have chosen to proceed with your challenge, you need to play by the rules like the rest of us.

James Friend.

If it was possible to self-combust, CC would have exploded into a thousand apoplectic pieces. The sheer arrogance of James, the conceit, the—

She grabbed a pillow and screamed into it, trammelling her feet against the mattress at the same time. Play by the rules, my arse! All James knew about the rules was how to bend them until they no longer resembled the original decree.

Her fingers itched to fire back a reply telling him where he could go and precisely how to go about it, but somehow, from somewhere, she summoned restraint. His email was a baited hook. He was waiting to reel her in.

She shut down the email and breathed deeply, knowing to her core that James Friend was dangerous in ways no one would ever suspect. Tomorrow she would discuss all his actions with her lawyer and ask if he could subpoena James’s phone to look for the tracking app.

The second email was a receipt from Samble & Craig for her first payment. It reminded her of the precarious state of her bank balance and how tomorrow was the due date for the auto debit for her phone plan and streaming service. She and Ollie used the same bank so hopefully his money had landed.

She checked the bank’s app—it was yet to arrive.

She texted him. Hi, you probably got distracted but if you could DD the money now, I’d super appreciate it so I can pay bills tomorrow. Cx

A reply came straight back. Already done!

As she sent a blow-a-kiss emoji, a text came in from an unknown number.

You can’t hide

Her heart lurched and she dropped the phone quickly as if flames were leaping out of it.

Then she snatched it up again and ran outside. Using the torch app, she checked the car for a tracking device. Nothing.

With her heart hammering as fast as a hummingbird’s, she ran back inside, locked the door and slid the safety chain into position.

Another text landed. I know where you are

She called Aisha and got voicemail. She phoned the police station and explained the situation to Constable Regan.

‘Can you trace the text?’ she asked.

‘Unlikely. It’s probably from a burner app.’

She’d heard of burner phones. ‘Are you saying it’s just like the tracker? There’s no way of knowing who’s doing this?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ Her breath was coming fast and shallow. ‘I need more than sorry! They have my phone number!’ Somehow that seemed far worse than the tracker.

‘I understand you’re scared, but that’s exactly what they want you to feel. Your best course of action is not to reply and hopefully they’ll give themselves away in subsequent messages.’

CC’s stomach contents rose to the back of her throat at the thought of subsequent messages.

‘Now will you talk to James and Felix Friend?’ she said.

‘Aisha will contact you in the morning.’

As soon as the call ended she rang Ollie. It went straight to voicemail. She didn’t leave a message.

She looked at her suitcase—she could just pack and leave. Drive to Hamilton and—

And what? It was already past eight and although she was fairly confident Ollie would be okay with her rocking up unannounced, she wasn’t so sure Paige would be, especially if she woke the kids. Then there was work. It was one thing to break her contract; it was another thing entirely not to do it in person. Plus, there was still some of her gear at the Portland house, including the expensive cookware she’d bought online. So many things pointing to her needing to stay until tomorrow.

For the first time in her working life CC wished she was rostered on nightshift. Sucking in a deep breath, she reminded herself that even though whoever it was might know her phone number, without a tracking device they didn’t know where she was.

Or did they?

She shut down her phone and pulled out the SIM card.

She just had to get through one more night.


Chapter Thirty-Five

The hospital administrator was surprisingly understanding about CC creating a giant hole in the roster by breaking her contract early.

‘I’m so sorry this has happened to you,’ he said. ‘And we’re very sad to see you go. We’d hoped you’d stay for the year, but under the circumstances … Where are you heading next?’

CC shrugged, determined to be deliberately vague about her plans. It only took one person chatting in the Twelvefold cafe for the entire town to know by the end of the day. ‘I thought I might go to Bali and sit on a warmer beach.’

‘Good plan. They’re forecasting another ripper storm tonight.’ He came around the desk to shake her hand. ‘If you ever change your mind and want to come back, we’d welcome you with open arms.’

CC mustered a smile. ‘Thank you.’

Despite the throbbing urge to drive out of town as soon as she could, CC’s final shift was straightforward. There was even a quiet period so she bought Kwan a coffee, which they drank across the road in the memorial garden, enjoying the winter sunshine and the miraculous lack of wind. It was hard to believe a storm was coming. Perhaps the forecast had changed.

She sipped her coffee and said, ‘So you’ve probably guessed that Tom and I …’

‘Broke up?’

‘Do friends with benefits break up?’

Kwan spurted coffee. ‘CC, you’re not serious? You and Tom were never friends with benefits.’

‘Yes, we were. Always! It’s not my fault—’ She saw Kwan’s expression and changed tack. ‘I’m sorry he wanted more. If I’d known that I wouldn’t have slept with him.’

This time Kwan’s eyes narrowed. ‘I think you’re trying to convince yourself so you feel better about hurting him so badly.’

CC stared out to sea. ‘Do you think Tom wants to hurt me?’

Kwan laughed and she turned to look at him. ‘I’m serious. Do you think he’s the type of man who’d stalk his ex?’

Kwan sighed long and loudly. ‘CC, I get you’re stressed. I get that you’re used to dating arseholes, but Tom isn’t the controlling type.’

‘How can you be so sure? He pushed me to join the band.’

‘Because Dougie was sick. And don’t feel too special. You were at the end of a very long line of people he’d asked. You were just the first to say yes.’

She didn’t want to feel crushed, but it happened anyway. ‘I didn’t know that.’

Kwan nodded. ‘I know the stats around stalking. Sure, it’s more likely to be someone you know and exes are right up there, but of all the people you know, Tom would be at the bottom of your list. You’re not his first girlfriend and you won’t be his last, but you’re the only one to suggest something so very wrong.’ Kwan’s gaze pinned her like a butterfly collector. ‘Of course he’s sad you broke his heart, but he’ll get over you. We’ll make sure he does.’

Kwan’s tone was clear—the wagons had circled around Tom, and CC was now very much on the outer. She didn’t like that it hurt.

CC signed off on her last patient and slipped out of the department during handover. She was immediately buffeted by a raging easterly that turned walking to the car into an endurance test. The sky hung low, dense with ominous clouds that threatened more than rain and turned the afternoon light into an eerie dusk.

She drove to Aldi and bought a new SIM card before going to the Portland house. Despite the wind, she walked around it looking for signs of entry. Nothing seemed out of place—all the windows were closed and the doors locked.

At the front she did the usual turn of the handle as she thumped her shoulder into the door. It swung open and the fug of cold and musty air drifted out to greet her. She stepped inside and immediately checked the two bedrooms for an intruder, before walking into the lounge room and then the kitchen. Everything was as she’d left it—slightly untidy.

As she’d taken her clothes with her the week before, it didn’t take long to stash her cookware and pantry items into a laundry basket and stow it in the car. She switched on the ignition and reversed out of the drive, then remembered she needed to pick up her stuff from Tom’s place. She pulled over and checked the time. He’d started early today so he might be home by the time she drove through Kooramook. She texted him from her new number.

This is CC. Can I call in around 4.30?

A thumbs up emoji came straight back. She waited a moment but it appeared there was no accompanying message so she indicated and released the handbrake.

She was shoulder-checking when her phone pinged. She threw the car into neutral, tugged on the handbrake and read the text.

Please bring the eupho if you haven’t returned it to the hall

Damn it! She’d forgotten all about the instrument. She hadn’t played it since Anzac Day and it was still at the shack. If she didn’t collect it before the works started it would be another two months before she could retrieve it, and that wasn’t fair to the band. As the wind buffeted the car, she checked the weather app and calculated how long it would take her to drive to the shack, then to Tom’s and to Hamilton. According to the radar, she should be safely at the Hamilton motel before the storm hit.

She texted Tom, adding in the extra time it would take to drive to the shack then double back to his place. Will pick up and bring eupho. Be there 4:45

She held the phone, anticipating Tom’s usual drive safe text. The phone stayed silent.

What are you doing? Cross with herself for falling into habit, she tossed the phone into the console and headed off.

The navy sea was dotted with white caps and waves broke on the sand, flinging foaming spray high into the air. By the time she reached Kooramook, the looming storm had stolen most of the daylight. The lights were on in the pub but Dave’s car was the only one in the car park, and the general store was equally empty.

At the shack, the lone Norfolk Pine was swaying, its tall, triangular shape silhouetted against the dark purple sky. When CC got out to open the gate she had to push the car door hard, forcing it closed against the wind. Just as Ollie had told her, there was a sign cable-tied to the rusty gate declaring no one was to enter the property due to asbestos on the site. CC wasn’t a natural rule-breaker. She knew that the sign existed to protect her and her lungs, but she really needed the euphonium. She glanced around for signs of tradies who would yell at her, but just like town, the shack was deserted. The weather warnings had done their job—everyone was heading home to hunker down and wait out the coming storm.

She pushed the old gate to the side and drove through, then opened the glove box and grabbed an N-95 mask. If she wore the mask and held her breath as she dashed in and out, the risk of inhaling asbestos fibres would be almost zero.

After fitting the mask correctly, she slung her handbag over her chest, got out of the car and, with her head down and hair slapping her face, jogged to the door. The electricity box looked untouched and she relaxed. The asbestos removal hadn’t started yet.

She went straight to the bedroom and automatically flicked on the light switch. Nothing happened and she remembered that the power had been turned off. The dim outside light barely lit the room but even so, a euphonium case was hard to miss.

Sliding open the wardrobe door, she reached in. Her hand met space. Squatting, she moved things around, finding Rosa’s old Singer sewing machine, a box of Christmas decorations, a wooden train set that had belonged to James, but no euphonium.

She searched the sleep-out next, looking under beds and in cupboards. Then she searched the rest of the house, but there were few places a euphonium could fit and she couldn’t find it anywhere. Where the hell was it?

Then she smiled grimly, the stand-off between her and James over his archery equipment coming sharply into focus. He’d left his bow and arrows lying around in the house and she’d stowed them in the garage for safety. She’d bet her inheritance that James had put the eupho in the garage. Bastard!

After locking the shack, she headed back outside into the roaring wind. With the boat missing from the garage, it was much easier to move around the space. She expected to see the distinctive black instrument case on the floor or on the workbench. It wasn’t in either position, but the archery equipment was tucked neatly in place, just like the surfboards and bodyboards.

She spun around in the gloom, her meagre phone torchlight bouncing off the stainless-steel shelving filled with containers of oil, metho, turps, citronella and boat fuel. Even as she looked, she knew there was no room on the cluttered shelves for a euphonium.

‘You absolute pig of a man!’

She stomped down to the back shed, thankful it was winter and all snakes would be underground and staying warm. God, she hoped none of them were wintering in the shed.

As she passed the infamous psilocybin-infused mulch pile, she noticed that the long grass near the shed had been flattened by footsteps and, despite the shed door bolt being shot into place, the rusty old padlock lay open. There was a trick to closing it that often involved WD-40, which was far too practical for James. Even so, it was a perfect example of his lack of respect for her and an expensive musical instrument. As she tugged on the old metal door she composed texts she’d never send him. Eat shit and die topped the list.

The wind caught the door and it slammed into her, the sharp corner ripping her jeans. Pain stung like a bee and she automatically hopped as if that would be enough to stop it. She stumbled into the shed and the door slammed behind her. She turned on the torch app and inspected her calf—a thin trail of blood ran into her boot. She pressed the denim against it to stem the bleeding. At least snakes weren’t attracted by blood.

It had been months since she’d been in the shed and she was surprised by its diminished contents. It had always been the receptacle of an eclectic assortment of things associated with holidays—badminton sets, tennis racquets, soccer balls, beach toys—along with items in need of repair. Each year at the end of summer, Bert would have a ‘fix it’ weekend and Ollie and Felix had continued with the tradition. Anything that couldn’t be repaired was taken to the tip, and going by the available space, a lot must have gone this year.

A large tarp covered a pile of stuff against the back wall. CC was about to lift it when she tripped over something.

‘There you are!’

She slid her hand under the case’s handle and lifted, only the case didn’t move. She tried again, but it weighed far more than usual. Squatting, she flicked the case open, expecting to see a gleaming silver euphonium. In the gloom, it wasn’t clear exactly what was inside but it wasn’t the instrument.

She shone her phone over the contents and gasped. The case was filled with small plastic bags packaged inside larger ones, all containing a white substance. She didn’t know if it was crystal meth, cocaine or heroin, but going on the drugs available in town, she’d guess one of the former. How the hell had her euphonium case become a drug mule?

Even as she thought it, she knew that James was unlikely to be responsible. He might lie and steal within the confines of what the law allowed, but drugs? That seemed a step too far even for him. Someone or some people were taking advantage of the shack being empty.

She stood and pulled the tarp off its hidden contents. Her small beam of light picked up more bags of drugs, but it was what sat on top of them that threw her heart into her mouth. She’d never seen a gun in real life before. There were bullets too, and a machete. And nestled against the gun, a long black circular thing. Based on watching action movies, CC thought it might be a silencer.

Oh God, oh God, oh God. She’d stumbled onto a drug shipment.

All those jokes about Border Force having an office in a small town of ten thousand now fell flat. The urge to flee far from the gun drove her to the door and she wrestled it open. She’d run to the old tennis court where there was sometimes phone reception and call the police.

She was halfway up the path when she saw Ollie and relief almost buckled her knees.

‘Ollie!’ She waved and kept running.

‘What the hell, CC! I just drove past and saw your car. Why are you here? Didn’t you read the sign? I told you about the asbestos. It’s not safe!’

His agitation buffeted her as much as the wind.

‘I know, I’m sorry. But I only just remembered the euphonium and I have to return it before I leave.’

Confusion crossed his face. ‘Why were you looking for it down there?’

‘Because it’s not in the house. I thought James must have moved it as payback.’

Ollie rolled his eyes. ‘He wouldn’t have done that. Did you look in the hidey-hole?’

‘No, but—’

‘Come on then. We’ll look together.’ He turned towards the shack.

‘Wait! I need to call the police. The back shed’s full of drugs!’

He turned back, his agitation replaced by laughter. ‘Yeah, right, as if. Look, it’s about to bucket down and we’re not even supposed to be here so stop mucking about. Let’s go to the shack, get your euphonium and leave.’

He put his hand on the small of her back and gave her a gentle push towards the house. The momentum made her take a step to avoid falling.

‘Ollie, I’m not kidding. There’s drugs and a gun. What if it’s somehow connected with Lily’s death?’

He shook his head and kept walking, his hand under her elbow, propelling her along with him. ‘You know Lily only used shrooms.’

An angry voice rose above the howl of the wind. ‘Who the hell is she?’

Ollie’s hand tightened on CC’s arm. ‘Don’t turn around,’ he said quietly but urgently into her ear. ‘Go straight to your car, drive back to Portland and wait for me. Don’t call anyone.’

This time he shoved her up the hill. Panic poured through CC, telling her to run, but nothing made sense. She needed to understand what was happening, so she turned.

‘What the fuck, CC!’ Ollie shouted, his face a mix of anger and despair. ‘I’ve done everything I can to keep you safe. I put a tracking device on your car so I knew where you were until that fucker found it. Then I convinced you to leave town. I’ve only ever asked you to do one thing. One! To stay away from here. But no. Bloody women! This is on you!’

Wind and disbelief screamed in her ears. ‘You sent those texts?’

‘You know what you have to do,’ the man said to Ollie, his expression hard as concrete. ‘Do it fast. We’ve got a drop to make.’

Fear stung every part of CC’s body. ‘Do what?’

But Ollie’s hands were locked around her own, pulling her arms so hard and tight behind her back that her shoulders screamed in pain. Then she felt the cut of a cable tie against the soft skin of her wrists and he was pushing her back down the path towards the shed.

She suppressed the urge to scream and tried digging in her toes, but Ollie just grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off the ground.

‘Ollie, don’t do this,’ she gasped even though she had no idea what ‘this’ actually was.

‘I’m sorry, CC.’ But he didn’t stop.


Chapter Thirty-Six

The shed door that CC had closed was now wide open. Above it, she saw a gap at the top of the dunes where previously she’d thought there was a section of dieback. The dead bushes had been shifted to reveal a track to the beach, and a dark green ATV with a tray full of drugs was parked next to the shed.

As she was trying to process that, Ollie pushed her into the shed and dumped her on the packed-dirt floor. Then he pulled her handbag off her and rif led through it, finding her phone. He took out the SIM and ground it with his heel. Somehow that action was scarier than the cable ties.

‘Why are you doing this?’ CC said. ‘Who’s that guy?’

‘The less you know the better.’

But CC was certain she already knew too much. ‘You’re trafficking drugs?’

‘I’m not trafficking drugs.’

The denial should have brought relief but none came.

‘Then why are there kilos and kilos of white stuff here?’

He grabbed rope from the tarp and came towards her. She rolled sideways, trying to land a kick on his shins.

‘Stop it!’ He lashed her legs, pulling them tight up under her chin. ‘You think I want to do this?’

Her heart hammered so fast in her chest she was light-headed. ‘Then don’t do it. Call the police. Tell them about that guy and the drugs and—’

Ollie laughed then, the vicious sound slicing into her and bringing with it the chill of paralysing terror. ‘And what, CC? Give them the names of the people I deal with and say I’m very sorry?’

‘Yes!’

‘Get real! Who do you think brings drugs into the country? They’re fucking powerful cartels and I’m at the very bottom of the food chain. I don’t have names to give up. I get instructions on when and where to do the dive and where to hand off the stash. The stuff shouldn’t even be here, but yesterday the courier didn’t show. That’s why Arl—’ He took a breath. ‘Why that bloke’s here. And I’ll tell you for nothing, he’s not happy about it.’

CC suddenly heard Tom’s voice in her head as clearly as if he was standing next to her: It’s a bloody big underwater camera … it finds drugs in the hulls of ships or in custom attachments.

‘Oh my God! This is why you go solo diving? But why? Why are you doing this?’

‘Why do you think?’

Her mind felt like a cluster of bouncy balls flying off in wildly different directions. This was Ollie, the quintessential family man who was kind, caring and funny, and who believed in the importance of the simple things in life and the blessings of nature. Yet he had just tied her up like a trussed chicken in a shed filled with illegal drugs and firearms.

‘I have no idea! That’s why I’m asking. Are you addicted to meth? Cocaine?’ But even as she said it, she’d never seen him display any of the symptoms of drug addiction.

He tensed, then let out a long breath. ‘I owed them money.’

‘Money?’ she repeated blankly. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Not every horse came in, but the credit kept coming.’ He grimaced. ‘Well, it did right up until they called it in.’

Horseracing? She stared at him. ‘But you and Paige hate gambling.’

His eyes lit up like the night sky on New Year’s Eve. ‘I fucking love a bet. Few things touch the planning and the anticipation, and nothing comes close to the buzz of a win.’

In that moment, CC knew she was looking at a stranger. Conversations and events started screening in her mind. Paige’s fury on Anzac Day when Ollie joined the two-up game. The ecstatic grin on his face when he won. Paige losing her cool with Ollie at Leyton’s footy match and telling him to stuff his principles and work for Felix. Ollie telling CC money wasn’t an issue and Paige was just upset about losing her job. Ollie blaming Paige’s behaviour on her father’s addiction to the pokies. The failure of his direct debit. Ollie telling her lies, lies, lies. Everything she had ever believed about him shifted underneath her so violently that if she hadn’t been tied down she would have fallen.

‘Does Paige know?’ she said.

‘That I have a gambling problem? Yeah, she knows. But she doesn’t know about this debt.’

The way he said ‘this debt’ told her there were others.

‘Don’t look at me like that!’ He ran his hands through his hair. ‘You don’t understand. They were going to take the house, the business—everything. I didn’t have a choice!’

‘Of course you had a choice!’

‘Bullshit! Even if I’d let them take everything, they wouldn’t have let me go.’ He paced across the small space. ‘They know everything about me, CC. Where the kids go to school, that you’re my half-sister, that Bronte’s pregnant … They know the lot. If I don’t play by their rules, they’ll hurt someone I love to make sure I stay silent.’

CC wanted so badly to believe that this was another of Ollie’s lies, or at best some convenient catastrophising to justify his behaviour. Then the man he’d called Arl appeared at the door. The gun in his hand vanquished her desperate need to believe—Ollie was far from catastrophising.

‘I’m taking the first load,’ Arl said. ‘Be ready when I get back.’

‘Okay,’ Ollie said.

‘Gag her.’

‘No one’s going to hear her over this wind,’ Ollie said.

‘Yeah? You said no one was going to come near this joint for two months. You said it was as safe as houses.’

Arl picked up a roll of black duct tape and took a step towards CC.

‘I’ll do it,’ Ollie said quickly.

‘Make sure you do.’ He aimed the gun at CC. ‘Know that you’re disposable, you stupid bitch. And don’t try anything or you’ll end up dead like the other one.’

CC gasped so hard she coughed. ‘Lily? Oh my God, you murdered Lily?’

Arl backhanded her across the face, snapping her head sideways. White spots danced in her eyes as pain blazed through her.

‘I don’t kill people. I give orders to other people.’ He swung around to Ollie and tossed him the duct tape. ‘Make it tight. You can deal with her after the drop. At least this time the weather’s on your side.’ He strode out of the shed.

This time? Every cell in CC’s body screamed for her to flee. Had Arl just implied that Ollie had killed Lily and she was next?

No, that wasn’t possible. Ollie loved Lily, he loved CC. He’d been trying to protect her. Except, despite the police telling her that Lily’s death was an accident, CC’s gut feeling had always been that someone else was involved.

An hour ago she would have laughed at the suggestion that the person was Ollie, but the last ten minutes had revealed an entirely different side to her brother. His body thrummed with agitation, making all his movements jerky. He was clearly so far out of his depth that panic controlled his every decision. Was this the crucible of circumstances leading to murder that Aisha had talked about?

With shaking hands, Ollie ripped off a length of duct tape, the sound menacing. CC struggled not to gag when she was having her teeth X-rayed. Was she going to spend the last hour of her life vomiting into her mouth?

Oh God, oh God, oh God!

Was knowing that she was going to die better than not knowing? If she asked Ollie what had happened to Lily and he told her, did that mean he was going to kill her too? Nothing in the medical playbook prepared anyone for this scenario.

She sucked in a deep breath. ‘Ollie, what happened to Lily?’

He flinched and the strip of tape stuck to itself. ‘You know what happened. She drowned.’

‘Did Arl tell you to kill her?’

He bit off more tape.

‘Ollie, were you there when it happened?’

‘I didn’t do anything, okay! She walked into the water herself.’

You didn’t rescue her. ‘You were there?’

He screwed his mouth into a tight line as if that would stop him from answering, but she saw the moment he gave in.

‘It wasn’t my fault! Just like you, she couldn’t fucking follow instructions! When she wanted a healing weekend I thought the first step towards that would be respecting James’s rule of not arriving before two, but she turned up on the night of the aurora.’

The shocks kept coming. ‘James knows about the drugs?’

‘No one knows except you.’

Lily knew and now she was dead. Those unspoken words hung in the air, foreboding and threatening. CC heard the first drops of rain ricochet off the tin roof.

‘Why do you think I never fought James on the booking app or his despot rules about when we can use the shack?’ Ollie said. ‘To keep you all safe! To keep you away from the shack around drop-off dates. When I knew it was the bloody aurora, I told them it was a bad time for a pick-up, but these bastards don’t care about the weather. The ship arrives when it arrives and the drugs must come off before it reaches port. When I brought the boat in to meet the courier, Lily was here alone swimming in the cove. It was impossible to hide the stash from her and just like you, she wanted me to go to the police. She banged on and on about it, she wouldn’t shut up.’

Lily’s body had been free of all the usual telltales of murder. That meant Ollie hadn’t run her down with the boat, hadn’t knocked her unconscious then dumped her to drown. And the preliminary toxicology report had returned negative results for alcohol and illegal drugs. All reasons why the police had discarded foul play.

‘How did you do it?’ CC finally said.

Ollie shrugged. ‘I got lucky.’

‘Lucky?’ She couldn’t hide her incredulity.

He stared at her for a moment, his agitation settling, and she watched his usually warm and lively eyes drain of emotion, and cool, calm calculation slide into place.

‘But it won’t work on you, and anyway, you can’t drown,’ he said. ‘That would be suspicious. You’ll need to overdose on meth.’

CC’s breathing accelerated so quickly she saw stars. Death by an overload of stimulants was the opposite of heroin’s quiet slide into oblivion. There was a chance she’d get superhuman strength, but would there be enough time to escape before she stroked out or infarcted? Would her brain survive?

‘No one will believe I used meth,’ she said.

‘Everyone will be shocked, for sure, but then they’ll look at what you’ve been through the past few months. Your sister died and you lost it, running around accusing people of killing her. You’re in a legal stoush with two of your brothers over an inheritance, the family’s split, and you just came out of a controlling relationship. It’s a lot for anyone to deal with.’

It was like steam rolling off glass: CC saw Ollie’s recent behaviour for what it was. He was the family’s puppet-master, using their beliefs and foibles against each other to keep his own world af loat. All of them had fallen for it, happily accepting from him what they needed to hear. God, Felix and James had told her more than once that Ollie had agreed with their resort plans, but she’d refused to believe them. He had sown the seeds of discontent in her and watered them as diligently as a gardener nurtures new plantings, successfully fracturing her relationships with Felix, James and Tom, and leaving himself as the one person she depended on.

‘Tom’s not controlling,’ she said, recognising the absolute truth of the words.

‘Isn’t he? Thing is, you confided in me about your relationship problems.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

He tilted his head as if he was considering her answer. ‘Well, it’s exactly the sort of thing you would do and you won’t be here to dispute it. The cold hard facts are that you and Tom broke up. On top of everything else, it pushed you over the edge. You were distraught, you overdosed, died, end of story. I’ll make it work, just like I made Lily’s story work.’

Anger, neat and pure, poured through her. ‘What did you do to Lily?’

‘I told you. She walked into the water.’

‘You did something. You must have.’

‘I did what everyone wants. I told her what she wanted to hear.’

‘Which was?’

‘I promised her I’d go to the police first thing in the morning. I told her how sorry I was. That I knew how my actions would impact on the family and more than ever we needed healing. I asked if I could atone on the beach with her. Told her that drinking shroom tea under the healing power of the aurora would be the memory that would get me through whatever was coming.’

It was like listening to an expert witness reporting only the facts. It made CC miss the panicking and contrite man he’d been earlier. This cool and implacable version of him terrified her.

‘You know what Lily was like,’ he continued. ‘Of course she agreed. I kept thinking about how you’d banged on about the need for a guide to help us avoid a bad trip. How magic mushrooms make you open to suggestion. So I talked about her dark times and told her she could be free of that sort of pain forever if that was what she wanted. And it turns out that was exactly what she wanted. An hour later, she strapped on all my diving weights and walked into the water.’

The evilness of it leached into her. ‘And forensics never tested for magic mushrooms.’

‘Well, we all wanted to keep that crazy plan a secret, didn’t we?’

‘But she wasn’t wearing dive weights.’ The police report was engraved on CC’s brain.

‘You think I was going to let her body wash up with my weights on her? Not a chance. When I knew she was dead, I took them off and moved her body around the bluff. The last thing I needed was coppers crawling all over the cove beach. After that I hid her backpack in the dunes to make it look like she’d gone swimming from the shack and the current had carried her to the rockpools. You helped too.’

The idea made her gag. ‘I did not help!’

‘You did. You put the focus on Trina Rawlins and kept it firmly away from the family, so thanks for that.’

‘But your alibi? You told the police you were at home that night. Why didn’t your car show up on CCTV?’

‘The camera at the general store hasn’t worked for yonks, and Paige will do anything to keep my gambling a secret. When I told her I was playing the pokies, she lied to the police and said I was at home in bed with her.’

CC’s temples throbbed so violently she heard the whoosh of blood. ‘Do you regret it?’

For a whisper of a moment, she hoped she saw contrition.

‘She chose to die, CC.’

‘You could have stopped her!’

‘Sometimes a sacrifice is necessary to save everyone else. It was only supposed to be Lily. It’s why I put trackers on everyone’s cars, but you managed to well and truly fuck that up. I had to keep finding reasons to call you so I knew where you were.’ He moved towards her. ‘I can’t risk Paige or the kids.’

But you’ll risk me…

As the thought exploded in her head, he lashed tape tightly across her mouth, flattening her cheeks.

She fought a choking sensation, feeling her throat closing and the edges of her vision darkening. Her legs shook, straining against the rope, as if her body failed to understand it was bound in all ways and unable to make any instinctive survival moves.

Breathe!

Can’t!

Everything pixelated. Then fell away to nothing.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

When CC regained consciousness, she wasn’t sure where she was. She tried taking a deep breath and promptly gagged on the tape over her mouth. All of the horror rushed back.

The shed was almost jet black now; the only light small pinpricks of gloaming peeking through the holes in the corrugated iron. The wind shrieked, rattling the iron and raising a section of the roof. The thwack-thwack-ping of metal against metal combined with the sound of drumming rain, taking the noise to a deafening pitch. She was slowly aware of a cold, damp sensation underneath her. Had she wet herself before she passed out?

Sometimes a sacrifice is necessary.

Her breath hitched. It was more than possible that she had.

She flared her nostrils, pulling in as much air as she could, refusing to faint again. How long had she been out? A few seconds? A minute? More? Less?

She knew Ollie and the other man would return for the rest of the drugs—she just had no clue when. What she did know with absolute certainty was that when they did come back, she couldn’t be sitting here. If she was, she would die.

She strained, listening for sounds of human activity, but nothing was audible over the cyclonic wind and driving rain. The edges of the cable ties cut into her wrists and as she tried finding a position that hurt less, she realised there was some wriggle room. Could she ease out one hand?

Against screaming shoulders, she manoeuvred one hand this way and that, but couldn’t shift the tie beyond the bottom third of her hand. Eventually she aligned her hands, palms facing, to reduce some of the jagging discomfort.

Surely there was something she could use to cut the tie. Narrowing her eyes for focus, she scanned the contents of the shed, but it seemed all non-essential items had been removed to make room for the stash. In desperation, she pushed her wrists against the cable ties as if that was all it took to break them. All it did was burn her skin.

Think!

Pressing her heels onto the ground, she focused her concentration on raising her bottom and moving sideways. But even though she had a strong core honed by Pilates, Ollie had tied her up in a way that made movement impossible.

What if she rolled onto her knees? Could she then use her forehead to push herself up?

The fear of being tilted forward, head down, bottom up, and unable to move at all made her quickly jettison the idea.

Could she untie the rope on her legs with her teeth? She tried leaning towards the rope, but her bent knees may as well have been the Himalayas.

She wanted to scream, but the tight gag meant she couldn’t. Tears spilled then, running over her bruised face, the salt stinging the breaks in the skin. That pain jolted her out of her pity party. Crying and despair would only get her killed, and she knew down to the smallest fibre of her being that she did not want to die.

A couple of years earlier Anji had dragged her along to a self-defence seminar centred on learning how to escape from an attacker. CC had a vague memory of laughing at what she’d thought were preposterous scenarios and saying ‘Yeah, right, what are the odds?’ Well, the odds were long but they sure as hell existed.

When Ollie had grabbed her, she’d been so shocked she hadn’t done any of the things she’d been taught. She tried to remember what the over-serious, camo-clad instructor had said. Had he mentioned being tied up?

She rolled her shoulders, hoping to ease the ache, but it just moved the ties against her chafed wrists, exacerbating the burn. As she instinctively pushed her palms together, seeking relief, she remembered something. Cable ties can be broken.

What else had he said? Her brain was floating in adrenaline and she begged it to fire off the answer, but all she could recall was something about a wedge, the small square on the tie and velocity. Why the hell hadn’t she volunteered to try the technique when he’d asked? If she ever got out of here, she would ring him and apologise for her supercilious behaviour that day.

She couldn’t raise her arms very high, but perhaps it was more to do with how hard she slammed her wrists into her back. She leaned as far forward as her knees would allow, pushed her arms back as far as they could go, then brought them down as fast as she could. Pain ricocheted through her as the square on the tie hit her back.

She wriggled the cable tie and tried again. The plastic stayed intact. Why wasn’t it working?

She thought about the physics. Did she have the square on the wrong side? Moving her hands, she tried shuffling the tie around her wrist. It was slow going and, despite the chill of the night, sweat dribbled into her eyes. Every now and then she lifted her arms and slammed them down. The only thing that happened was a slick sensation on her wrists. The ties had broken the skin and she was bleeding.

Every part of her hurt and desperation threatened to suffocate her. The pull to lie down and give in swirled around her, tempting her. Then she remembered Lily. Her sister deserved to have the world know the truth about how she died. That Ollie was culpable for his role in manipulating her. In manipulating all of them.

Keep going!

Ignoring the pain, CC pushed her thumb to the point of dislocation and managed to move the square another centimetre. Her arm muscles were now the consistency of jelly. Could she raise them again? She had to. She had to harness the burning pain and use that blaze to raise them as high as she could.

The tape on her mouth made every breath a challenge. As much as her fear urged her to ‘try now!’ she took precious seconds and breathed in three deep breaths. Leaning forward, she raised her arms, closed her eyes and, growling into the tape, smashed her arms down onto her back, pushing her wrists as hard as she could against the knife-sharp cut of the ties.

The backs of her eyes lit up as her back spasmed. Panting through the pain, it took her a moment to realise that although her wrists burned, her hands were free.

She pulled them forward and stared at them.

Move!

Her fingers scrabbled at the duct tape, eventually finding an edge. She ripped, and bit her tongue to stop the scream as hair and skin vanished with the gag. It took her a few attempts to untie the rope and when she finally got free, her legs stumbled under her as she tried to stand.

Crawling to the door, she heaved herself up and pushed.

Nothing happened.

She tried again and again, then logic pierced her panic. Ollie had bolted the door. It didn’t matter how much she banged and shoved, the only thing that would happen would be a drop in her energy levels.

The din of the rain suddenly intensified and she felt water on her head. She looked up. The wind was lifting a piece of metal sheeting on the roof, creating a good ten centimetres of space. How hard could it be to peel the sheeting back and climb out?

CC felt around for something to climb on and found a box. She stood on it, rain drenching her, and cursed her lack of height. Even if her arms had been able to reach the roof and she had the upper body strength to pull herself clear, she doubted the corrugated iron would support her weight. But if the roof was peeling back, surely there must be weak, rusted sections in the walls too?

God, she wished she had a torch, but wishing was a wasted emotion. She started kicking the walls near the rivets, feeling for any give.

On the fifth kick, it hit her. Was iron like skin? Did a break make it susceptible to infection—in this case, rust? She ran back to the door and kicked the panel adjacent to it—the panel with the hinges.

Her fashionable winter ankle boots did little to protect her toes and she changed feet. She’d never know if it was the strength of a fresh foot, a violent gust of wind or both, but the panel gave way. Not caring that she was cutting her hand and risking tetanus, she peeled back the friable metal and shimmied underneath it on her belly.

It was now deathly dark, the moon occluded by waterlogged clouds, no lights shining anywhere. The ocean thundered, answering the sky. Any fear of the dark she had was overruled by the will to get out of here alive.

CC couldn’t see the rough path so she turned her back to the sea, knowing the track to the house lay in the opposite direction. The driving rain pummelled her and the wind tried blowing her flat. Her feet twitched, wanting to run, but without any discernible light she risked tripping and wrenching her ankle, or worse, breaking a leg. That would make her a sitting duck, so she dropped to her hands and knees again and crawled. Wet grass snapped at her face, sand and mud squelched between her fingers, and rain soaked through her puffer jacket so quickly it was as if she wasn’t wearing it. Nature bellowed and shrieked, declaring its supreme control. Under any other circumstances she would be terrified, but this storm was nothing compared to the human threat.

Panting, she crested the rise and almost cried with relief when she saw the faint yellow glow of a solar light on the garage. She stayed low in case someone was in or near the garage, although the ATV with its sand tyres indicated that the hand-off was more likely to be taking place on the beach or in the dunes, at the opposite end of the property.

She’d made it this far, but now she needed a plan. Ollie had taken her phone and her car keys so the only way to get any help was to walk into Kooramook. She wasn’t doing that without protection.

The spill of the garage light showed flying debris from the storm, and she heard the crack and groan of the fruit trees as she dodged between them to reach the garage’s side door. There was no point pressing her ear against it; she wouldn’t be able to hear voices unless they were yelling, and even then possibly not.

When she’d been looking for the euphonium earlier, she’d seen a basket of torches on the workbench. She edged her way along the side wall, her back pressed against the shelving, using it as a guide. She finally bumped into the workbench and, patting her palms along the wood, felt the lattice of a basket.

Please have batteries.

The third torch she tried emitted a dull light that was as welcome as a dazzling follow spot. Holding it beam down to the floor, she navigated to James’s bow and quiver. Her hands trembled so much, it took three attempts to load an arrow. She refused to listen to the voice in her head saying it was useless against a gun. It could do damage if she managed to aim it right.

When she reached the door again, she shoved the torch in her pocket, held the bow out in front of her and stepped out. She deliberately walked on the wet grass, fearful the crunch of gravel would give her away. Her neck hurt from swivelling back and forth looking for Ollie or Arl, but all she could see were shades of black.

A momentary break in the clouds revealed the shapes of cars in the distance. CC recognised Ollie’s ute parked behind her car. Swiping rain from her face, she blinked and her already thumping heart flung into overdrive. Was that a third car? Was it Arl’s car? She’d assumed he’d come by ATV and entered the property from the beach out of sight of the road. Had Ollie hinted at anyone else being there? Was using the road even an option?

Panic surged, overwhelming her with a thousand thoughts and no solutions. The urge to escape—to just run—was so strong that she had to press her bruised feet hard on the ground. If there was someone else here, blind running was a death sentence, especially now the rain was easing and the occasional strand of moonlight was breaking through.

You know this place better than a stranger.

How could she use that to her advantage?

Her sopping puffer jacket weighed a tonne, dragging at her and interrupting her thoughts. She was tempted to strip it off until she remembered she was wearing a white shirt that would act like a beacon if any light touched her. She needed shadows to protect her.

If she stuck to the boundary line she’d be in the shadows of the bush, but then there was the issue of the gate. If there was a lookout, that’s where they’d be. She needed another way to leave.

As kids, they’d crawled through a gap in the acacias at the far end of the fence line. God, she hoped the salt-stunted trees hadn’t grown over it. She turned in that direction, her arms aching from gripping the bow like a lifeline. The rain had almost stopped, but the wind continued to blast her, filling her ears with sound. She needed to cross the block. Surely behind the shack would be safer.

She stif led a hysterical laugh. Nothing about this night was safe.

Trying to maintain a balance between constantly glancing around and not making herself dizzy, she kept walking. In daylight she often stumbled on tree roots, so she lifted each foot high to minimise the risk and hoped she didn’t connect with a rabbit hole.

She’d almost reached the turning circle when her feet stopped so abruptly she nearly fell. Was that a voice?

She held her breath and listened, but all she could hear was the pounding surf and the crash of debris. She counted to thirty. The soundscape didn’t change.

She took another five steps, stopped, listened and exhaled.

Keep moving!

The turning circle was an exposed space that she needed to cross. She wanted to crouch low but the bow wouldn’t allow it.

She was halfway across when she heard the sound again. She swung around and saw a shape—tall, broad, male—running towards her holding something in its hand.

She’d seen Arl’s face in the shed, she knew he had a gun, and he wasn’t going to let her leave the property alive. It was her life or someone else’s.

What if it’s Ollie?

She stif led a sob, raised the bow and fired.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

CC heard the figure bellow and gave thanks she’d hit him. She wanted to leave him writhing in agony, but self-defence was one thing; the Hippocratic oath was another thing completely. He’d be so full of adrenaline that she didn’t trust she’d rendered him incapable of hurting her, so she grabbed another arrow. It was too dark to see clearly so she couldn’t load it.

He was staggering towards her, one hand pressed across his body. She must have hit his shoulder. Did he still have the gun in his other hand?

‘Don’t take another step,’ she screamed, her voice whipped away in the wind. ‘I’ll shoot you again.’

He kept coming.

She switched on the torch and raised it towards his face, hoping against hope that the beam might be strong enough to momentarily blind him. The light caught dirty blond hair plastered to a familiar face and she saw his hand was gripping a torch, not a gun. The contents of her stomach lurched into her mouth.

‘What the fuck, CC!’ Tom sounded bewildered. ‘You shot me.’

‘I’m sorry! I thought you were someone else.’

He swayed. ‘I don’t think that makes it any better.’

She grabbed his good arm. ‘Tom, we have to leave.’

‘I’ve got an arrow in my shoulder,’ he said dully, clearly in shock.

God, she hoped she hadn’t pierced his lung or caught an artery. ‘I’m sorry, but if we stay you might end up with a bullet in your head. Does it hurt to breathe?’

‘My shoulder hurts like …’

‘Lean on me.’ She put an arm around his waist and he slumped against her. ‘You have to walk to your car. We need to get out of here.’

A blast of wind brought more rain and Tom’s feet dragged. She wrapped her hand around his waistband and pulled, propelling him forward.

‘Are you dizzy?’ she asked.

‘I feel sick.’

She needed her stethoscope to listen for a tension pneumothorax. She needed her first-aid kit to staunch any bleeding. She needed all the luck of her life to collide in this moment to get them to safety before his body decompensated.

He stumbled. ‘Turn on the torch.’

‘Not safe.’

‘CC … what’s … going … on?’

They reached his car and she opened the door and dived for the interior light, sliding it off. Then she helped Tom to sit.

‘Don’t move,’ she told him.

Tom’s torch was a long heavy-duty one, similar to what the police used. Holding it in both hands she brought it down hard onto the driver’s-side window of her car, praying the sound of shattering glass would be absorbed by the storm noise. It took two attempts to break the glass. She shoved her arm in, feeling the jagging pull of broken shards on her puffer jacket, released the lock, grabbed the first-aid kit and ran back to Tom.

The urge to drive away, to get to safety, was all encompassing, but she needed to examine him first, because if she had pierced his lung or he was bleeding badly he might die before they reached the hospital. Then again, was that moot if Ollie or Arl found them?

She switched on the less powerful torch and positioned it in the footwell. ‘Tom? You with me?’

‘I’m not dead yet.’

‘That’s not funny.’ Her fingers sought a pulse on his injured arm.

‘I wasn’t joking.’

The pulse was present, but concerningly faint and rapid.

‘Where’s your phone?’ she said. ‘We need to call triple zero.’

‘There’s no reception.’

‘Sometimes there is.’ She found the phone in his coat pocket and held it up to his face, then dialled 000 and put it in his good hand. ‘Keep trying. Does it hurt to breathe?’

‘I dunno. It just hurts.’

The torch cast enough light for her to unzip his jacket and polar fleece and see that the arrow had pierced three layers of clothing. A large circle of blood stained his shirt. Ideally, for his comfort and safety, she should cut the arrow so only a small amount of it protruded from the skin, but she doubted her scissors were up to the task.

‘This might hurt,’ she warned, and pressed a wad of gauze firmly around the wound. She was reassured when it didn’t flood with blood.

Tom flinched, but his thumb pressed the phone for the fourth time. ‘Not … connecting.’

She shoved her stethoscope into her ears. ‘Tell me if you hear anything or see someone.’

‘CC, you’re freaking me out. What’s going on?’

But she didn’t have time to explain. ‘Breathe in.’

It was hard to hear his breath sounds over the noise of the rain now bouncing off the duco, but she heard some air entry. She looked at him—his eyes had fluttered closed and it was impossible to discern his colour in this light.

She checked the gauze—sodden. She ripped tape and applied more pressure.

A flash of light blinked in her peripheral vision. Her panic accelerated and she flicked the phone upside down and switched off the torch. Squinting, she glanced around, but there were no lights other than the faintest outline of the moon. Had she imagined it? She supposed it could have been car lights refracted from the bend in the road, which meant it was still a distance away. Or it could be the lights of the ATV.

She was caught between the need to leave and Tom’s wellbeing. He was bleeding so ideally she needed to lie him down, but that could compromise his breathing. She chose the middle course.

‘Tom, I need to recline the seat a bit. It might hurt.’

He groaned and she tried her best to control the recline, then pulled the lap section of the seatbelt over his waist.

As she ran around to the driver’s side of the car, lights crested the hill—it was the ATV. She hauled herself into the four-wheel drive, pressed the ignition button and threw the gearstick into reverse.

Shit, the gate!

‘Tom, did you close the gate?’

But Tom was breathing heavily, lost in his own world of pain.

The ATV had cleared the rise and was clearly visible.

Go, go, go!

Hoping to buy precious seconds by blinding the driver, CC flicked the headlights onto high beam then floored the car. The terrifying sound of crunching metal boomed around her as the blessedly rusty gate gave way under the power of the four-wheel drive.

The moment she’d cleared the remains of the crushed gate, she spun the wheel. The tyres aquaplaned on the wet road and the car slid into a violent spin. For a horrifying moment, she thought they’d land in the deep ditch that ran along the side of the road. If that happened, they were more than screwed. They were dead.

Tom groaned and guilt piled in on top of fear.

It took huge effort to override the inclination to brake. Instead, she tried steering into the slide. The wipers raced, light bounced back to her off the bushes, and then she saw the road in front of her again and gently accelerated. The car steadied and she wanted to sink onto the steering wheel in relief.

Disorientated by the spin, she realised with horror that they were now driving past the shack instead of away from it. But the road was clear—the ATV nowhere to be seen—and she flattened her foot against the accelerator.

The rear passenger window exploded.

CC screamed, every part of her on fire.

Tom’s fingers buried themselves in her thigh.

Another shot sounded behind them, followed by the ping of metal. Surely a car could outrun an ATV?

As the speedometer hit a hundred and ten, the headlights lit up the forty-kilometre-an-hour warning sign for Dead Man’s Corner. Slowing wasn’t an option, leaving CC with one choice. Take the bend on the wrong side of the road and hope like hell nothing was coming the other way. Sweat poured off her as she assessed any sign of oncoming lights, then crossed the double white lines, hugging the internal angle of the bend.

She breathed out as the road straightened, then she checked the rear-view mirror for headlights. ‘Tom, are you with me?’

He stayed silent.

She shook his thigh, dread mounting. ‘Tom?’

He groaned.

‘Not far now,’ she lied, knowing they were still fifteen minutes away from the hospital.

Where was his phone? She couldn’t see it—it was probably under a seat by now. Please let the Bluetooth be on.

She pressed buttons on the steering wheel, then said, ‘Tom, I need you to say “call triple zero”.’

‘Call … triple … zero,’ he said faintly.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,’ Siri replied chirpily.

‘Can you say it louder?’ CC said.

Tom’s breathing changed, the sound laboured.

CC pushed wildly at the console display, constantly moving her gaze between the rear-view mirror, the dashboard and the road in front of her. There were no headlights behind her—yet.

Peering through the rain, she saw the lights of the outskirts of Portland and sped up. ‘Tom, stay with me. We’re almost there.’

Headlights appeared behind her, bright and white.

The keyboard display on the console finally lit up. She punched in 000 and the phone rang as she roared along New Street at three times the speed limit. The vehicle behind halved the distance between them, its headlights as bright as day.

‘Pick up, pick up, pick up!’

The phone kept ringing.

The windscreen wipers flashed and the golden arches of McDonald’s came into view. She needed to turn left, but she didn’t dare slow down and give someone with a gun an easy distance to shoot them.

The roundabout loomed and she automatically glanced right, although if there was an approaching car she lacked the distance to stop. As she pulled hard left, a siren split the air. Blue and red lights danced around her just as the phone rang out.

She heard an unhinged sound and realised it was coming from her.

She turned onto Bentinck Street, then hard right, across the helipad to the ambulance bay. She blasted the horn, hoping it would summon the staff from urgent care.

‘Tom, we’re here.’ She gave him a gentle shake. His head lolled.

‘Not now! Don’t you dare. I’ll be back with help.’

She jumped out of the car just as the police pulled up. Aisha and Regan got out, their eyes round with shock at her sodden and mud-covered clothes and scratched face.

‘CC?’ Aisha said. ‘What the hell happened?’

‘Stay with Tom!’ she called, and ran into the department, yelling for the crash cart and mentally doing deals with any deity who was listening.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

As soon as Sam had taken Tom into the resus room, CC told Aisha about the drugs and the shootings. Police had immediately been dispatched to the shack, but that had been over an hour ago.

Now, CC sat unhappily on a trolley wearing a hospital gown while Kwan swabbed the wound where the bullet had grazed the back of her shoulder.

‘I want to be with Tom,’ she said.

‘Maybe after Aisha’s interviewed you,’ Kwan said.

‘But he shouldn’t be on his own.’

‘He’s not. Elspeth’s in there and his parents have arrived. Thank God for thick car seats,’ Kwan added. ‘Both of you are incredibly lucky.’

The image of Tom slumped in the car roared back. He’d passed out from a combination of pain and a tension pneumothorax.

‘Does he need surgery?’ CC asked.

‘Nah, the blood loss wasn’t too bad. At least you didn’t hit a major vessel.’

‘Just a major organ.’

Kwan moved his attention to the scratches on her face. ‘What happened out there?’

‘That’s my question, Kwan,’ Aisha said, appearing from the other side of the curtain. ‘CC, are you up to walking somewhere more private?’

CC nodded and accepted the blanket that Kwan wrapped around her to help with the episodic violent shaking. She knew it was a combination of shock and mild hypothermia, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

‘Did you find them?’ she asked, following Aisha to the staff lounge.

‘No. The property was empty when we arrived. We need to wait until the weather eases and for daylight to do a proper evidence sweep. At first look, there are no signs of drugs or firearms.’

Urgency and desolation swirled in CC’s gut. Even without the storm, rain and wind shifted sand and destroyed evidence, exactly as they had in Lily’s investigation.

‘This is Trina all over again, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘You don’t believe me.’

Aisha shook her head. ‘I do believe you. There are two bullet holes in Tom’s car, and a bullet stuck in the driver’s seat consistent with your shoulder injury. Doctor Lester reports that the cuts on your wrists and rope burns on your ankles are evidence of you being tied up. On the property, we found ATV tracks leading from the shed you described down to the beach. We also found an abandoned bow and some arrows that match the one used to shoot Tom Greely.’

CC’s throat tightened as the horror of realising she’d shot Tom flooded back. ‘It was dark and pouring rain … I thought he was Ollie or Arl coming back to hurt me …’

She took three long, deep breaths, trying to slow her heart. ‘Aisha, it was an accident. You have to believe me. I would never have fired that arrow if I’d known it was anyone else. Especially Tom!’ She rubbed her face with her hand and asked the question that had been on constant replay from the moment she’d recognised him. ‘I mean, why was Tom even there? It doesn’t make any sense!’

‘I can’t answer that. We’re yet to interview him, but as soon as he’s up to it, we will. Until then, you’re not to speak to him.’

‘You can’t think he’s involved!’

‘A few hours ago you would have said the same thing about Oliver Friend.’ Aisha shot her a rueful smile. ‘Look, I’m just doing my job and it’s in both your interests not to speak to one another until after we’ve interviewed Mr Greely. Meanwhile, a description of the two suspects will be distributed through police media, a unit’s been sent to Friend’s home and roadblocks have been established.’

‘That’s reassuring.’

‘CC, there’s a strong chance they left the area the moment they realised the gunfire didn’t prevent you from fleeing.’

‘Are you saying the roadblock was probably too late to catch them?’

‘They certainly got a head start. And if what Oliver Friend told you about the drugs being part of a cartel is true, they’ll have a backup plan for when things go to shit.’

I don’t kill people. I give orders to other people. A raft of tremors ran through CC, shaking her like a rag doll.

‘Until you find them, I don’t feel safe,’ she said. ‘I’m not sick enough to stay here. Can I go to a refuge?’

Understanding softened Aisha’s professional demeanour. ‘You’re staying here overnight and so is Regan.’ Her phone rang and she stood. ‘I need to take this. We’ll talk in the morning.’

Kwan came in a few minutes later. ‘Hungry?’ he asked. ‘There’s sandwiches or we can order in.’

‘Aren’t you off-duty?’

‘Yep, and I’m having a late dinner with a friend. What about dumplings?’

After their conversation earlier in the day, this thoughtfulness took CC by surprise and tears prickled the backs of her eyes. ‘I thought you were Team Tom.’

‘Well, you did break his heart and fire an arrow into him,’ Kwan teased. ‘But being shot at and still getting him here puts you squarely back on my team.’

For hours, the urge to survive had controlled her—fear and adrenaline keeping her hyperalert to danger. She wasn’t convinced she was safe yet, but as Kwan’s arms came around her, noisy, wet sobs rumbled into her throat and nose, making her gasp. She had no energy left to fight them, so she dropped her head on his shoulder and sobbed in a way she hadn’t done since she was a child.

CC spent most of the night sitting in the fishbowl listening to the nurses chatting about everything from the storm, skincare and boarding-school fees to who was the best hairdresser in town for braids.

She grilled Sam on Tom’s condition, and when Murray and Deb came out of the resus room, she tried to apologise to them. Even if her words hadn’t sounded garbled to her own ears, their faces showed wariness and distress.

‘You need to rest,’ Murray told her, ushering Deb towards the exit.

‘Sam’s written you up something to help you sleep,’ Elspeth told CC. ‘I can get it for you now.’

But every time CC closed her eyes, images from the moment Ollie had grabbed her to the terrifying drive to the hospital played like a loop in her head. She didn’t want to relive every awful moment. She wanted to call her mother but knew that was a selfish need. Even in the morning there were no guarantees she’d be safe. Anji didn’t deserve the worry.

Was Anji safe? The thought stole her breath.

They know everything about me, Ollie had said. He’d only mentioned the immediate family, but did that extend further? CC rubbed the burning sensation in her solar plexus and wished for the thousandth time that she’d never gone to the shack.

Around four in the morning exhaustion finally felled her, tumbling her into a deep, dreamless sleep. She woke an hour later with a gasp, as if she was surfacing from underwater, lungs burning, desperate for air. The full horror of what had happened roared back. Even worse were the possibilities of what still might happen.

She took a very hot shower, hoping it would scour away everything sordid and terrifying. She stood under the stream of water for so long that Constable Regan came to check on her and insisted she eat something.

Dawn came and with it sunshine—the final storm front having moved out to sea. When the day staff drifted in with stories of the night, CC was back at the desk reading the Victorian Police media releases and looking at a photo of Ollie that Paige must have provided. There was no photo of Arl, just CC’s description of him.

‘The storm was crazy!’ Jenny said. ‘My clothesline’s in the neighbour’s garden. Trees are down everywhere and the SES is flat out.’ She did a double take when she saw CC. ‘I thought you left?’

‘Catch up, Jenny,’ Kwan said. ‘The storm wasn’t the only drama last night. Didn’t you see the buff constable at the door?’

Not wanting to answer questions about her ordeal, CC left the nurses to their handover.

Now that the weather had cleared, as soon as an ambulance was available Tom would be transferred to Warrnambool Base Hospital. There was every chance that might happen before Aisha arrived to interview him. Before CC was permitted to talk to him.

She stood in front of the closed resus room door, every part of her wanting to break the rules and walk in. Constable Regan appeared next to her.

‘I’m not going in,’ she said. ‘I just had a stupid idea that if I stand here and mentally apologise to him, he’ll know.’

Regan gave her a look so similar to the one she’d got from Murray Greely that she questioned her sanity.

‘Any news?’ she said.

He stif led a yawn. ‘My replacement’s due any minute.’

‘So that means they haven’t found them?’

‘Constable Malouf will answer your questions when she arrives.’

‘Will she?’ Over the last few months CC had learned that the police were far better at asking questions than answering them. ‘Can you at least tell me when she’ll arrive?’

Regan pulled out his phone and made a call. ‘Within two hours. Hopefully. Give or take.’

CC stif led a groan. It was going to be an excruciatingly long day.

By the time Aisha arrived, CC was going stir-crazy. She wanted to leave the hospital, although she had no idea where she would go; and she only had the filthy clothes she’d been wearing the night before. When Aisha finally arrived carrying a suitcase that CC recognised as her own, she almost hugged her.

‘Sorry it’s taken me a while to get here,’ Aisha said. ‘I had to go to Warrnambool to get Tom’s statement.’ She set down the suitcase. ‘I thought you might want clean clothes.’

‘Thank you. That’s so kind.’

Aisha shrugged as if it was nothing, but being able to wear her own clothes lessened CC’s feelings of being disconnected from her life. Feelings that had started when Ollie threw her into a shed and turned everything she had ever believed about him on its head.

‘I don’t suppose you found my phone?’ she asked.

‘I’m not aware, but if they did, it would likely be evidence.’

‘Who’s they?’

‘CIU,’ Aisha said.

‘And that stands for …?’

‘Crime investigation unit. They’re all over 7193 Shoreline Road.’

‘Can I have my car?’ CC wanted to drive to Warrnambool to see Tom.

‘I had to sweet-talk them into letting me take your bag,’ Aisha said. ‘But hopefully you’ll have access to your car by the end of the day.’

CC slumped into the couch. ‘I was hoping to see Tom.’

‘There’s a bus at three, but you may as well wait for your car.’ Aisha waved her hand towards the Nespresso machine. ‘I’d kill for a coffee. Can I make one?’

‘Absolutely.’

CC had so many questions she wanted to ask, and the moment Aisha’s bottom hit the chair, she said, ‘I’ve been reading the police media page and looking at Facebook. I thought the roadblock would have made the news, but the only thing being reported is storm damage.’

‘CIU play their cards close to their chests,’ Aisha said. ‘And it’s a fine line between the media helping and hindering an investigation. Especially when it involves an alleged cartel and the drug squad get involved.’

CC’s heart rate picked up. ‘Are you saying the roadblock didn’t work? That they’re still out there somewhere?’

‘The roadblock was unsuccessful, but we found the ATV on the beach along with a small bag of methamphetamine.’

‘Oh God! They escaped on foot so they dodged the roadblock.’

‘CC, stop! Give me some air to finish what I have to say and then you can ask questions.’

‘Yes. Of course, sorry.’ She burrowed further into her blanket poncho. ‘It’s just not knowing is making me crazy. I feel like I’m slowly losing it.’

She caught Aisha’s quiet smile. ‘Okay, fine. I’ve already lost it. I just want it over, and I’m terrified it’s not and never will be.’

Aisha gave CC’s non-injured shoulder a squeeze. ‘At first light this morning a ship reported a recreational fishing boat sitting very low in the water. The coastguard investigated. The boat had taken on a lot of water and was close to sinking, but no one was onboard. They notified us and towed it in. CIU met them and discovered an estimated one hundred kilograms of methamphetamine. The boat’s registered to Oliver Friend.’

‘Do you think they sent the boat out unmanned to hide the drugs?’ The words shot out before CC could stop herself.

‘That was considered. Unfortunately, an early-morning dog walker discovered Mr Arliss’s body this morning on Allestree beach.’

CC’s chest twisted so tightly she struggled to breathe. ‘And Ollie?’

‘He’s missing. He last contacted his wife late yesterday afternoon telling her he was sitting out the storm in Warrnambool. His phone hasn’t been used since and his vehicle remains at 7193 Shoreline Road. Based on your information that his job for the cartel was to dive and retrieve the drugs, and that it was his boat, it’s not unreasonable to assume he was onboard. However, given he told you that he was involved in Lily Friend’s death, we’re uncertain if he contributed to Arliss’s death and made it look like he died too, giving himself time to flee. Or if they both died in the storm. There’s a fixed wing looking for Mr Friend.’ Aisha leaned forward. ‘His wife’s in shock and unable to give us any information. You know him—where do you think he might go if he needed to hide?’

CC thought about the man she’d loved and respected for years. The man who’d vanished last night in front of her eyes.

‘The Ollie I knew was all about family. His two touchstones were the shack and his home in Hamilton.’

‘We’ve got those covered. What about somewhere less obvious? Somewhere to hide.’

After Lily’s death, Ollie had hidden in plain sight inside the family, somewhere familiar that he could control. That option was lost to him now; he was adrift from everything he knew. So where would he go?

CC’s mind whirred, thoughts barely landing before changing direction again. She pulled her hair down hard behind her ears and focused on the pressure. Focused on what Ollie had said in the shed, seeking clues. At first he’d been panicked and with fear came a loss of ref lection, a loss of ethics and rapid decision-making—she too had lived that. She’d shot Tom.

She hauled her thoughts away from that horrifying fact and back to Ollie. Outside of family, what made him feel safe? For a long minute there was nothing, then she realised her error. She was thinking about her Ollie. She needed to think about that Ollie—the stranger.

I fucking love a bet.

‘He’s addicted to gambling. He mentioned something about horse racing, but surely he wouldn’t be stupid enough to turn up at the racecourse?’

‘If people always behaved sensibly I’d be out of a job,’ Aisha said. She swiped through her phone. ‘There’s nothing on locally. But there’s a race meeting in Mount Gambier. I’ll talk to SA Police and we’ll keep a close eye on his bank accounts. Meanwhile, perhaps it’s wise for you to go to Melbourne and stay with your mother.’

‘I need to talk to Tom first,’ CC said.

‘Fair enough. Give me your mother’s phone number, and as soon as you’ve sorted a new phone, call me.’

‘What about the other Friends? Ollie was tracking them too.’

‘They’ve been informed that their brother’s wanted for questioning in relation to illegal drugs and kidnapping.’

‘How did they react?’

‘As shocked as his wife.’

‘Can I talk to them? Visit them?’

‘Do you feel safe doing that?’

‘Physically or emotionally?’

But she already knew the answer.


Chapter Forty

CC decided not to wait around on the chance that her car might be released at the end of the day. She hired one and drove straight to Warrnambool hospital where she asked to see Tom.

She was directed to a single room with a million-dollar view of the ocean. Pale winter sunshine danced shadows on the bed linen and glinted golden off Tom’s hair. He lay on his back, eyes closed, surrounded by medical equipment. The underwater sealed drainage bubbled with each breath, reminding her exactly what she’d done. Exactly what could have happened if they’d arrived at the hospital a few minutes later or not at all.

She gripped the doorway to steady herself before walking quietly to the chair by the bed. She sat. Twenty minutes later, Tom stirred, his eyes opening then immediately narrowing.

‘Hi,’ she said softly.

‘Hey.’

It came out as a croak, and she picked up a glass of water with a straw. ‘Water?’

He nodded and accepted it with his good arm.

‘It’s good they put the IV in your injured arm,’ she said.

He looked at her, eyes glazed with narcotic pain relief. ‘I guess I should thank you for shooting me on the left.’

His words eviscerated her.

‘Tom, I’m so sorry. So incredibly sorry. I was terrified, I couldn’t see, I—’ She was babbling. She took a breath. ‘I’m sorry. I wish it had never happened.’

He grimaced. ‘You’re not alone there.’

She relieved him of the water and finally asked the question she’d been holding onto for nineteen hours. ‘Why were you at the shack?’

‘Looking for you.’

‘But why?’

He frowned as if she was as thick as two planks. ‘Because you were specific about your arrival time, then you never showed up. Because it was shit weather and your phone kept going to voicemail and I know the reception’s crap at the shack.’ He gave a long sigh and the underwater sealed drainage glugged. ‘I needed to check you were okay. Safe.’

I want to keep you safe.

Her heart lurched. It wasn’t the first time he’d said it. And when he had, she’d misconstrued his care and concern for stif ling control. She’d willingly allowed Ollie to plant seeds of discontent and considered the possibility that Tom had tracked her. She had dismissed his love for her and seen his hurt. And yet, despite all of that, he’d come out in a dangerous storm and unwittingly walked into danger for her. How had she let Ollie convince her that Tom’s behaviour was something sinister? She didn’t deserve such decency.

‘What do you remember?’ she asked.

‘I remember calling out to you then wondering what the hell had hit me. The fire of pain that exploded in my shoulder. You got me to the car and told me to call triple zero, but after that it’s all a bit muddy.’ His dazed eyes tried to focus on her face. ‘Did you reverse through the gate?’

She nodded. ‘Thank God you’ve got a four-wheel drive.’

‘I’m getting flashbacks. I keep hearing shattering glass, you screaming, the car spinning, and then burning pain that turned my mind white. The next thing I remember is waking up and seeing Elspeth leaning over me, and then all this.’ He lifted his hand towards the equipment. ‘I told the police everything I can remember, but when I asked them what they knew, they said my statement was part of an ongoing investigation.’

CC mustered a wry smile. ‘Sounds like the police.’

‘I need you to fill in the gaps. Start with why you shot me.’

CC rubbed her face, knowing she needed to tell him, but wishing it didn’t involve reliving the night before. ‘It’s complicated. Are you sure you’re up to hearing it?’

‘I need to hear it. But my brain’s so full of fog, I might need to hear it more than once.’

‘Fair enough. How about I give you the short version today and the more detailed one once you’re off pain meds?’

‘Deal.’ His head rested back on the pillows.

CC pushed her hands under her thighs and rocked gently in the chair, trying to work out where to start. ‘When I got to the shack, instead of finding the euphonium I found a huge stash of drugs, which according to Aisha has a street value of about twenty-eight million. It turns out Ollie’s racked up huge gambling debts with people connected to an international drug-smuggling syndicate. He’s been diving for them.’

Tom’s eyes widened into inky discs and she saw the effort it took for him to concentrate.

‘The rest is eerily like your true crime podcasts,’ she said, telling him about the threat to her life, her escape and her terror when she saw him running at her. ‘I thought you were Ollie or the other guy. I’m so sorry you were in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’ll regret it forever.’

‘So those loud noises I heard were gunshots?’ he asked, his expression incredulous.

‘It’s surreal, isn’t it? Real bullets. One embedded in the car, one missed us entirely, and the seat almost stopped the third. I got a graze.’ She gave a soft laugh that edged towards tears. ‘I have no idea why they call it a graze. It’s more of a small hole.’

His hands twisted on the sheets. ‘Maybe me being out of it was a good thing.’

She thought of the ever-present video in her head of everything that had happened. ‘I think so.’

‘Have the police caught them?’

‘Ollie’s missing and the boss man is dead.’

His hands relaxed. ‘At least the dangerous one’s dead.’

CC closed her eyes brief ly, then willed herself to look at him. ‘Ollie isn’t a safe person, Tom. He’s been manipulating me … us. He was involved in Lily’s death.’

Tom’s heart rate shot up so fast that the monitor screeched.

A nurse hurried in. ‘Might be time for a rest, eh, Tom?’ The nurse gave CC a look that clearly implied it was time for her to leave.

CC stood. ‘I’ll call you when I get a phone. I can answer any questions you have …’ God, did she even know his number?

‘Tom?’

But his eyes were closed and his face was so pale it was almost indistinguishable from the bed linen.

By the time CC arrived in Melbourne, Ollie’s face was all over the internet, the print media and the television. Anji pulled her into her arms and hugged her so fiercely that she bruised her injured shoulder.

CC fell into bed and, with the help of a sleeping tablet, slept for five hours. When she woke, the tsunami of reality hit again, threatening to drown her. Using Anji’s tablet, she trawled the police media for news of Ollie—nothing—before watching so many episodes of Gilmore Girls that they all bled into each other.

As soon as it was light, she joined the dog walkers on the beach, telling herself she was anonymous in the city, and safe, but she kept glancing around so often that she tripped over five times.

When Anji offered to stay home from work, CC insisted she go in. The thought of her mother hovering, not knowing how to help, was too much, especially when CC had no idea what she needed.

She waited outside the phone shop until the security guard rolled up the doors, then gifted a half-awake salesperson with their first sale of the day. Fifteen minutes later, the cloud had restored all her contacts. She immediately texted Tom but received no reply.

She called the hospital—he’d spent a comfortable night and the chest drain was being removed. It was good news and she tried to see it that way, but it barely made a ripple in her guilt.

Aisha responded to CC’s text with a thumbs up emoji, but after an hour when the constable still hadn’t called, CC phoned her.

‘Any news?’ she asked.

‘There’ve been half a dozen calls to Crime Stoppers from people saying they’ve seen Mr Friend.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Not when it’s everywhere from Byron Bay to Esperance. Chances of him getting that far in such a short time are pretty slim.’

This information only added to CC’s general unease and inability to settle to anything. She cleaned her mother’s already sparkling bathroom, then took to the interior windows with a mix of metho and water as her nonna had taught her—anything to keep her hands occupied and her mind still. It didn’t work. Too many times she’d be cleaning a window unable to remember when she’d moved onto it from the previous pane.

She knew elevated cortisol levels were driving her body and putting her brain in overdrive as it tried to make sense of the trauma she’d experienced. But understanding the physiology didn’t help with the palpitations and general agitation. Exhausted as she was, she couldn’t stop moving.

She was alphabetising the bookshelf when the doorbell rang. She froze so fast, pain ricocheted from her neck to her feet.

It won’t be Ollie. He doesn’t know where your mother lives. He hates Melbourne.

He lied about everything.

Survival instincts flattened her to the wall. The bell rang a second time and then footsteps walked away. She waited five minutes before she opened the door, ears keen for any noise. She picked up a parcel of skincare products, shut the door and slid to the floor.

When her mother came home at lunchtime, she found CC still on the floor, clutching the box.

‘Oh, CC. You need to see a doctor. I’ll take you.’

‘No! What I need is information. I need to know what’s going on with the investigation.’

I need the police to find Ollie so I can breathe again.

She called Paige, but her mother answered the phone. CC heard Archie’s voice in the background.

‘It’s CC. I’m Paige’s—’ What exactly? Half-sister-in-law? ‘I’m Ollie’s sister. Can I talk to her?’

‘She’s sleeping. The doctor gave her something to knock her out.’

‘Oh … right. Can you tell her I called and …’ And what? I’m sorry your husband’s a gambler and a likely murderer. I hate that he scared me to my core and made me doubt the innate goodness of people so I shot a truly generous man. I think I hate him the most for that. ‘I’m thinking of her and the kids.’

As she ended the call, her thoughts drifted to her other brothers. Should she give Felix and James her new number? She thought about their recent communications—how they’d joined forces against her. Or had that been Ollie manipulating them? Either way, she wondered if talking to them would help.

She took a deep breath and called Felix. When he didn’t pick up, she realised he wouldn’t recognise her new number so he’d have no idea it was her. She was about to text him when her phone vibrated. Her hand jerked so violently that the phone spun out of her grip and landed on Anji’s Italian ceramic tiles. A crack ran diagonally across the screen—a new record even for CC.

Her mother picked the phone up and handed it to her. ‘I’m calling the clinic.’

CC’s phone buzzed with a text telling her she had missed a call from a +234 number. Oh God! Her heart was threatening to beat a hole through her chest and she’d just dropped her phone for a spam call.

She looked at her mother. ‘Okay. I’ll see someone.’

The first appointment Anji could get her was at five thirty.

‘Why don’t you at least try lying down,’ Anji said. ‘You could listen to a book or try one of my meditations?’

CC knew her mother was trying to help, but she wasn’t certain she could lie still, let alone concentrate.

‘Will you sit on the couch and watch something with me like Nonna did when I was sick?’ she said.

‘Of course.’

For the first time that CC could remember, she lay her head on her mother’s lap. As the antics of The Big Bang Theory washed over her, and her mother’s fingers gently stroked her hair, CC finally felt her heart slow and the heaviness in her chest marginally lighten.

The doorbell pealed into CC’s consciousness. Her eyes flew open and she saw her mother, who must have eased off the couch earlier, walking to the door.

‘Deep breaths,’ Anji said. ‘I’ll get it.’

CC was levering herself into a sitting position and pushing hair out of her eyes when two police officers followed her mother into the room.

‘CC, you have visitors,’ Anji said. ‘Can I make anyone a cup of tea or coffee?’

‘Coffee, white with one, would be great,’ the older of the two officers said before facing CC. His round cheeks were red from the cold. ‘Dr Cilento, I’m Senior Constable Tripolino and this is Constable Nguyen.’

‘Tripolino’s a Sicilian name, isn’t it?’ Anji said.

‘That’s right. My grandparents came out in the fifties.’

‘Snap!’ Anji said.

‘Mum! I doubt the police are here to chat about their origin story.’

Anji tilted her head towards the officers as if saying ‘Forgive my daughter, she’s overwrought’ and disappeared to make the drinks.

‘Is it okay if we sit?’ Officer Tripolino said, lowering his bulk into a chair at CC’s assenting nod. ‘You’re probably wondering why we’re here. Portland Police, specifically Constable …’

‘Malouf,’ Nguyen said smoothly, as if she was used to filling in gaps for her senior.

‘… asked us to pop in.’

CC blinked at Tripolino, unable to imagine Aisha using the words ‘pop in’ to describe an official police visit.

Her mother returned with the drinks and some biscotti, earning a wide smile from Tripolino who looked very at ease with the concept of popping in.

‘Constable Malouf told us you’ve been through the mill recently with your sister’s death and then yesterday’s unfortunate events,’ he said sympathetically to CC. ‘And that the perpetrator of your detainment was your brother.’

‘Half-brother.’ It wasn’t lost on her that this was the first time she’d insisted on using the correct relationship title, as if it put distance between her and Ollie.

Tripolino nodded. ‘He’s been missing since late yesterday.’

‘That’s right.’

He took a deep breath, his bulk expanding in the chair. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got some difficult news for you. An hour ago, Oliver Friend’s partly dismembered body was washed up on …’

‘Kooramook beach,’ Nguyen said.

‘Dismembered?’ CC latched onto the word, matching it with what Ollie had told her about being a cog in a crime-syndicate machine. Her hand gripped the edge of the couch. ‘Are you saying he was murdered? Am I safe?’

‘Forensics will determine how he died, but at this stage it appears that the lower part of his body was shark food.’

CC gagged. Anji patted her back.

Ollie is dead. The news sawed CC in half—relief intertwined with devastation.

‘Do his brothers know?’ she asked. ‘His wife?’

‘His wife is being informed by Hamilton police,’ Tripolino said. ‘When we’ve answered all your questions, we’ll visit your brothers.’

‘Am I safe?’ she repeated.

‘It’s our understanding that you are.’

‘Understanding?’ The word came out as a squeak.

‘You should call Constable Malouf and talk to the Portland CIU for extra reassurance,’ Nguyen said. ‘Constable Malouf is happy to take your call. She just didn’t want to break the news about Mr Friend’s death to you over the phone.’

‘I need to call Aisha now,’ CC said. At Tripolino’s confused look she added, ‘Constable Malouf.’

Anji rose. ‘Thank you so much for coming, officers. I’ll see you out.’

Aisha answered CC’s call before the police had stepped out the door. ‘CC, are you okay?’

‘He’s dead. Does that mean it’s over?’

‘CIU think so and the drug squad concur.’

‘How can they be sure?’

‘Experience,’ Aisha said simply. ‘These syndicates operate on a model of small teams who know very little about each other. Their only connection is usually by encrypted apps and limited to one person on each team. It means if someone is caught they don’t have enough information to destroy the syndicate. The property wasn’t the usual drop-off point, Friend and Arliss are dead, and no one else knew you were there. The missing courier is hardly going to step forward and claim a hundred kilograms of methamphetamine and neither is anyone else. The risk to your safety died with Arliss and Friend.’ Aisha cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you.’ The words came out automatically.

‘You’re probably feeling very conflicted.’

‘You think?’ CC laughed, but then she was struggling for breath, sobbing and torn with anger and loss.

How did she grieve a man she’d adored when she had no idea what had been real and what had been an act?


Chapter Forty-One

Ollie’s funeral was held in Hamilton. Family only the announcement had said, but on the Friend side only James, Felix and CC were in attendance. Bronte was now thirty-six weeks pregnant and unable to sit comfortably in a car for hours so had decided not to come. Maddi had a piano exam and Blake a debate, so Gretel stayed away as well.

CC found the choice of a church funeral odd—Ollie’s spiritual home had always been the shack and the beach. But funerals were for the living and if this was a way for Paige to cope, then so be it. The minister was the only speaker and CC experienced an overwhelming disconnect—as if she was at a stranger’s funeral. She supposed that in a way she was.

Watching the celebration-of-life video at the end of the service—photos of a grinning Ollie with Bert at the shack, surfing, diving, playing with his children, doing everything he loved—was supposed to lift her up. Instead, sadness trickled through her before gathering like a rock in her chest.

When had Ollie’s gambling addiction taken hold and altered his moral compass, destroyed his life and damaged everyone who loved him? Or had it always been part of him, honed by a family who turned every occasion into a dare? Had the need to win started with a desire to impress absent parents and then become a delicious buzz to fill that void?

CC would never know. What she did know was that the family she had craved to belong to was riven with such wide faultlines created by Leo and Julia that they’d all tumbled in. Her own mother had teetered on the edge, but thankfully, with Nonna’s help, Anji had kept her balance. And Nonna’s memory and Anji’s love were currently keeping CC upright.

Paige was a shadow of her former indomitable, no-nonsense self. Her mother and siblings created an effective barricade between her and Ollie’s family.

‘She doesn’t want to talk to you,’ Paige’s sister told CC when she tried to approach. ‘She doesn’t want anything to do with the Friends. God, what a name.’

‘Pub?’ Felix said, the moment they stepped out of the church into a glorious bluebird winter’s day.

‘God, yes,’ James said.

CC nodded and followed their cars the short distance to a hotel. She found herself over-gripping the steering wheel—this would be the first occasion she’d sat down with these brothers since she’d launched legal action against them. The days between Ollie’s death and the funeral had been strained with politeness, reminding her of the stories about the Christmas truce during World War One.

It wasn’t hard to find a quiet corner in the pub on a Wednesday afternoon. James bought the drinks and, after distributing them, raised his glass.

‘To Ollie.’

CC’s glass stalled halfway to her mouth.

‘Jesus, James,’ Felix said. ‘He convinced Lily to kill herself, tied up CC and threatened to kill her too.’

James shrugged. ‘What do you want me to say? “I love you, but I don’t love what you did”? That’s what Gretel says to the kids.’

CC laughed. ‘James is right. We did love him and we fucking hate what he did.’

‘Cheers to that.’ Felix took a long gulp of his beer. As he put the glass down he said, ‘CC, you know now that Ollie was lying to all of us, right? That I was telling you the truth about him being onboard with the resort.’

She nodded. ‘Yeah. Just like he engineered me to take legal action against you both. He knew it would tie everything up for years so he could keep using the shack and the cove for the drug drops.’

Hope flared in Felix’s eyes. ‘So we’re good?’

Good? So much had happened that CC had no idea what good meant. She was suddenly back in the cold hospital car park, breaking up with Tom. I think they disregard you … I’ve seen you accept it.

‘By good, do you mean you’ll take a DNA test and officially acknowledge me as your sister?’ she said.

‘Felix,’ James cautioned.

‘Fuck, James. I’ve lost a brother and a sister. Bronte and I are about to have a baby and we want what’s left of the family to be united when they’re born. This isn’t the time to be a lawyer.’

‘It’s always the time to be a lawyer,’ James countered before shifting his gaze to CC. ‘This isn’t personal, CC. It’s business. There’s a lawsuit in play and a multimillion-dollar development to consider.’

At that moment, CC was under no doubt that the only person who’d stayed true to themselves since she’d learned about her inheritance of the shack was James. He’d been scheming from the moment he’d read Leo’s will. Felix, on the other hand, flip-flopped more than a fish out of water.

They all traced the outline of their coasters while CC waited for Felix to answer her question. Was he flipping or flopping?

When he remained silent beyond a reasonable time to answer, she took a deep breath and voiced the decision she’d made in Tom’s hospital room. ‘I want to sell my share of the shack.’

James’s head snapped up. ‘That’s not possible until the inheritance issue is settled. Your solicitor should have advised you on that.’

‘I haven’t discussed it with him.’

‘Well, that’s unwise.’

‘I have a proposition for you both. I’m prepared to drop my claim on Leo’s estate in exchange for a fair price for my share of the shack.’

James gave her an assessing look. ‘Why?’

‘It’s pretty simple really. If I pursue my entitlement to Leo’s estate it will take money away from Paige. I’m not prepared to do that. Ollie died without life insurance, has huge credit-card bills and a second mortgage on the house. She doesn’t need any more financial stress.’

‘But CC, selling now is crazy,’ Felix said. ‘You’d be walking away from a lucrative investment.’

One that kept her tied to a family she no longer wanted anything to do with.

‘I’m not sure it’s worth the money. In fact, I know it’s not.’

‘But you’ve seen the projections,’ Felix said, sounding oddly like James.

‘I’m not talking about income projections and ROIs, Felix. You say you want a united family, but really what you want is for things to stay the same as they have been since I was five. For me to fit in with all your plans, be grateful for my place in the family and never question or make a claim. The problem is, I’m not that person any more and that’s on you. It’s on all the Friend men. Lily was not only happy I was her sister, she was the only one of you not to view my place in the family in terms of what they’d lose.

‘Leo wanted me to have a share of the shack and it’s what I deserve, but I know you’re not capable of giving it, so I’m done. But don’t think you can screw me. You’ve burned me too many times to get anything else over me. My solicitor will send you the deal proposal. If you don’t accept it, I’ll fight you all the way to legal recognition and take your money, but then we all lose. Felix, I’m sure your lawyer will advise you to accept.’ She pushed back her chair. ‘And I’m pretty sure this is goodbye.’

Felix shot to his feet. ‘CC, wait. Please. Bronte’s going to be gutted.’

For once the pull on her feelings—the need to please people, especially the Friends—lacked strength. All she experienced was a dispassionate sadness for a man who didn’t understand how a family should work. And perhaps, courtesy of their father, they were all guilty of that.

‘I’m sorry she’ll be disappointed, but I can’t help that,’ she said. ‘Tell her it’s the downside of being married to a man who puts money ahead of family.’

CC pushed through the pub door and onto the street. Halfway down Gray Street she got a prickling feeling that she’d left something behind. She stopped and did a mental inventory of her possessions—coat, scarf, handbag, phone. She had them all, yet the feeling lingered.

She turned and that’s when it hit her. She’d divested herself of the Friends.

She tilted her head to the winter sun and laughed.


Chapter Forty-Two

CC called the administrator at Portland Hospital. ‘Were you serious when you said if I changed my mind you’d welcome me back with open arms?’

‘Absolutely!’ he said. ‘When can you start? The entire department will be thrilled.’

CC thought Tom might be less than thrilled and immediately shoved the thought aside.

When the contract arrived, Anji said, ‘Are you sure it’s wise going back there after everything that’s happened?’

‘I love it down there,’ CC said, ‘I always have. And I refuse to let one awful night dictate my life.’

‘What about the Friends?’

‘They don’t have a monopoly on the district. Anyway, the resort still needs planning permission. If that goes through, it will take over a year to build and I doubt they’ll be down much before then. If they are and I bump into them, I’m more than capable of a polite chat. I just don’t want to be part of their toxic family.’

She impulsively hugged Anji.

‘What was that for?’

‘A long overdue thank you. I’ve spent too many years looking away from you and thinking the Friends offered me true family, but we know where that got me. Meanwhile, you’ve always given me unconditional love and I’m incredibly grateful. I’m not sure my half-siblings ever got that from Leo and Julia.’

Anji blinked a few times. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, but we’re not off the hook. We need to work on being a family, Mum. Christopher’s in your life and has been for over two years, so he’s part of this family too.’

Anji’s mouth tweaked up ruefully. ‘I spent so many years protecting you that it’s a hard habit to break. But you’re right, you deserve to know him and he wants to know you. Perhaps we can come down one weekend a month?’

‘I’d love that.’

‘But that house …’ Anji shuddered. ‘We’ll stay in a motel.’

CC laughed. ‘I’m not living in the hospital house. There’s a cottage up for sale on the opposite side of Kooramook, so I’ve rented it and I’m talking to the bank. It’s near the main beach and I feel close to Lily there.’

Anji nodded, understanding clear in her eyes. ‘In that case, Christopher and I look forward to seeing your new home.’

CC loved the cottage. It had been renovated to bring it into the current century, but it retained the simple coastal vibe she adored. Coming home to it each night was like being wrapped in a weighted blanket.

She started most days on the beach, breathing deeply and attempting to let all thoughts float past her—that was harder than five years of medical school. She needed the routine and normality of work and she appreciated it, but there were days when she struggled. There were occasions when her brain resembled treacle—sticky and dense—refusing to offer up a much-needed thought or word. Lucy, the hospital pharmacist, had rescued her a few times, picking up an incorrect drug dose.

She was diligent at keeping a weekly video appointment with a Melbourne-based therapist experienced in PTSD in an attempt to avoid succumbing to it. On the plus side, the nightmares were increasingly further apart. She no longer woke drenched in sweat and terrified that she was about to die. Instead, she woke terrified that she’d killed Tom.

It was the support of the urgent care staff and the brass band that got her out of bed each morning. She’d bought the band a replacement euphonium and the day she delivered it to the hall Dougie had insisted she ‘give us a demo, doc’. There was something about the old man’s twinkling eyes that made refusing him impossible, so she had stayed and played.

Now, each Tuesday morning, Dougie called her asking for a ride to band practice. ‘With Tom away, I’d appreciate a lift, doc.’

So each Tuesday evening she drove Dougie to band practice and stayed and played.

Tom was on extended leave, island-hopping off the Queensland coast and, according to Kwan, ‘no doubt tanning that beautiful body’. He sent the occasional old-school postcard to the department that got stuck on the fridge, taunting them all as they weathered an icy winter.

Before he’d left, CC had written to him apologising again for firing an arrow into him and putting his life at risk. He’d texted back: Take some archery lessons

She wasn’t certain if he knew she’d returned to the hospital and was living in Kooramook, although he probably did because Kwan kept in touch with him. She’d seen a photo on Kwan’s phone of a smiling Tom on a palm-fringed beach cheek-to-cheek with a bikini-clad woman. And why not?

I misread the whole situation. She flinched at the memory of Tom’s words and the anguish so clear on his face. She’d hurt him as much as the Friends had hurt her, and those wounds took far longer to heal than arrow-entry sites, bullet grazes and cable-tie cuts.

She knew it was selfish, but she wanted to clap eyes on him once—to see for herself that he was okay. Happy. She found herself listening intently to the chatter at work, hoping to hear that he had plans to return. She heard nothing and she refused to ask.

Tom was still away when the band gave their sell-out Music of the Movies concert, the repertoire filled with many John Williams pieces. It was compulsory to dress up as a character from one of the films so there were stormtroopers, Indiana Jones and even a dinosaur. CC had considered wearing a vintage 1940s frock, but as the medley from Casablanca undid her every time, she went as Superman. The red cape didn’t give her superpowers, nor did it stop the lyrics of ‘As Time Goes By’ ringing in her head. Hindsight was indeed a bitch.

Deb and Murray came to the concert. If they were surprised to see her there they didn’t show it, but afterwards at the refreshment table they asked her how she was, their eyes backlit with concern.

‘Not bad. This helps a lot.’ CC indicated her fellow band members.

‘That’s what Tom’s always said.’ Murray put down his mug. ‘Are you part of the proposed development at Kooramook? It’s got a few of the locals up in arms.’

She shook her head. ‘No. You told me once that sometimes it’s wiser to walk away than to stay on and fight. It took me a long time to work out that I’d been fighting for the wrong things, but I’ve finally divorced the Friends.’

Murray gave her a kind smile. ‘You got there in the end and that’s the most important thing.’

‘Maybe. But I think I lost something pretty special along the way.’

Spring arrived and Kooramook started waking up. The market recommenced after its winter hiatus and Lily’s friends welcomed CC, although she gave Gagan a wide berth. She enjoyed donating her abundant crop of broccoli to Food Rescue, and was hopeful of a bumper summer tomato crop for sugo.

‘You should come to the pub on Saturday night,’ Lee said. ‘The band’s back and we can dance for Lily.’

Anxious and excited, CC spent far too much time on her hair and make-up, changing clothes three times before she finally left the cottage. As she pushed open the pub doors, the lead singer was belting out ‘Am I Ever Gonna See Your Face Again’. For a second she took it as a sign, and then reality hit colder than an ice bath. It wasn’t Tom. The disappointment almost floored her and she hated that it did. What had she been thinking? Even if it had been Tom, his lack of contact was sending a very strong message—one she should heed.

Seven months after Lily’s death, Aisha contacted CC to tell her the coroner’s report had finally been released. Although Lily’s death was declared misadventure, it considered the impact of the misdiagnosis of ADHD and how the prescribed stimulants had likely contributed to her hypermania. That, combined with the alleged non-medically supervised use of psilocybin, had put her at great risk.

The only part of the report that gave CC any peace was the recommendation that Lily wasn’t the first patient to suffer from drug-induced psychosis and that the proliferation of private ADHD clinics be reviewed for accountability and safety.

Anji kept her promise, and she and Christopher visited one weekend a month. It had taken thirty years for CC to observe her mother in a relationship, to glimpse the in-jokes, the micro-accommodations on both sides, the love. She discovered that she and Christopher had enough in common that they never ran out of conversation, but mostly she appreciated how much he adored her mother. Then again, Ollie had adored Paige and the kids, but not as much as he adored the buzz of a win.

She’d learned it was impossible to tell from the outside what was going on inside a relationship, especially when it was viewed through rose-coloured glasses. When she thought back, there had been moments of tension between Ollie and Paige, but whenever she’d asked, Ollie had deflected, or created excuses or flat-out lied. CC had now learned that Paige’s father didn’t have a gambling problem. Another lie to add to the pyre.

At the start of December, CC became a permanent staff member at the hospital and the sale of the cottage went through. Although the bank owned more of the house than she did, the paperwork said it was hers. She was officially a homeowner, and in twenty-five years time she might be considered a local.

Brass-band commitments ramped up for Christmas and she donned a Santa hat and set aside her aversion to ‘Jingle Bell Rock’—apparently a ‘must’ on the playlist of festive tunes.

The Saturday before Christmas was hot and CC worked a half-shift. It was extremely quiet—everyone was too busy shopping at the Christmas market or out enjoying the beach to worry about feeling sick. She caught the tail end of the Kooramook market and treated herself to a baked potato with the lot, taking it to the beach to eat, where she enjoyed watching families play in the friendly waves.

The tide was out and she walked away from the busy patrolled area towards the quieter area around the bluff. Even though she now knew Lily had died in the cove, she still visited the rockpools to ‘talk’ to her.

She was halfway along the beach when a familiar black and white border collie raced up, circling her enthusiastically with a wide doggie smile. Her breath stalled and she turned, scanning the beach for Tom, but apart from two teens, she was alone.

She ruff led the dog’s ears. ‘Where did you come from?’

Bogie dropped a stick at her feet, then stepped back, quivering with anticipation. CC threw it. He raced down the beach, sand flying, then belted back to her and dropped the stick again, his tongue lolling and his eyes bright. He gave a short bark that clearly said, ‘Again! Do it again.’ So she did.

CC tired first and when she sat on the sand she noticed a surfer out the back. The figure was too far away for her to confidently say it was Tom, but it likely was.

‘Is that where he is?’ she asked the dog.

Bogie sat next to her and she decided to wait it out. Tom would eventually come in.


Chapter Forty-Three

Half an hour later Tom rode a wave to shore. When he stepped off his board, Bogie shot to his feet and raced into the shallows to meet him.

CC raised a hand for a quick wave, then dropped it by her side.

By the time Tom had walked up the beach, she was on her feet, heart thumping. ‘You’re back,’ she said inanely.

He gave a half-smile. ‘Mum would have my guts for garters if I missed Christmas.’ He lowered his board to the sand. ‘And it was getting too hot and sticky up north.’

‘How are you?’

‘Yeah, not bad. You?’

It was like talking to a stranger. She could have said she was great—in many ways her life was better than it had ever been—but ‘great’ would be a lie.

‘I’m getting the help I need. The bad days are getting further apart.’

‘That’s good.’ His shoulders rose and fell. ‘I think I’m lucky that I barely remember any of it.’

She nodded, needing to say so much more, but she didn’t want to bare her soul on a beach to a man who was dripping wet.

She pointed to the stairs that led to the car park, then to her street. ‘I’ve bought the old Switkowski cottage.’

‘I heard.’

‘Oh, right. Kwan.’ Her assumption that Tom wouldn’t know suddenly felt silly. ‘I’m still getting used to the Kooramook grapevine.’

‘Portland actually. Dad told me. He and Harry Switkowski are in Rotary together.’ Tom toed the sand, then gave her a sideways look. ‘I thought Kooramook would be the last place you’d want to settle.’

‘I’ve always loved this coast. I thought it was time to commit to a community.’

‘Even with everything that happened with the Friends?’

With us?

She laced her fingers. ‘Do you want … I can make coffee or …?’ The invitation sounded clunky, the words falling from her mouth like bricks.

Surprise crossed his face. ‘Now?’

‘Yes.’ She saw his hesitation. ‘Or later, if you’ve got plans.’

His blue eyes studied her as if he was trying to solve a complicated puzzle. ‘Actually, now’s about my only free time until after Christmas.’

‘Okay.’

They walked up the stairs in silence, and when they reached Tom’s car he said, ‘I’ll get out of my wettie and meet you there.’

She walked alone to the cottage and, apart from the hours of terror she’d experienced that awful night at the shack, it was the longest ten minutes of her life.

While CC brewed coffee, Tom made polite small talk about the cottage and its garden where vegetables grew interspersed with flowers.

When they sat on the couch, CC finally blurted out the words that had been burning her mouth for months. ‘I’m sorry.’

His coffee cup stalled halfway to his mouth. ‘I thought we’d called a moratorium on you apologising for shooting me. But if you need to hear me say the words …? CC, I forgive you for shooting me. There’s no need to apologise again.’

‘Thank you, but I need to apologise for far more than an arrow in your shoulder.’

He raised his brows but stayed silent.

She took a deep breath, hoping it would steady her. ‘The counselling I’m having isn’t just about what happened that night. I’ve had my eyes opened, learned a lot of things and faced some uncomfortable truths about myself. I had no clue that I was such an emotional mess when I met you. I’m sorry for the hurt that caused us.’

‘Thanks.’ He kept his gaze fixed on the garden. ‘But it’s not your fault that I wanted more than you could give. Or that I convinced myself you felt the same way. That’s on me.’

She remembered his baff led anger and pulsing hurt so his apology surprised her. ‘Wow, that’s very …’

‘Emotionally mature?’ He turned and faced her, his lips lifting in a quick, wry smile. ‘You’re not the only one who reached out for some help and heard some hard truths.’

She made a huffing sound. ‘If it’s a competition, I think I win on dysfunctional families.’

‘I’ll give you that, but I’d win on believing that love conquers all.’

‘At least you believe in love.’ She drank her coffee, letting the sound of the distant surf soothe her. ‘I didn’t grow up seeing adult love in action, let alone observing a successful long-term relationship. I was raised by a bruised and distrustful single mother and a grieving widow who missed her husband like an amputee misses a limb. It meant I absorbed a lot of confusing messages without knowing why. I was clueless about the pain and the lack of trust Leo instilled in Mum, and the fact another man was accused of carrying the blame. Mum taught me that men couldn’t be trusted, which was in stark opposition to Nonna who spoke lovingly of my grandfather and the joy of marriage. The unspoken rule in our house was that a man was both unnecessary and necessary.’

‘That would have been confusing,’ Tom said.

‘Oh, yeah. I had a desperate father-want, and on top of that I was an only child. I craved brothers and sisters and a family bigger than three women. Every summer the Friends filled that vacancy to overflowing, making the shack my magical place. When the holidays ended, the hole where a family should be always felt bigger, wider, deeper. It made me desperate to go back to the shack; I even had a calendar dedicated to marking off the days until I returned. Over the years, the Friends’ importance in my life got overblown. Unlike anyone with siblings—’

‘Are you saying unlike me?’ Tom said, slight frown marks creasing his forehead.

‘Not specifically, but as you’ve got a sister … What I’m trying to say is, I didn’t have any other family dynamics to compare to the Friends. Now, with a bit of help, I understand that the summer holidays at the shack were halcyon days for all of us. They didn’t remotely ref lect the Friends’ family life, because their parents were rarely at the shack and their grandparents gave us unimaginable freedoms. What we did have in common was a circle of secrets that surrounded us. Secrets we had no idea existed. The family allowed those secrets to take precedence over our emotional wellbeing—although, to be fair to Mum and Nonna, I had far more stability at home than my half-siblings did. Julia was sick, and Leo was either overwhelmed or more interested in work and having affairs than he was in his children. Sending them to boarding school ticked all the boxes for him, Hell, it was prestige and education with child-rearing thrown in.’

CC rubbed her hands on her shorts. ‘Maybe if Julia and Leo had spent the summer holidays with their kids, things might have been different, but they shunted them down here with their grandparents. I think it weakened their family bonds.’

Disbelief lit up Tom’s eyes. ‘You only think?’

‘Fair call. I know it did.’ She suddenly shivered.

‘What?’

‘Ollie was so small when they sent him back here to live with Rosa and Bert. It might have been done with the best intentions, but it doesn’t scream love. It says, you’re the problem, we’re sending you away.’

‘You think that’s why he did what he did?’

She puffed out a breath, the sound ambivalent. ‘I think all those years of feeling abandoned took a toll on his emotional health. I believe his love of family and the need to protect them was real, but it got dominated by his addiction. It doesn’t absolve him from what he did.’

CC steeled herself, needing to accept her own culpabilities. ‘When I met you, it was off the back of two disastrous relationships. I was convinced my mother was right, that men couldn’t be trusted and the break-ups were a hundred per cent their fault. I clung to that indignation like a lifeline. I was terrified of letting someone in, but didn’t realise it.’

He grimaced. ‘And I wanted to be all in, making me your worst nightmare.’

‘It was more than that,’ she said quickly, needing him to understand. ‘You were the first guy who saw a future with me. It scared me, but I also had no idea Ollie was manipulating all of us so we didn’t discover he was involved in drug trafficking. He didn’t want you around or inf luencing me, so he used my lack of healthy relationships to twist your love and care, making it look like control—’ Her voice cracked and she gulped in air. ‘Only he was the one pulling all the strings, doing all the controlling.’

‘Bastard,’ Tom muttered, his chin dropping to his chest. ‘Then again, I didn’t always help.’

She thought about all the ways he had helped. ‘What do you mean?’

He grimaced. ‘After Lily died, I had a sense of what you might be going through because I’d been there once too. That sensation of being cast adrift from your life and the emotional whiplash that comes with it, leaving you floundering. I should have respected that you weren’t in the right headspace, but I was scared of losing you so I pushed for commitment. When you said that sex and fun couldn’t coexist with commitment, I was hurt and angry. I couldn’t understand how it wasn’t as obvious to you as it was to me that we could be good together.’

He raised his head and looked straight at her. ‘Do you still believe everyone’s capable of having an affair?’

‘Yes.’

Tom flinched and she softened her tone. ‘But I also know there are many couples who’ve managed to stay together for decades because they’ve chosen to look inside their relationship and work on it rather than looking out.’ She shifted on the couch. ‘Over the last few months I’ve had the chance to finally watch my mother operate inside a mature relationship.’

‘And?’

‘And after three years of dating Christopher, Mum’s finally decided to take the next step. They’re moving in together. I’ve eavesdropped on some of their planning conversations, and seen and heard the navigation of merging two households, which is next-level compromise and negotiation. But as they do it, I can see the backbone of love and respect that runs through their relationship. I’m guessing you grew up with that as your normal.’

Tom ran his hand through his damp hair. ‘I’ve never really thought about it, but I guess I did. I’ve never gone into any relationship thinking it won’t work.’

‘You’re lucky.’ She meant it. ‘You were right when you said I was terrified of letting someone into my life and exploring a future with them, but it was worse than that. I leaned on you and accepted your love and care when it suited me, and then I threw it away for a family who doesn’t love me. But you knew all that before I did,’ she said sadly. ‘And I hated you for it.’

She laced her fingers tightly. ‘I never wanted to acknowledge the Friends’ casual disregard of me in case it gave them a reason to discard me completely. That fear made me say some truly horrible things to you. Things I will always regret. And despite the hurt I caused, you still came out in a once-in-a-decade storm to check on me and I thanked you by shooting an arrow into you.’

His mouth tweaked up in a rueful smile, a hint of a dimple scoring his cheek. ‘CC, you shot an arrow into me the first time we met.’

Her throat thickened, hope clogging her mouth, and she took the biggest known risk of her life.

‘Mum told me recently that it’s friendship and respect that gets you through the hard times. I valued your friendship from the very start, Tom. I’m learning to live without it, but I miss it so much.’

He sat a little straighter, his entire body turned to hers. ‘What are you saying, CC? That you want to be friends?’

Her heart was outside her chest, vulnerable and quivering. ‘I know I’ve only just started taking baby steps on how to be emotionally vulnerable. How to recognise love and support, and be able to ask for help and accept it. I get that I’m probably too much like hard work, so I understand friendship might be all that’s on offer, or maybe not even that, but …’ She swallowed and stepped into freefall. ‘More than anything, I’d like a chance to explore being in a fully committed relationship with you. Be on the same page from the start, working together instead of against each other. Build on all the good stuff we shared. We did have good stuff, right?’

His eyes bored into her as intense as the summer sun. Sweat beaded on her hairline.

‘You sound terrified,’ he said.

‘Only because you might say no.’

‘We were great at the fun stuff.’

‘I want to commit to getting better at dealing with the tough stuff.’

A slow smile crawled across his face. ‘We can do that.’

He closed the gap between them, cupped her cheeks in his palms and kissed her. He tasted of salt and wind, and of an undeniable pledge. There’d be time enough later for long discussions, the hammering out of expectations and plans—a long and winding future riven with love and respect. For now, there was his love and warmth, and CC sank into the kiss, returning her own promise.

Later, lying in bed together with the late-afternoon sun caressing them and the rhythmic thump of the surf a reassuring presence, CC said, ‘By the way, in case the gossip hasn’t reached you, I discarded the Friends, not the other way around.’

Tom’s fingers played in her hair. ‘Dad mentioned you’d divorced them.’

Surprised, she lifted her head and looked at him. ‘I never took Murray for a gossip.’

‘He’s not, but he’s a great dad. After your chat at the Music of the Movies concert, he told me to come home. Said I might be in with a chance.’

CC couldn’t remember what she’d said. ‘Really?’

‘Yep.’ He suddenly looked sheepish. ‘Dad’s a hopeless romantic too. He said you’d told him that you’d lost something special. He told me that I had “a date with fate”.’

She couldn’t help rolling her eyes. ‘Not Casablanca again.’

‘Of course Casablanca.’

‘I would have thought that what I did to you was more along the lines of “where love cuts as deep as a dagger”,’ she said.

He grinned and gave her a gentle nudge. ‘You know all the taglines!’

She laughed. ‘You got me. I finally watched the whole thing and I get why you want everyone to watch it. It’s so much more than Ilsa and Rick’s love story. It’s about being our best selves and doing what’s right when the political climate’s shifting. It’s eerily topical right now.’

Tom hummed the tune of ‘As Time Goes By’ and as CC kissed him, she glimpsed the time over his shoulder. She pulled away so fast that Tom fell back on the pillows.

She jumped out of bed. ‘Get up!’

‘What? Why?’

‘Carol service.’ She threw his shorts and T-shirt at him, then grabbed her Christmas band outfit. ‘We should have been in town ten minutes ago. I’m bringing the Santa hats and I promised I’d—Why are you laughing?’

‘I’m loving that you’re band obsessed.’

‘I’m not obsessed.’ She took in his twinkling eyes and dancing dimples and remembered something he’d said at the first dinner they’d shared. ‘The brass band’s my first love.’

‘Not at all cringe.’

She laughed then and hauled him from the bed, before becoming serious. ‘I love the band and the community down here and everything it offers. But you, Tom Greely, are the most important love in my life.’

‘I love you too.’ He blinked, then sucked in a deep breath. ‘You have no idea how happy you’ve just made me.’

‘You just told me you loved me so I think I’ve got a pretty good idea.’

She rose on her toes to kiss him again and her phone pinged with a raft of text messages asking where she was.

‘We need to go in your car,’ she said. ‘Mine’s still in town.’

She shrugged her arms into her Christmas vest and looked at him still standing gazing at her. ‘Come on. We’ve got a concert to play.’

‘In concert,’ Tom said.

‘What?’ She was looking for her shoes.

‘In concert. It means together. Side by side, in unison.’

She stopped and turned back to him, her heart full to overflowing. ‘That sounds amazing.’
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BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS

[image: ]Inheriting a holiday house sounds amazing, but if it is shared with siblings there may be a multitude of opinions about how best to handle the property. How might adult siblings successfully navigate the financial and emotional needs around a shared holiday property?

[image: ]Family summer holiday memories are often drenched in a sunlit glow, however a single event can be experienced differently by every family member based on their personality and ordinal position. How did this impact on the Friends?

[image: ]After decades of being underdiagnosed, a growing number of adult women are discovering that they have ADHD, and often describe that knowledge as ‘life changing’. But as a medical professional, CC is cynical about Lily’s diagnosis via a telehealth practitioner. How do you feel about this current trend? What impact do you think social media has had on this?’

[image: ]When Julia was struggling with bipolar disorder in the 1990s, it was kept a secret. Do you think that mental illness still carries this stigma today compared with other illnesses?

[image: ]With access to DNA testing, family secrets are being aired with greater frequency than in the past. Do you know anyone this has happened to? How well was it managed? Did it result in legal action?

[image: ]Would you be prepared to do a DNA test, or have you taken one? Are there potential pitfalls? Did you have a positive experience?

[image: ]For better or worse, how much do we learn about being in a relationship from our parents?
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