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For Cara, Mem and Bella. For Knowing.



I don’t trust God, but I believe in you.
–Christopher Coleman







Prologue
Then
Tate Moon sat alone in the bush, trying to compose himself. Brylie McIntyre had brushed against his hand three times since they had left home that morning, and each time his breath had caught beneath his heart running wild. Even though he needed space, he was hoping he might hear her footsteps crunching up the gravel path towards him. But Brylie was back in the clearing at Signal Peak with his best friend, Luther; both of them minding Tate’s younger brother, Ben.
Tate clenched his teeth as he thought of the way Brylie had looked at Luther with that adoring wonderment at Luther’s crazy suggestion that they bring the gun. She was always that little bit different when Luther was around.
‘Just to muck around with,’ Luther had said. ‘My dad won’t even know it’s missing, Tatey.’
Tate knew the second part of what Luther had said was true – Luther’s father wouldn’t know if the sun was painted black most days. Laying bricks was a decent distraction for the mornings, but that first beer at lunch was the beginning of the daily decay that had him drifting away from anything else that should have mattered. Mick Hillman built houses, not families, and the mortar that held the Hillmans together hadn’t been sticky for years.
Brylie’s eyes had flicked to his. He knew she’d expected him to say no, to be the sensible one. But Tate Moon, the ever-dependable, shiny bastion of the struggling clump of kids stuck in Lagunes Bay, had gone against his grain. He’d turned something large over in his mind for a brief instant and decided he might need to change. Or, really, that Brylie McIntyre might want Tate Moon to be someone a little different. Someone a little more dangerous. Maybe someone more like Luther.
Tate didn’t think Brylie would do anything with Luther, but he was glad that Ben was an obvious fly in the ointment. Tate’s mum, Glenys, had insisted that he bring his brother with him, as if at fifteen he still wanted his nine-year-old brother tagging along. While his mum had changed recently, Tate knew that her putting Ben first would always remain the same.
And he hadn’t missed Luther’s snarl as Ben had pushed in front of him to get on the bus.
The church camp was over for the summer and they would be back at school next week. The four of them had caught the bus to the base of the mountains in western Victoria and then walked to The Piccaninny from the bus stop, where they had the muesli bars and biscuits Brylie had packed. Tate had urged the others on to Signal Peak, hoping to spend as much time together there as they could.
At Signal Peak, there were the cubbies and hideouts they had made before, a decent ping of a stone off the main track deep under oily eucalypts, and the bare branches of old acacias. Something different pulled them back each time – sometimes it was getting away, sometimes it was getting to – but it was always the fact they ended up together that counted. Because their being together made the sum of the parts so much more than the individuals otherwise ever thought they counted for.
So here he was, sitting on a rocky outcrop above Dunkeld with the late January sun beating on his back. Tate was far enough away from their little encampment that he couldn’t smell the butane cooker they had lit as he breathed in the dry eucalypt and gravel at his feet. He looked west, far away to where the earth ran flat and what remained of the grass was yellow and pale against the furious blue of the sky, wondering again if Luther felt the same as he did about Brylie. He knew better than anyone that Luther Hillman moved in strange ways and would never speak about things like that, and Tate had never mentioned it for fear of giving Luther an idea he might not already have. He hadn’t wanted to leave them alone, but the need to recompose himself had superseded the potential for Luther and Brylie to find each other close. Just as Tate reached for a stick to poke in the gravel, he heard what he instantly knew to be a gun firing.
Tate stood and turned quickly, the crack of it echoing off the sloping peaks around him. He took a moment to listen for any sounds of commotion but heard nothing other than the soft rustle and chirp of the bush. He threw the stick back towards the rock and started to walk, then jog, towards the clearing where the others were. In those couple of minutes, Tate Moon rehearsed what he would say to Luther once he got there and how he would commandeer the gun, not because Luther was scared of him, but because even Luther would know that, as usual, Tate would be right. Panting and red-faced, he burst into the clearing where the largest old cubby stood thick against the manna gums, and saw Luther running back from the other side of the open space.
‘Ben’s fucking gone, Tate.’ Luther’s voice was a rabid staccato in between the quick breaths he was taking.
Tate looked at Brylie, whose face was paler than he had ever seen. He noticed red marks circling her slender upper arms.
‘Gone where?’ Tate looked wildly around the clearing, feeling panic rise and catch at his throat. Brylie looked away, her cheeks hot and wet, but pointed to where Luther had come from.
‘He just ran off, mate,’ Luther said. ‘I tried to chase after him, but he was too bloody quick.’
‘Why would he…’ Tate trailed off. The gun. ‘Did that fucking gun scare him?’ Tate felt himself shaking as he walked slowly towards Luther.
Luther put his hands out as if in surrender. ‘I was just pissin’ around, shootin’ at a fuckin’ bird, showin’ off, Tatey, you know? I didn’t know the little bastard would run off like that!’ He looked at Brylie then back at Tate, who stood glaring at Luther; close range. ‘Mate, I didn’t fuckin’ know.’
Tate turned, cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, ‘BEN!’ For the first time that day he was thankful for the lack of wind that meant no trees roared or whistled to dampen the sound of Ben’s reply, should it come. A crow cawed from somewhere and flies buzzed around his sweating forehead, the bush silent and thick around him as the world started swirling in front of his eyes. He thought of his mum and what she would say when she found out Ben had gone missing, at least for as long as she remembered.
And he thought of his dad and Pa Albert, knowing they would do their best to avoid being involved, like they did with pretty much everything else in what they still called their family.
But as the seconds ticked past and the stillness swarmed around him, Tate Moon looked back at Brylie and Luther and wondered if their own version of normal might be about to change forever.






1
Now
Harper Lewis heard Dean McCoy sit back in his chair and burp loudly.
‘Christ. Sorry, Lewis. That had more to it than I thought.’ He grinned at her.
She looked up from her screen just long enough to roll her eyes. Lewis had joined McCoy in Lagunes Bay just over three months ago, not before considerable pestering on his behalf while he had sat in the small station pretending to be busy. After what they had shared the year before, from the city beat to the shootout at the lighthouse at Cape Otway, she had needed a break. A break from being a cop and a break from being with McCoy. From being in a place where she had to fight the people and the system every day just to get to the starting line. At twenty-five years old, Harper Lewis needed to be sure the world and her were still listening to each other. Even though the surgeon had been able to retrieve all of the fragments from the two bullets, her leg still ached every time she got up from a chair, reminding her of what was always at stake. But she had gained her sergeant’s badge, and the idea of spending time with McCoy in a small coastal town ended up sounding as inviting as any other offers she had on the table.
Of which there weren’t any.
Now, she looked at McCoy’s greying temples and growing belly, the worry lines of a forty-something cop who gave too much to the job and not enough to his family. She saw vague parts of her father, Roger, in the way he listened to people and gave himself the chance to understand them before considering what they wanted from him. But beyond that, the similarities became more muted.
On his arrival the year prior as the new Detective Senior Sergeant, McCoy had inherited a young constable, Matt Wilson, who had been based at the station for nearly twelve months. A local, Wilson had returned to his hometown after a stint in the grimy western suburbs of Melbourne, where almost all new cops went to earn their keep. Lewis liked the way he took the job seriously enough to do things right but didn’t let the brass get to him. McCoy and Wilson clashed often enough, but Lewis knew this was as much because they were so similar as they disagreed on anything that really mattered. And in any case, as McCoy put it, having a local was a good ‘in’ if any serious trouble ever needed some background, as unlikely as that seemed.
It had taken Lewis every bit of the three months she had been there to really learn the machinations of how a town like Lagunes Bay worked. Wilson had explained to her how for most of the teenagers in Lagunes Bay, there was an eternal promise of escape, a feverish anticipation of there being something else out there; an infatuation with the idea that there must be a better place to live. The promise had been generational, pulling them, and their parents before that, as far as Murnane on the weekends, where they would sit at Smith’s Lake and gulp VBs and West Coast Coolers, and suck in the sweet green air, ignorant of what they might already have as they plotted their futures. But chancing your arm was generally harder than waiting for dumb luck to fall at your feet, and so for most of them, Lagunes Bay remained both their safe house and their anchor.
And so it was Wilson who stepped to the phone as its ring broke the lazy silence they had settled into again that morning. But as he spoke, Lewis heard something in his voice that she hadn’t heard in this office before, and which she recognised as a tempered excitement from a cop who finally might have the type of job they thought they’d get when they signed up.
‘Yes, mate, I understand what you’re saying,’ Wilson said, looking at her and McCoy, bulging his eyes wide as if to celebrate. Lewis breathed deeply and pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted the message to be a call for action or just another small-town nuisance.
‘Are you able to stay and secure it until we get there?’ The urgency in Wilson’s voice grew, ricocheting around the room. ‘We’ll be there in ten minutes. It’s important no one goes near it, Jonty. No photos, no one poking around, okay?’
McCoy and Lewis had both stopped what they were doing, not saying a word as Wilson walked over to them.
‘What have we got, Matthew? Horse shit in a bike lane? A dog eaten some bait? Mr Fuller run out of petrol on the way home again?’ McCoy slurped the last of his coffee and banged the cup down on his desk, apparently ready to be disappointed. But Lewis knew he would feel the same as she did. Could sense it might be something big.
‘No, Sarge.’ Wilson’s face furrowed into something more serious now he had to say the words. ‘They’ve found a body in the dunes at Battery Hill.’

‘Looks like it was the king tide that washed enough sand away, doesn’t it?’ Dean McCoy said. ‘Gotta wonder how long it’s been there.’
Neither of them could take their eyes off the body that was lying half rolled down the face of a sheer sand wall standing five feet above beach level. It was completely naked and looked like a young female, not old enough to be a fully-fledged woman. The skin was decayed, mottled and ragged in places, but still showed an olive hue. Black hair fell over the face, hiding what made a person most recognisable, most human, to the comfort of Harper Lewis. In the chest, someone had carved an enormous cross, down to the bone.
‘You got that covered tent here to put up, Lewis?’ McCoy didn’t take his eyes from the body.
‘Yes, Sarge, and I’ve got Geoff Hughes from forensics coming down in the van – they’re on their way now.’ Lewis was already ahead of the curve in arranging crime scene management, but knew McCoy would expect it. Knew McCoy rated Geoff Hughes highly.
‘Thanks, Lewis,’ McCoy said. ‘Matt, cover up the body with that tarp over near the boot of my car. You’ll need to cordon off this area for at least a fifty-metre radius. Then I want you to doorknock all of the houses up there in Griffiths Street. Tell them this is a crime scene and scour for anything they might recall as suspicious. Time frame is gonna be months or even a year or two, but just poke, hey? We’ll follow up once we know more.’
Lewis figured it was probably the first time in Lagunes Bay that McCoy had reason to consider allocation of resources, but it was a no-brainer that Wilson would have the best chance of tapping into any local gossip or chatter.
‘Okay, Sarge, will do.’ Wilson looked over at the body, as if he wanted to say something, then nodded and headed for the car.
McCoy and Lewis walked closer to where the body lay hanging out of the dunes, the waves beating hard against the sea wall to their left. Lewis picked up a broken branch from the tea-tree that had been hammered by the king tide the night before and, bending over the body, gently lifted the hair from the face. She looked for a few seconds longer than she should have.
‘Shit, McCoy – she’s only a kid.’ The features were small, dark and compact; her eyes closed, long lashes resting lightly on the lower lids. Lewis looked at her young lips and wondered how often they might have smiled.
‘Could she have just washed up here?’ she queried.
‘No way. See that above her in the sand? There’s a good few feet of debris mixed in the sand there – only around where she is.’
‘Couldn’t that just be what’s—’ Lewis paused, reminding herself that McCoy preferred direct talk, didn’t need fancy words. ‘Leaked out of her?’
‘We’ll wait to see what Hughesy and his team think, but I don’t think so. Things don’t wash up so hard that they get rammed into the dunes. And stuff generally doesn’t leak up.’
The wind picked up off the western side where the mouth of the river emptied itself into the Southern Ocean. McCoy pulled his collar up and shook his head like he always did when he was disappointed with people.
‘No, I’d say she was buried here. We’d better get this fucking tent up. Hughesy will want to spend a lot of time here, and we’ve got more rain coming that I don’t feel like standing in.’ He paused. ‘Who found her?’
‘Jonty Craig. Local kid, plays footy. Dad owns the chemical plant in the valley.’ Lewis pulled out a notebook from her coat pocket. ‘So we’re starting with missing people?’
‘Yeah. Say 13 to16 years old, female. Start local, work your way out.’
‘Okay, Sarge. How about CCTV? There are a few cameras around this side of the river, aren’t there?’
‘Leave that for now, Lewis. Like I told Wilson, this will have been months or years by the looks of her – who knows where to start time-wise? Let’s wait for forensics to do their thing. No point looking at footage we might not need.’ He bent to get the hammer and knocked in the first of the stakes to hold the makeshift portable forensic lab.
‘How about media?’ she asked.
‘That’s a hard “no comment” for now.’ McCoy waited for Lewis to grab the next metal stake.
‘You don’t want to give them anything?’ she said, putting her notebook back in her pocket.
‘We’ve got nothing to give them, Lewis.’ They both knew word would spread fast around the town, and on to the state and national news networks soon after.
This time, she hammered while McCoy held the stake. It drove into the sand quickly and easily as the first spots of hard rain started to beat on their backs. In front of them, Wilson had finished marking a wide radius with the blue and white police tape. Some locals had already come down on hearing the news and they called out to him, but Wilson ignored them.
The rain was falling hard and steady now and Lewis tucked a corner of the tarpaulin that had flapped its way loose back in. As she hammered the remaining stake, she glanced at Wilson, who had returned and was standing apart from the two detectives. He was looking at the tarp.
McCoy saw it too. ‘Ever seen a dead body before, Wilson?’
Wilson shook his head. ‘No, Sarge. No, I have not.’
‘How does a kid like that end up there, hey?’ McCoy said. He had done this with Lewis on their first big case too, like a philosophical bent would buffer his officers thinking about the gruesome find.
‘Well, I don’t know how she ended up there, but…’ Wilson trailed off, now soaking wet in his blue jacket. He looked like someone who was caught between suspecting and knowing.
McCoy raised his eyebrows at him. ‘But what, mate?’
Wilson looked at the body again and then back at Lewis, who had stopped her hammering. ‘Well, I think I might know who it is, Sarge.’
‘What do you mean you might know who it is?’ McCoy asked.
‘There was a girl who went missing a few years ago,’ Wilson said, a flush of shame running across his face. Lewis took out her notebook again and started writing notes. ‘She was… loose.’
Lewis looked up, surprised at the surge she felt. ‘What, of all the things you could think of with her lying a few metres from us in the fucking ground, that’s the best background you’ve got? That’s what matters?’
‘Lewis. Hold your fire, okay?’ McCoy said firmly. ‘Wilson, this better be relevant.’
Lewis gritted her teeth, knew the drill that the boys would get first dibs on the why.
Wilson nodded gratefully at McCoy. ‘What I meant was, this kid, she…’ He was being careful now. ‘Look, this place is small, right? You hear things. My mum goes to church and I’d hear her talking to others. Local gossip, you know? And this kid’s name would come up. She drank, did a few drugs, was known to be a difficult kid. She went missing and, well… no one really missed her.’ The rain beat thick and heavy on their jackets, as if it too was waiting for Wilson to finish. ‘I mean, the town hardly noticed she was gone.’
Lewis saw McCoy bristle almost as acutely as she had and felt herself relax a little. She nodded to Wilson a subtle thanks, content he had tried to be respectful at least.
‘Well, for those of us who wanted a bit more action down here, it looks like we got what we fucking wanted.’ McCoy stood, dripping wet and forlorn. ‘But action means we’re gonna have work to do, and if what Wilson says turns out to be right, this could be a real mess.’
Lewis knew he would be thinking about small-town attitudes; people who counted and people who didn’t. But she knew he could rock the boat in any sort of place if he needed to.
‘What was her name, Wilson?’ McCoy asked.
‘Hayley Rose. She lived with her grandma over on Lagoon Road.’
‘Righto. From the point at which we can actually confirm her identity, she is Hayley Rose. Not “some girl”, not “the body”. When we know, we use her name. Every damn time. If this is Hayley Rose, I don’t give a shit what she did or what this town thought of her. We give her every single fucking thing we have to find out who did this.’
Lewis felt herself flush. This was the McCoy she needed. This was the McCoy you didn’t want to stand in the way of when he was seeking justice.
‘Lewis, you and me, back to the station. Let’s start with what Wilson has given us. No assumptions.’ McCoy looked hard at her as he said this, but she knew it was as much for his benefit as it was for hers. ‘And Lewis, once you start digging in a place like this, you gotta be prepared to find that the hole might end up bigger than you think.’






2
Now
Harper Lewis drove towards Lagoon Road from the station.
‘Okay, so this woman,’ McCoy said, next to her. ‘She’s probably given up hope of ever finding her granddaughter. We don’t know for sure if the body is Hayley yet, so we’re just checking in. Letting her know that we found something that might be related, might not. We’ll see how it goes. Maybe she’ll be stiff upper lip, maybe she’ll break down.’
Lewis nodded. ‘Got it.’ She sometimes thought this was the most difficult part of being a cop. Having to hold back information that you’d want to know if you were on the other side – expect to know, even.
She had pulled out the missing persons file on Hayley Rose when they had got back to the station. The first thing she’d noticed was how thin it was. The second was the picture of her on the front – a teenager, full of makeup and sass. She looked like the sort of kid who was trying to be twenty-five when she was fifteen. Lewis knew the type. Most weren’t trying to grow up for any other reason than to get out. Be different, in a different place. It wasn’t so much about impressing anyone or faking it to make themselves better. It was only ever about making themselves someone else.
‘What did you make of those files on her?’ McCoy asked now.
‘She had a rap sheet but it was low-key stuff. Nothing you’d want your own kid to be involved in, but nothing that’d make your nose bleed. Most of it was in Murnane, though – didn’t keep her average up when she came here from the quick look I had.’
‘What about her disappearance?’ McCoy pushed.
‘Well, whoever put it together didn’t try hard, did they?’ Lewis couldn’t keep the exasperation out of her voice.
McCoy hummed. ‘What did they miss?’
Lewis knew he was searching for what had jumped out at her. McCoy had been impressed with her from the very first crime scene they’d attended together; he’d told her most late-career detectives wouldn’t have noticed what she had then. And even though it had felt good to hear it, Lewis had always known that she saw things very few others did. Things that counted. She wasn’t afraid to say what she thought was important, but she was still learning when she needed to leave space and time for things to settle and show themselves.
‘For a start, they only spoke to her primary contacts and didn’t do much beyond that – didn’t follow up in any detail with people the primaries said she had been seen with or might have gone to.’
‘Yep.’
‘The questions they asked – just routine, ticking boxes. There was no insight, no digging, you know?’ She slammed her hand against the wheel as she finished.
‘Anything else?’ McCoy remained monotone. She knew what she had said so far had only been a middle-grade summary.
‘Well…’ Lewis stopped. She didn’t want to say out loud that the report echoed what Wilson had said. ‘No one came back to them besides her grandmother. And the crew who wrote it up, they didn’t bother to check in, ask any more questions.’ She shook her head. ‘Over three years and no one gave a shit.’
As she waited for the lights to turn green, Lewis looked out the window at the cars at the service station. In some ways, she was hoping it wasn’t Hayley Rose being dug out of the sand dunes by the team. But a part of her hoped it was – if the collective interest in her wellbeing amounted to what Lewis held in her hands, who needed the world to keep turning?

‘Jesus H. Christ,’ McCoy murmured as Lewis pulled into the entrance of the property on Lagoon Road. She parked on the side of the circular gravel driveway, roughly demarcated by the fact it was the only aspect of the front yard that wasn’t knee-high in weeds.
‘I don’t think even He could landscape this place,’ Lewis said, trying to break the heaviness that the day had so far pushed on them.
They both looked at the house of Bonnie Rose, Hayley’s grandmother and last known guardian. It was a 1940s-built Art Deco brick building, the rounded roof lines identifying it as once being at the front of the curve that it now sat well behind. The windows showed filthy, tattered terylene curtains behind sills and architraves that had more rot than wood – what a real estate agent might call ‘original’. At least the yard distracted from the house, Lewis thought.
She turned the engine off and they both sat there. McCoy glanced across at her. ‘You can take this one.’
They got out of the car and walked to the stairs leading up to the solid brown front door. Lewis caught herself picturing Hayley Rose walking down those steps for the last time and wondered what she would have been thinking, where she had been going, who she had been going to see.
She knocked three times on the front door, loudly. Inside, she could hear a woman’s voice muttering with verve – some of it words to make your nose bleed. The two detectives looked at each other and grinned.
‘No assumptions,’ Lewis reminded McCoy this time, and he smiled ruefully.
The door swung open and they were greeted by a thin lady, well into her seventies, puffing madly on a cigarette. She had the sun-dried skin of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors and the haggard face of someone who had been drenched in sadness for too long – losing Hayley would not have been the first time Bonnie Rose had been on the wrong side of a deal in life. She seemed startled to see the two police officers standing there and stepped back slightly, the wind howling through the open door and into her face.
Harper Lewis showed her detective badge.
‘Hello, I am Detective Sergeant Harper Lewis and this is Detective Senior Sergeant Dean McCoy. We’re from Lagunes Bay Police.’ She stopped to give the woman a chance to digest the formalities, but she just continued to stare at them blankly. Lewis wondered if, somewhere deep in the darkness, the woman’s first thought had been of Hayley when she saw them. She held on to the fact that it might have been.
‘Are you Mrs Bonnie Rose?’ She saw a soft movement in the deep lines on the woman’s face. Those lines that paid testament to what the house and yard had already whispered to them.
‘Yes, I am.’ Bonnie’s voice was soft and tender, like she only had so much breath left to use.
Lewis adjusted her voice to suit. ‘We’re here because we might have some news on a missing person that was reported some years ago.’
Bonnie’s eyes widened and her right arm shot out to the doorframe to steady herself. She brought her other hand to her chest. Lewis could feel her caught between hope and despair: you didn’t get two detectives at your door unless the news was big.
‘Hayley? You have some news on Hayley?’
‘We might, Mrs Rose. We don’t know at this stage but we’d like to talk to you, ask you a few questions about when she went missing.’ Lewis looked behind Bonnie towards the interior of the house.
She nodded and stepped back from the doorway, gesturing to the detectives. ‘Yes, of course. You’d better come in.’
Bonnie went into the kitchen to make coffee while Lewis and McCoy waited in the small lounge room. Lewis understood that it was Bonnie’s way of holding on to a final few minutes before the reality of what might have happened to Hayley became fact.
Sitting on the heavy linen couch, its right arm bleached from years in the afternoon sun, Lewis couldn’t help but feel an acute sense of despair as she looked around. The room was neat but dim, with brown and gold wallpaper that peeled at the joins, harking back to a time when the room might have held some harmony and happiness, a sense of familial want to be there and be together. It still had pride, but it no longer had the possibility to hold much else that counted. The rain had started again outside and she could see it sheeting onto the window as the westerly wind pressed it hard against the house, the tops of the cypress trees on the western boundary of the yard threatening to suffocate the house and everything in it.
When Bonnie came back from the kitchen, carrying three cups on a silver tray, Lewis was looking at the large gold cross above the archway to the hall. She had never understood how this stuff mattered to people; never understood why you needed something like that to make you feel good. Bonnie put the tray down on the coffee table next to the ashtray where the end of her cigarette still smouldered and sat herself on the single armchair opposite, staring intently at the cups as if that focus might be able to push away what was coming.
McCoy grabbed a cup from the tray and whistled. ‘Nice and hot. You notice how hard it is to find coffee that’s hot enough these days?’
Bonnie ignored McCoy. ‘Our Lord,’ she said to Lewis, who was still gazing at the crucifix. Lewis turned to her and saw a different version of the same swamping sadness she felt in the room. ‘You know,’ Bonnie continued, ‘there’s not a day that’s gone by in the last three years that I haven’t prayed to Him, looking at that very cross from where you’re sitting, Detective.’ The woman’s eyes remained focused on hers, hard but searching.
‘Many people draw strength from their faith, Mrs Rose,’ Lewis offered.
Bonnie smiled, polite and restrained. ‘Mrs Rose was my mother, Detective. Please, call me Bonnie. And yes, faith can be a source of great strength for people, especially in’ – she glanced at the cross on the wall – ‘troubled times.’ She paused and sipped her coffee. ‘But faith isn’t there to make someone happy or sad or protected, or anything else.’ Bonnie looked over at McCoy now, and Lewis knew he would see her piercing hollows and what they contained. ‘Faith is there simply because it is the truth. The ultimate truth. And having faith means you know that you are part of something bigger, being watched over. No matter what.’
Lewis watched, mesmerised, as Bonnie sat back and appeared to sink into a deep well of contentedness, her eyes glassy and gentle for a second. She was brought back to the task at hand as McCoy cleared his throat, motioning for Lewis to continue.
Lewis gripped her cup and felt the heat burn her fingertips. Taking a breath, she reminded herself to trust her instincts.
‘Mrs – I mean, Bonnie,’ she began delicately, ‘tell me about what happened at the time Hayley went missing.’ This was more a test of how much someone wanted to say rather than a test of memory, the bits people left out often telling detectives more than the bits they left in.
Bonnie focused her eyes on the worn carpet under her feet. ‘Well, there was a lot that happened.’
The thick air told Lewis that Bonnie was remembering not just things and people, but feelings. Feelings, Lewis imagined, she might have knelt and prayed so hard would go away that she put holes in the carpet.
‘And then again, there was really nothing that happened. Hayley was no angel, I’ll grant you that. But right around that time, she seemed different than she had been for a while.’ Bonnie looked again at the cross. ‘A long while.’
Lewis furrowed her brows. ‘What do you mean by different?’
‘A good different, you understand,’ Bonnie said, her eyes softening again and the corners of her mouth creeping up slightly. This was a memory that counted.
‘I remember watching her out there one afternoon.’ Bonnie nodded towards the verandah. ‘She came home after school, only a few days before she went missing, and was on the phone with a friend. Hadn’t even bothered to change out of her uniform.’ The corners of her mouth crept higher again as she let the tears roll down her face. ‘Whoever she was speaking to must have been special. That smile… I hadn’t seen her like that for a long time.’
Lewis watched as Bonnie’s hands gripped her handkerchief, relaxed and then went tight. She saw her dig her nail into her palm.
‘Hayley would sometimes go away with her friends,’ Bonnie continued. ‘You see, she was a child who always liked her freedom and when her parents passed away in that terrible accident, she was left to stay with me. She moved in when she was fourteen and, well, I’m afraid I wasn’t quite cut out for all of the modern demands of parenting, Detectives.’
‘Parenting is tough for anyone,’ McCoy chimed in.
Bonnie nodded, but Lewis thought she looked unconvinced.
‘Yes, it is,’ Bonnie said. ‘But some kids are more challenging than others. I just thought if we could have Hayley find her own faith, that might help her see that things could be different for her. Better, you see. And she tried, really she did. She’d come with me to church, go on the camps with the other kids. And for a few months there I thought she might just be coming around. She was out less through the week, had less trouble at school and with the law.
‘In fact, Father McIntyre had been so impressed with her that he asked her to be Camp Leader again that second summer.’ She looked proud but then shook her head. ‘But she just didn’t want to, you know… take on that responsibility. Then she went away for nearly a week. She never told me who she’d been with. Where she’d been. But when she came back, she looked awful. Just awful. Wouldn’t come out of her room, wouldn’t eat. I really thought we’d run aground, you know?’
‘Hang on Bonnie,’ Lewis said, confused. ‘You said before that Hayley had been happy just before she went missing?’
‘Oh yes, before she went missing she was as happy as I’d ever seen her. This funny business was a little while before then.’
‘A little while?’
‘Oh, I would say a few months. In fact, it was really coming out the other side of that bad time that made it all the more obvious just how happy she was.’
McCoy raised his eyebrows enquiringly at Lewis, seeking her approval to ask his own questions. She nodded at him, thankful for a few moments to digest what Bonnie had just told them.
‘Bonnie, what did you think when Hayley went missing in that February?’ McCoy’s voice boomed across the small space.
‘Well, I was worried, naturally.’
‘But you expected her to come back?’ he asked sharply.
Lewis watched McCoy in full flight; bulldog mode activated.
Bonnie’s lips pursed. The wind gusted outside as the rain washed across the windows. ‘Yes, Detective. Of course I did. But it was always hard to know what Hayley would do.’
‘When did you report her as missing?’
‘I remember it was a Tuesday. She had already missed so much school the previous year that I thought if she missed too much to start off the new one, she would be in danger of failing. So I let it go on the Monday, but when she wasn’t back by Tuesday, I called the police.’
Lewis knew from the file that this was accurate.
‘And when had you last seen her?’ McCoy pressed.
‘On the Sunday morning. She came with me to church and then went off with a friend. A boy.’ Bonnie looked at McCoy sternly. ‘This should all be in the file, Detective.’
‘It is, Bonnie. Mostly.’ McCoy’s mouth twitched, but he kept it straight. They had both wondered briefly when reading the report whether Bonnie’s efforts in helping the police find Hayley had been adequate.
‘Well then, why are you here, Detectives? I don’t think I can tell you any more now than I told those police officers back then.’
Lewis heard the frustration in the woman’s voice. But she also wondered why it had taken her so long to ask what she might have asked when they’d first sat down fifteen minutes ago.
‘We’re just making some enquiries,’ Lewis said, watching Bonnie’s face closely. ‘Some new information has come to light that might relate to her case.’
‘New information?’
‘Yes—’ Lewis stopped herself from elaborating, and the expression on McCoy’s face told her that he thought she’d made the right call. ‘Thank you, Bonnie. You’ve been most helpful.’ She rose from the couch and brushed her pants down.
‘Can you tell me what sort of new information you have?’ Bonnie said with a reserved urgency.
‘Not at this stage,’ McCoy said, standing up. ‘But if we can confirm anything is related to Hayley’s case, we will be back in touch.’
Bonnie took a second to find her feet, and Lewis wasn’t sure whether her hesitation was due to McCoy’s lack of explanation or the fact that the past was being dredged up in places Bonnie might have hoped were too deep to turn over.
But there was something there that mattered.
‘Thank you for the coffee, Bonnie.’ Lewis said, following behind McCoy to the front door. She stopped when he suddenly spun around, his hand raised.
‘Oh, one more thing,’ McCoy said.
Bonnie raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, Detective?’ Her voice was strong now, her words standing defiant in opposition to the soft fleshy spots Lewis had started to see under her hard veneer.
‘You said Hayley went with a boy after church the day she went missing. The file we have doesn’t record his name. Do you remember who it was?’
‘Yes, of course. I assumed they spoke with him – I certainly told them who it was.’
Lewis shook her head. Who hadn’t let this kid down?
‘Well, we might have missed something,’ he said. ‘We only read through the file this morning. Just in case it’s not there, you know?’
‘Of course, Detective.’ Bonnie narrowed her eyes. ‘The boy she went off with was Tate Moon.’






3
Now
Tate looked up from lacing his shoes as Glenys Moon walked into the kitchen.
‘Where are you off to, love?’
Tate knew it was getting worse. It was all he could do but get angry with his mum when she was as bad as this. Hated the fact she thought moving around might sometimes jiggle something loose.
‘I’m heading out for a run, Mum,’ he said. Glenys stared at him blankly. ‘For training. Don’t you remember?’ He chided himself silently for using that word.
‘Of course I do, sweetheart.’ Glenys smiled oddly and brushed her hair from her forehead. Tate was thankful as she continued her mercy dash to the other side of the kitchen; the sanctuary of something like the pantry door between them always made it easier to hide his sadness.
‘I’ll be about half an hour – is that okay?’
‘That’ll be fine, darling. Love to see you training, you know that.’ She ducked out from the pantry to smile at him. ‘Love you, Ben.’
Tate slammed the front door closed and ran out into the fierce westerly, but he knew that even the late autumn Lagunes Bay wind wasn’t strong or cold enough to hurt him like he needed.
His dad’s approach to Glenys’s situation was just as bad. ‘Probably just a vitamin you’re missing, love. Have you had your multi today?’ Terry had said to Glenys yesterday as he flew out the door to get to work, where he’d send mostly pointless emails to other workers at the chemical factory that sat on the edge of town, necessary but repulsive. Numbers and finance came easily for Terry; family and affection not so much.
But running always allowed the thoughts and worries that harassed Tate to fade away for a bit. Allowed him to forget how he hated that he sat on top of the pile of his peers who still called Lagunes Bay home. Not just on top, but floating above the rest of them – heralded, revered. Not that it meant much – it wasn’t hard to be on top when most of them were underground. He was old enough now to notice the other parents clucking their tongues, in a barely-closeted expression of their envy as to how far he had come. How they talked in hushed tones about how everyone still gave him a break because of what had happened with Ben. How they’d tell Glenys and Terry how happy they were for Tate’s success, but then went home and moaned that surely it was time that somebody else’s kid took a turn at the top. And most of them would fall asleep silently, but guiltily, as they reconciled the success of Tate against the stinging failure of what the Moons had let happen to his little brother.
And then, inevitably, his thoughts would return to Brylie McIntyre. To her humble, cloistered smile. To her long, slender limbs that moved like woven silk. But most of all, Tate Moon would recall her compassion and willingness to simply listen and laugh – how her company used to make him feel. In the three years since she had left, there wasn’t a day that had passed without him thinking of her.
So when he saw someone that looked like her step out of a red Volvo as he ran down Artemis Street, he slowed his pace without thinking. Told himself his mind must be playing tricks on him. But watching her pick up a bag off the passenger seat, stand and flick her hair out of her eyes like she had always done back when she was the only girl in his world, he knew it couldn’t be anyone else. He was spellbound, snapped back into a space that suddenly teemed with possibility and warmth, like gravity had been missing, or at least holding him further from the ground in places that mattered. And, for a fraction of a second, he thought she might have glanced up and seen him hiding in plain sight.
He sped up and turned for home, his mind racing ahead of his feet, his heart ahead of his lungs.

When Tate arrived home, he immediately opened the browser on his phone and checked Brylie’s Instagram page. Just like every day for the past three years, there were no updates, no new photos. No news at all. He thought for a second and checked the church page for any news that might be relevant, and as a fresh post appeared, he got that same strange light-headedness he had first felt the day Ben went missing.
St John’s of Lagunes Bay are thrilled to announce the return of Father Conor McIntyre to the parish. Father McIntyre brings back a warm connection to the Lagunes Bay parishioners and he is excited to return and build on his work here as the former Anglican parish priest.
Tate threw the phone onto his bed and gripped his fists, slamming one into the other. Three fucking years after she and her father had gone away, and he’d heard nothing from her. After everything that had happened; everything he knew they had both felt. Texts and messages he’d left had been read, but not replied to; calls unanswered. And worry had morphed into anger, then long down the path of misery. He’d felt the pang of her being gone, of the wretched silence she’d left behind. And now the warmth that Brylie’s return dared to offer him was offset by a chill as every sordid memory came flooding back. He picked up his phone.
Luther answered first ring. ‘Yo, motherfucker!’
‘Lu, you hear the news?’ Tate didn’t have time to entertain Luther’s usual array of small talk that mostly related to drinking and masturbation.
‘Oh shit. Did I fuck up again last night, Tatey? I don’t remember anything, mate.’
Tate grinned despite himself.
‘Or hang on – is that Mr Universe comp still looking for me?’ Luther’s voice was raspy from his late night as he chuckled down the line.
Tate heard the clang of a frying pan against a hotplate; almost certainly chicken schintzels and chips at the Hillmans for a Wednesday dinner; Mick and Luther didn’t stray too far from quick and easy when it came to meals.
‘Mate, this is serious,’ Tate said. The silence told him Luther had grasped his tone. ‘Guess who I saw today?’ He knew who Luther would think of first but didn’t know if he’d say it.
‘How the fuck should I know?’
‘Brylie.’ Just saying her name out loud made it all real again for Tate.
‘Bullshit.’
‘No shit, mate. Just been on a run and saw her get out of that Volvo her old man had, down on the main street.’ Again, the silence that rang out told Tate everything; Luther wasn’t often stuck for words.
‘Are you sure it was her?’
‘Deadset. Her old man’s back at the church.’
‘Fark.’ Luther paused. ‘How did she look?’
Tate clenched his teeth. Brylie returning really was was going to bring everything else back.

After a quick shower, Tate headed downstairs and found his Pa, Albert Macready, waiting as he always did at the kitchen table for his dinner – a king’s portion of bacon and eggs. Glenys and Terry would eat later, but Tate often preferred eating with Albert.
Tate turned on the stove that Albert himself had put in nearly fifty years ago. ‘You want your eggs the normal way, Pa?’ The answer was always the same, but he liked to ask.
‘Cooked would be nice,’ came his reply. ‘And get me my tablets, would ya, Tatey. They say that’s what keeps me going these days.’ He lowered his voice as if to mutter to himself, but Tate knew he wanted to be heard. ‘They used to tell me it was hard work that did that, but apparently I’m not allowed to do any of that anymore.’
The loose pane in the kitchen window rattled as if in applause, or maybe it was shuddering.
‘I know, Pa. But that’s what the doctor says.’
‘Bloody doctor, what would he know? Wouldn’t know hard work if it bit him on the todger – if he could find it.’
Tate smiled. ‘Yeah, well, he gets to play with yours if he can’t find his, doesn’t he?’ They both laughed as Tate slid the eggs onto the dry white toast Albert preferred. Tate did the same for his eggs, but onto grain bread instead.
‘You still eating that fucking bread with the pips in it, Tatey?’
‘It’s good for me. That’s what they reckon. Makes me run faster. Stops me getting sick.’
‘There you go again, talking about something replacing what hard work will do. On both counts.’ Albert Macready hit the table with his fist lightly, but hard enough to make his coffee cup rattle on its saucer.
‘Maybe I do both. I am working now, you know?’
‘I know, mate. Plumber, eh? There’s worse ways to earn a dollar, my boy, that’s for sure. I mean, who wouldn’t want to shovel shit all day?’ He grinned as Tate took a mouthful of eggs.
‘I’ve got to do all that, but it’s mostly roofing. You know, re-sheeting and stuff.’
Albert nodded as he ate more of his eggs, looking out the window as a car drove past the front of the house.
Tate cleared his throat. ‘You see who’s back in town, Pa?’
If he knew, Tate didn’t expect any kind of celebration at the news. Didn’t expect anything to have changed or softened in Albert’s attitude towards them.
Albert didn’t reply immediately, letting the monotonal squelching of egg in his mouth fill the room. Tate waited him out, avoiding direct eye contact and wiping up the last of the yolk with his bread.
‘You mean that cunt and his daughter?’
Tate let out a short huff and nodded, still looking at his plate. Albert never could say their names.
‘Yeah, your mum told me,’ Albert said, closing his eyes.
The summer before the McIntyres left town, Tate had gone to his Pa about things he had heard might have been happening at the church camp. The evening had been hot, so hot that Albert was sitting in his underpants, the blue glow of the late-night television filling the small room. The setting had felt perfect; Albert had had a couple of scotches and the room was dark enough that it didn’t have to be awkward. His Pa had stood up and turned to him, speaking in a voice that was low enough to not wake Tate’s parents but strong enough to emphasise the words. ‘Nothing to do with that man concerns me, my boy,’ he had said, his hands shaking and squeezing so much that Tate thought he might crack the scotch glass he was holding. ‘Absolutely. Bloody. Nothing.’ It had scared Tate, right to his bones.
He had no idea of the reason behind the savagery towards Conor McIntyre that coiled within Albert. All he knew was that when the McIntyres had gone away, Albert seemed to breathe easier.
‘Yeah,’ Tate said now, picking up Albert’s plate to wash. ‘Brylie and her dad.’ Albert said nothing as he put his hand over his face and rubbed down through his grey stubble, full of the remnants of hard work and the weariness of secrets.
Tate walked over to the sink and started running the water, looking out through the window to the barren backyard. Waiting for his Pa to speak, Tate remembered the sounds that had once bounced around outside, of happiness and togetherness, of times when things were less complicated; when people were only who you thought them to be. Times when dreams were still possible, and the people you shared them with really mattered.
‘Thanks for dinner, Tatey.’ Albert stood up, the heavy chair scraping on the floorboards, his talking apparently done.
He turned to watch Pa Macready shuffle into the lounge room, the Pakenham form guide waiting for him on the arm of the lounge chair.
Tate plunged his hands into the water. Nothing had changed.
Yet.






4
Then
‘Who painted the fresco The Last Supper?’ Brylie asked playfully, Trivial Pursuit card in hand.
Tate guffawed and rolled back onto his sleeping bag, knowing Luther would have no idea of the answer. He crushed the remains of the bag of Doritos they’d attacked after rushing into the tent to beat the rain, and Brylie shushed him, throwing her pillow towards where he lay on his back. ‘Give him a chance, Tate!’
‘Fuck me, what’s the point? What kind of bullshit questions are these?’ Luther shook his head and threw the dice hard against the wall of the tent. ‘Fuckin’ Doctor Dolittle?’
Brylie reached past Tate to pick them up and for a second he stopped breathing as her hand brushed against his thigh. He sat back up and wiped his eyes, watching as Brylie put the question card back in the box.
‘Incorrect. It was Leonardo da Vinci.’
‘Oh, that cunt.’ Luther smiled.
Tate and Brylie roared with laughter as the summer storm burst overhead, the rain pattering on the thick canvas shrouding them. The air was thick and warm, and each felt the cosy, familiar comfort of the sounds, and each other’s presence.
Tate thought about Hayley Rose. How she would be sitting in her own tent talking with her friend Penny, probably about him.
Brylie rolled next and Tate grabbed a card. ‘Righto, History. Okay, ready?’
‘You watch, it’ll be something they’d ask on fuckin’ Play School or somethin’.’ Luther pushed back against the world that seemed to be leaning on him.
‘What year did Captain Cook discover Australia?’ Tate read, deliberately and clearly.
‘See, I bloody told ya! This is friggin’ rigged.’
Brylie looked at Tate, who sensed they both had the same play. Luther was an easy target and sure to react when he was in one of these moods.
‘Alright, smart-arse. You answer it and you get to…’ Brylie fumbled for a carrot to lead Luther on.
‘I get to what?’ Luther didn’t dare glance at her as she played with the zipper on Tate’s bag.
Brylie’s eyes shone as she thought of an answer for Luther. Tate knew what he would have asked for a few months ago, but now he wondered if it would be the same; whether he would still choose Brylie over Hayley. He had little doubt what Luther would say if Tate wasn’t there.
‘How about I get to choose which one of us packs this shithole tent up?’ Luther broke Tate’s train of thought.
Brylie grinned at Tate. ‘Okay then, Lu. If you get it wrong, you’ll pack it up?’
‘Deal!’
‘Okay, Einstein – go!’ Tate heard Brylie giggling as she lay out the path for Luther to stumble on.
‘You losers are SUCKED IN!’ Luther gloated. ‘It’s the fuckin’ easiest question in the box, ya dickheads.’
‘Yeah?’ Tate jibed.
‘Yeah!’ Luther looked at them both triumphantly. ‘Fuckin’ seventeen fuckin’ eighty-eight! First fuckin’ Fleet!’
Before he had the words out, Tate and Brylie roared with laughter again.
‘What?’ Luther looked from one to the other as they writhed on the floor of the tent, hands over their stomachs. ‘It’s fuckin’ right, isn’t it?’
It was minutes before they could compose themselves and explain to Luther that the First Fleet arrived eighteen years after Cook’s discovery – the same mistake many had made on their history test at school only a few months before.
Luther grinned. ‘Yeah, righto, fuckin’ dopey prick me gets it wrong again. You bastards knew I’d stuff that up, didn’t you?’ Tate saw Luther play the loose third wheel he sometimes did. ‘Shit! I gotta pack up the tent?’
‘No, you moron, we’ll help you.’ Brylie smiled at Luther and leant forward to kiss him on the cheek.
The rain intensified and its white noise marbled with the thunder rumbling over their heads as Brylie went on. ‘Do you guys ever see the other people here at the camp drifting here and there, sitting with randoms and stuff, and feel like, I don’t know… like everyone else is looking for what we’ve already got?’
Both boys looked at her and nodded, but Tate wasn’t sure that the idea of what she thought they had would completely match up with his, or Luther’s.
But years later, after everything happened and they’d all finished with Lagunes Bay, he would remember the musty canvas and the sticky hands; he would remember the sound of the heavy drops and the distant crashing of waves and thunder; he would remember his and Luther’s heads so close and so hot as Brylie hugged both of them in tight. He would remember them all looking at each other in the stormy half-light and the feeling that, for that moment, it all just felt so fucking perfect.






5
Then
The next day was hot and dry. Tate sat on a fallen tree, feeling the scorching January sun slowly bake him. Brylie lay on her back in front of him and had her eyes closed, but Tate couldn’t do the same. He studied her long eyelashes and little upturned nose and wondered what she was thinking about. He didn’t dare ask for fear of not being part of it, focusing instead on the shapes he was carving into the wood with Luther’s knife.
‘Tate?’ He heard the soft crackle as her lips moved apart. She still had her eyes closed.
‘Yeah?’
‘Do you look forward to coming to the camp every year?’
Tate had to stop for a moment. The camp was the Lagunes Bay Anglican Church camp, held on a large parcel of church-owned land near the South Beach each summer. It consisted of a hundred-odd kids with a group of church leaders staying together in tents for four weeks. Tate had done it for the past five years, and his younger brother Ben would do the same once he turned ten.
The truth was that Tate hated it. Hanging out with your mates was okay, but the religious part ate at him. Bored him. Reminded him of his mum’s weirdness about it all.
But the camp held one thing that meant he could never stay away: Brylie. It was four weeks where he could see her every day. Sit on the beach with her, watch her rise sleepily out of her tent, watch her eating her cereal with the most delicate push of the spoon into her mouth, talking to her friends and seeing them all as enraptured with her as he was; it affirmed his thinking that she was special. The camp meant Tate could be close to her without trying, or looking to make an excuse. And now she was asking him a question that he could never answer truthfully, for fear of disclosure.
‘Not really,’ he said. ‘It sucks.’
She opened her eyes and propped herself up on her left elbow. ‘What do ya mean “it sucks”?’ She quoted him, exaggerating her finger gesture, and laughed, letting her eyes sparkle and fizz.
‘Well, I mean, four weeks in a tent. Here.’
Brylie picked at the grass, letting her long straight hair fall over her face. Tate wanted to touch it, but he was afraid he would spoil something. She didn’t say anything, and he took in the camp as he waited for her to reply. Some kids sat in small circles talking among themselves, shielding their eyes from the midday sun with their hands; others were lying on their front reading or sitting against the base of the giant eucalypts dotting the campgrounds. He looked over at the white marquee that acted as a mess hall, chapel and casual refuge centre for all of them over the month, and saw the tall, imposing figure of Father Conor McIntyre stopping to talk to a group of girls. Saw him sit his hand on the shoulder of Penny Bullard, a kid from Woolsthorpe with flaming red hair and freckles running wild over her face and arms. She was quiet and sat near the back most of the time, pecking at bags of chips and reading books thicker than her arms.
Tate knew all of this about Penny because her best friend had been rivalling Brylie for his attention this summer. The friend had moved to Lagunes Bay a few months ago to live with her grandma on Lagoon Road, and was starting back at Lagunes Bay High the coming year. She had jet-black hair and glassy dark eyes. Her skin was olive and smooth, running off her shoulders and hips, down her slender limbs to the point of spectacular. She often wore black denim shorts, checked shirts unbuttoned above her navel and white high-top Cons. When she moved it was quick and furtive, and to Tate it felt like all she wanted to do was disappear. Tate searched for her whenever he went to the main street or the beach; wanted to see her when he walked laps of the camp in the evening.
Hayley Rose sat next to Penny now in front of the marquee, and those glassy dark eyes saw him watching. She smiled at him and he quickly looked away, turning back to the carved wood.
‘There are some good things, I suppose.’ He saw Brylie’s eyes flick over to Hayley.
‘Is it the church part of it?’ Brylie looked at him through her hair. ‘Why it sucks, I mean.’
‘Well, I don’t come here for the Bible study, if that’s what you mean, Bry.’ Tate raised his eyebrows at her. He thought of Brylie’s dad, and the things some of the kids had been talking about this year – things that made him wonder.
‘But it’s a church camp. Why come here if you don’t like that part of it? You could just stay home and come down and see us when you wanted to.’
Tate huffed. ‘Honestly? I don’t know. I mean, it’s cheap. Mum thinks it’s good for me. It gets me out of the house for a few weeks.’ He thought again about how his mum would wear her best clothes and makeup on Sunday mornings, quietly putting on a front that only the church seemed to get. About how she would be sure to be gone before Terry came down for breakfast, and how he’d be sure to be mowing the lawns when she got back. And the time, once it had passed, was like it never existed.
Tate felt the sun beating on his chest and took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know, Bry. What else would I do anyway?’
She lay down on her stomach and took his hand in hers. His other hand slowed, the knife coming to a stop in the tree.
‘Well, I’m glad you’re here, Tate Moon.’

Luther strolled back to the row of tents and saw Tate and Brylie lazing under the sun, Tate scratching at the log he was sitting on with Luther’s knife.
‘What have you wankers been doing?’ Luther kept his voice low, but felt that same old pang every time he saw Tate and Brylie together, and alone. Wished he’d kept it to one smoke outside the toilets.
‘Nothing, Hillman,’ Brylie said playfully.
‘Yeah, I fuckin’ bet.’ Luther looked at Tate. ‘Don’t blunt my fuckin’ knife, Moon!’ He lit another cigarette and sat down next to Brylie, who was lying on her stomach, making sure to blow the smoke away from her.
‘You guys still going down to the beach today?’ Brylie asked idly.
The air was already hot and dry and it promised to only get hotter through the afternoon. Tate continued to scratch at the trunk with Luther’s knife.
‘Maybe.’ Luther left it open. He couldn’t help but glance down at Brylie’s shape on the ground in front of him, thankful his sunglasses were hiding his lack of control. Taking his shirt off, he lay beside Brylie and took another drag on his cigarette, knowing they would see the scars on his back, running thick and gnarled like a Tokyo street map gone wrong; every one of those scars he’d sworn would be the last he would let Mick inflict upon him.
‘Tate?’ Brylie asked more forcibly.
‘Dunno. It’s bloody hot – don’t know if I can be bothered with the people that’ll be there. You guys go, if you want to.’
Brylie reached her arm out towards Luther. ‘Give us a puff, will ya?’
‘Oooooh. Tough cunt, hey?’ Luther laughed as he held the cigarette away from her. ‘Say please, Bry!’
Tate looked up. ‘What if your dad sees?’
‘As if I give a shit,’ Brylie said impatiently.
Tate shook his head.
‘Jesus, Tatey, I don’t remember one of the Ten Commandments being “Thou shalt not smoke durries”!’ Luther grinned from behind his dark sunglasses. He started to hand the cigarette across to Brylie. ‘Gotta give us a kiss if ya really want it, Bry.’
There was the briefest of silences, just enough to edge the slightest heartbeat into.
Tate turned away.
Brylie went to get the cigarette, but Luther turned onto his back and held it further away. She reached across his chest so that she came to be half lying on him.
‘Luther!’ Brylie raised her voice just enough to get her point across.
‘Alright, alright. Here. Fuck.’ He handed the cigarette to her and she took a short drag. ‘Your tits touched my chest anyway – better than a kiss, hey?’
Tate changed the subject. ‘Only one more week here then back to school, hey?’
‘Don’t fuckin’ remind me, Tatey,’ he said. It was the fact he had to go back home that was probably the bigger concern for Luther. ‘Year 10. Shit, hey. Who would’ve thought we’d only have three years to go.’
‘What are you gonna do, Lu?’ Tate had never asked him this before.
‘No fuckin’ idea, mate. Concretin’ or brickin’ or somethin’.’ He thought for a second. ‘Not with me fuckin’ dad, though.’
‘Why is he like that, Luther?’ Only Brylie McIntyre could get away with asking that. And she knew it.
‘What? A cunt?’
They all laughed, even Tate, who had stopped with the tree and was sitting with his knees up under his chin, facing the other two.
‘Dunno.’ Luther took a final drag and stubbed the butt out in the grass. ‘He’s always been like that. Guess it’s how he was raised. Or maybe it’s in his blood, you know? When I first heard someone say I was from a broken home, I thought they meant the plaster and cornices and shit that’s busted and cracked at my joint.’ He spat on the ground where the butt lay. ‘I didn’t know they meant the fuckin’ people in it.’
Brylie and Tate nodded. Luther knew deep down that for both of them there was that tiny fraction of a feeling that made them feel better that their families, though far from perfect, were less broken than Luther’s.
Brylie slapped the ground. ‘Well, I’m going to the bloody beach.’ Both boys watched as she rose and pulled the back of her shorts down and took her t-shirt off.
‘Yeah, I’m comin’ for sure,’ Luther said, and he went to join her. He turned back. ‘Tatey? You in?’
Tate Moon sat with his back to the tree and shook his head. ‘Nah, guys, I’m gonna take it easy here today.’
Luther and Brylie shrugged in unison.
‘Righto,’ said Brylie, tucking her hair back into a rough ponytail. ‘Your loss!’
Luther stopped for a second and screwed his face up as he noticed the tree trunk behind Tate; he wondered about the row of haphazard crosses, etched deep in the timber.
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Now
‘Okay, Detective Sergeant Lewis, what do we know about Tate Moon?’ McCoy spooned what was left of his early morning cornflakes into his mouth, the milk washing down his chin.
Lewis had spent most of yesterday evening with Matt Wilson, trying to piece together a background on Tate. She’d found a few articles online, mostly to do with his football prowess and his status as school captain at Lagunes Bay High School a couple of years earlier. She’d read everything she could find and had been prepared to say only good things about him to McCoy until, upon checking the rest of his family’s record, the first of the articles about Ben Moon came up. She’d read about how he’d gone missing, how his body had never been recovered. The articles she’d found in the local papers didn’t dare point the finger at anyone in the region. They also didn’t name any of the kids up at Signal Peak that day, being minors.
Lewis had gone on to read the police file on Ben’s disappearance. Most of it was routine and it had clearly been handled better than the Hayley Rose case at first read. But no explanation had turned up and there had been no new case notes from the 12-month mark. She’d written down the names of the two others Tate and Ben had been up there with. Wilson hadn’t been much help until he’d got off the phone to a local he had been fishing information from. He’d handed Lewis a piece of paper with a name written on it.
Luther Hillman.
It matched one of the names from the police file.
Both online and police records had revealed a lot to Lewis; not so much for Luther – although there was a bit there to sift through – but for his father and uncles. The Hillmans were presenting as somewhat of a local criminal royale.
‘Well, McCoy,’ Lewis said now, ‘Moon’s younger brother went missing four years ago, up in the Grampians. Nine years old. Body was never found.’
‘Suspects? Intent?’ McCoy almost said the next bit begrudgingly. ‘Or just missing?’
‘I haven’t had a chance to completely pull apart the case file yet, boss. Sounds like a group of kids went up there for a day trip and lost him.’ McCoy nodded, but Lewis could see he wasn’t satisfied. ‘Other than that, I haven’t got a whole lot to tell you about Moon except that he can play footy… But he does have an acquaintance who has form.’
McCoy looked over the top of his coffee cup and raised his eyebrows, prompting her to go on.
‘It sounds like his best mate is from a well-known mob around here – the Hillmans?’
‘Oh, yeah. The Hillmans.’ McCoy rose and walked around to Lewis’s desk. ‘I dealt with one of them earlier this year. Middle-aged bloke, concretor or a brickie? A real dickhead. Had shithouse form at home. Can’t think of his name – Harry or Jack, or something?’
‘Mick?’
‘Yeah, that’s him. Rough as guts he was.’
‘Well, his son, Luther – that’s Tate’s best friend.’
McCoy tilted his head, deep in thought. ‘So Moon has been close to the mark twice where another kid has lost their life?’
Lewis nodded. ‘You could say that.’
‘What would your dad say about that?’ McCoy watched her face as she smiled at the memory of her father. He knew how much it meant to Lewis to have someone else help her remember him.
‘Probably quote Oscar Wilde or something, I suppose.’
‘Thought so. I wonder if Tate Moon is just careless, though?’ McCoy went on, staring at his empty cup thoughtfully. ‘Alright, let’s get to the coroner’s up in the big smoke first about the body from the dunes. We can swing by the Moons and start to work out how much he might mean to us when we get back.’
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Now
Harper Lewis rubbed her aching thigh as she looked out of the window at the crowded skyline of Melbourne’s inner east. Being back up here didn’t feel as good as she thought it might – perhaps the three months down in Lagunes Bay was doing more for her than she realised.
Doctor Martina Wang looked at Lewis and McCoy from behind her frameless spectacles and the face shield that served as a splash blanket for anything that might rear up from the bodies she autopsied. She’d pushed the body through from Lagunes Bay inside two days, which was unheard-of for a country-based case.
Lewis thought the world of Wang – sharp as a tack, soft-faced but hard-nosed, and a professional in every sense of the word. She had smiled gently when she watched Lewis enter the autopsy room in front of McCoy, a knowing gesture as to how that dynamic had changed since they were last here. An expert in finding details that mattered in death, Wang carried her intuition and skill set into the land of the living with aplomb.
‘What do you make of it, Doc? Is it our girl?’ McCoy displayed his usual patience and tact.
Doctor Wang smiled. ‘Yes, Detective, the dental records match.’
Lewis draw a sharp breath, picturing the aching stillness in Bonnie’s living room and how that would only be more raw once they delivered the news.
‘You’re lucky she was buried in sand down there. It means’ – Wang paused, appearing to consider how to put it – ‘her state of decomposition was not as advanced as it might have been in raw earth, or somewhere warmer. There was a lot more for me to find. This girl had been through a lot, Detectives – and not just around the time of her death.’
The detectives glanced at each other. Lewis avoided looking at the naked body on the shiny silver table, delaying having to reconcile what was there in front of her with the photos in the file and in Bonnie’s house. She clenched her jaw at the thought of someone taking the girl’s life, and wasn’t sure whether she wanted to hear what else Wang had for them. But the anguish of the way the world worked out for people like Hayley only made her more determined to be the cop she needed to be.
‘Let’s start with the cause of death,’ Wang continued. ‘You can see from the broad area of discolouration here, around her neck, that the cause of death was asphyxiation by strangulation.’ Her brief pause allowed Lewis to order her thoughts. ‘It was enough to crush her trachea and even leave bruising on the anterior edge of her oesophagus. It was done by someone very strong… or very angry.’
‘Or both,’ McCoy chimed in.
Lewis nodded as she wrote in her pad.
‘There were also facial and head contusions. They were harder to discern but I’ve highlighted them on the screen up to my left.’
Lewis and McCoy turned to the monitor and saw four pictures with the contrast altered, showing patches that were darker than the leathery skin around them.
‘We can ascertain that these contusions occurred right around the time of death due to the relative lack of subcutaneous bleeding,’ Wang said, glancing at the detectives to be sure they were taking it in. ‘While it is difficult to be entirely accurate, given the site in which she was buried, the variables in climate and the moderate processes that have progressed since, I would say that she has been there for between two and three years. And the site she was found at was indeed where the body was placed soon after her death, given the soil microbes and biological constituents.’
Lewis only looked up once she was done taking notes and saw McCoy nod towards the screen. ‘But there’s more by the sounds, Doctor. Is that right?’
‘Yes, Detective.’ Wang paused, as if she was wanting to be sure she was ready. ‘Here, you can see abrasions and deep scuffing and superficial scarring around her labia and anus, as well as deep penetrating bite marks around her breasts.’ Wang kept her gaze on the screen, her laser pointer moving quickly around the images that Lewis prayed she would not have to revisit. She was somewhat comforted by the fact McCoy looked just as troubled. ‘Again, the state of the body makes it difficult to be as accurate as I would prefer, but it does appear that some of these marks occurred very close to the time of her death. The tissue shows signs of repeated trauma.’
As Wang finished, Lewis kept her breath deep and deliberately slow to allow her to refocus. ‘We know she… wasn’t an angel, Doctor Wang. The marks in themselves aren’t necessarily a sign of abuse, are they?’ Lewis would reprimand herself later for any suggestion that Hayley Rose had played a role in what Wang was describing but noted that McCoy looked pleased that she had put forensic clarity over her own moral standpoints. In a world where facts should be all that mattered, perception still counted.
‘You know I can’t comment on intent or circumstance, Detective Lewis, but if these marks were the result of consensual sex, well…’ – Wang looked away from the detectives and the body – ‘I couldn’t imagine anyone deriving any pleasure out of that.’ Wang waited a moment, perhaps allowing them to digest their own interpretations, before adding, ‘And then there’s the cross.’
Both detectives fixed their gaze on the crucifix carved deeply into Hayley’s sternal region.
‘That was done pre-mortem,’ Wang continued, robotic in her capacity to recall and describe detail, monotonous in her delivery to deter judgement. ‘It was done with a square-shaped piece of metal, small and blunt, say around 3 or 4 millimetres across. It has marked all the way down to the bone itself.’
‘That’s going to have hurt a lot, yeah?’ McCoy asked, without taking his eyes from the symbol.
‘Absolutely, Detective.’
‘Those motherfuckers,’ McCoy muttered under his breath, his teeth grinding audibly. Lewis could feel the heat radiating from him as he clenched his fists in front of his thighs.
Lewis kept things moving. ‘Toxicology turn anything up?’
‘Yes, but its meaning is greatly reduced given the time from death to autopsy being so long. There are a lot of things that impact what we measure, and over the time period we are talking, the findings are diluted and somewhat unreliable.’
The detectives nodded.
‘Having said that, we found traces of MDMA and opioids in some of her tissue, or at least derivatives of those. Of course, the time since death can also mean that substances that were there at the time of death are no longer measurable.’ Wang cleared her throat. ‘One more thing, Detectives, and I don’t know what you will make of this, but it was also apparent that this girl had conceived and aborted.’
Lewis’s eyes bulged. ‘Any idea of the time frame on that?’
‘At least two to three months prior to her death. The remnants of the placental retrieval surgery were quite well healed and scarred. It didn’t look like…’ She trailed off, as if wondering how to frame the last part of the information.
‘Didn’t look like what, Doc?’ McCoy had his hands on his hips and was watching Wang’s face closely.
‘It didn’t look like it had been done with great precision. In fact, I can’t recall the last time I’ve seen such broad and crude scarring on a uterus.’
‘Backyard job?’ McCoy asked, imploring her to be clear.
‘Well, it certainly wasn’t done by someone who had great training or instruments, Detective. Or perhaps attention to what they were doing.’ The air in the room thickened and swirled as Wang did her best to not be disrespectful. ‘And there is no mention of it in the medical records you sent over. Mind you, she didn’t seem to have gone to the doctor for much other than her contraceptive.’
There was no hint of irony in Wang’s voice, but Lewis felt it anyway.

‘This kid was killed, Lewis,’ McCoy said, as they strode back to the car. ‘She was killed by someone strong, or at least passionate with a tendency for violence, and likely the same person who had caused that other damage.’
‘Or people, McCoy. No assumptions, right?’
He nodded and opened the passenger door. ‘Yep. We need to know every arsehole who tried it on with her. There’s gotta be someone who stands out. I’m gonna call Wilson and have him canvas everyone on that list who was spoken to when she disappeared. And you and I are gonna talk to every one of them – starting with that Moon kid.’ McCoy paused as Lewis pulled out of the coroner’s car park to head back onto the West Gate Freeway. ‘But first, we gotta go and visit Bonnie.’
Neither of them said much in the three and a half hours it took to get back to Lagunes Bay. Lewis thought of Bonnie and that ramshackle house and yard, where the wind wasn’t likely to be the only thing that howled that day.

Later that morning Lewis approached Bonnie Rose’s door, the tall conifers swaying behind her as if in unified mourning under the influence of the strong westerly. McCoy had offered to stay in the car, and she had agreed. There would be no space for confusion or intimidation, and no likelihood of McCoy offering any emotional support that Bonnie’s armchair couldn’t.
Harper Lewis wasn’t sure what she had expected, but as she sat and relayed the news that the body they had found was indeed that of Hayley Rose, what followed surprised her. Bonnie cried, make no mistake. She heaved and convulsed for a short while, but soon enough her eyes turned to that crucifix above the archway and there was more prayer than talk, more biting of the lips than wiping of the eyes. And by the time she walked out, not fifteen minutes later, Harper Lewis felt like she’d seen the first four stages of grief come and go. She wondered what acceptance might look like to someone like Bonnie Rose, and whether it might fight for oxygen amongst the heavy load her God seemed to ask of her.
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Now
Dean McCoy rapped on the Moons’ door and a gaunt woman, somewhere in her fifties, pulled it open. Lewis saw the realisation of who they were dawn on the woman’s face. The woman stared at McCoy, as the gusts of wind coming through the door lifted her dressing gown and sent some papers on the hallstand fluttering onto the floor.
‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘What’s happened this time? You’ve found him?’
Lewis stole a glance at McCoy. ‘No, nothing has happened. My name is Detective Lewis and this is Detective McCoy. I assume you’re Glenys Moon?’ Lewis stepped forward and shook her hand. Even now, just after noon, she could smell the woman’s morning breath, all stale tea and cavities, and the sleepy mustiness of her nightie. ‘We are sorry to bother you, but we are looking for Tate. Is he around?’
The woman seemed to shrink, the faint flecks of light that had sparked in her eyes dulling immediately. ‘Yes.’
‘Yes, he’s here?’
‘No. I mean, yes, I’m Glenys Moon.’ She stood there, vacant.
‘Thank you, Mrs Moon. Is Tate here?’ Lewis spoke carefully, sensing the woman’s fragility.
‘No.’ Glenys stared at the boards beneath the officers’ feet. ‘He’s at work, up in town.’
‘Okay, we will catch him there, thank you.’ Lewis stole a glance at McCoy as she adjusted her approach. ‘Do you mind if we come in? We just have a few questions about Tate that we’d like to ask you, if you don’t mind.’
Glenys seemed to lurch back to the present. ‘Of course, dear. Yes, look at me just standing here.’ She stopped a few steps down the hall and turned to face the detectives. ‘He – he hasn’t done something else, has he?’ The papers on the floor blew further down the hall, like they were trying to escape while they could.
‘Something else?’ Lewis ambled further in to let McCoy close the door behind him.
‘Oh, don’t mind me. Just forgetting bits and pieces.’ Glenys looked at her quizzically, before her face softened. ‘Come on through. Let me get you some tea.’
Lewis shook her head gently at McCoy as if to say ‘let me handle this’. They walked through to the lounge room where Glenys beckoned them to sit. An older man, in his eighties, was already there, sipping on his tea and staring out the window towards the side fence lined with straggly lilly pilly bushes.
‘Hello, sir,’ Lewis said politely.
‘Hello, darling.’ The man stood up and walked over to where the detectives sat. ‘I’m Albert Macready – Glenys’s father.’ He shook each of their hands with verve, then stood in front of them and put his hands on his hips. The old man sighed as he saw McCoy looking at the crucifix over the fireplace. ‘Ah… the beautiful lie.’ He nodded his head, almost as if he were agreeing wholeheartedly with something McCoy hadn’t said.
The sound of spoons being placed in the sink came through from the kitchen as Albert turned and walked back to his chair. He pulled out a fishing knife from the table next to him and began cutting line from a stack of sinkers, concentrating on the racing form guide he had on his lap.
Glenys entered the room with a tray. ‘You’ve met Albert, I see,’ she said, placing the tray on the worn laminate of the coffee table. ‘Milk?’
Both detectives nodded.
‘So…’ She looked at the officers nervously. ‘What was it you wanted to know about Ben?’
‘Ah, Tate, Mrs Moon. We’re here to ask you a few questions about Tate.’ Lewis spoke slowly and clearly, studying Glenys’s face. Albert sighed annoyedly and stared out the window.
‘Yes, that’s what I said, darling.’ Glenys smiled absently at her.
McCoy spoke up. ‘Mrs Moon, the questions we have about Tate relate to Ben in a way.’
Glenys looked at him reluctantly, and Lewis wasn’t sure whether what she saw was confusion or anticipation. McCoy pushed his chin out gently towards Lewis to invite her to take back the lead.
‘You see, we have found a body, Mrs Moon.’ Lewis let the silence reign long and strong as Glenys’s eyes and cheeks scrunched. She knew it was cruel – knew Glenys would anticipate they were referring to her missing son. Albert sniffed but continued cutting line. ‘It seems it is the body of a girl that went missing just over three years ago – Hayley Rose.’
Glenys breathed again. ‘Yes?’
‘Well, it seems Tate might have been with her around the time she went missing. Back then, the investigation into her situation was not as thorough as we would have liked and it seems Tate wasn’t chased up.’
‘Sounds familiar.’ Both detectives turned to Albert, who hadn’t shifted despite his speaking.
Lewis went on. ‘Do you remember anything around that time regarding Tate and Hayley, Mrs Moon?’
Glenys gave Lewis the blank stare she’d shown her at the front door. ‘Well, I don’t remember the girl in particular you are talking about – would you have a… thingo?’ She clicked her fingers, searching for the word.
‘A photo?’ Lewis offered, politely. Glenys nodded, her cheeks flushing red.
Lewis stood and showed her a photo of Hayley Rose on her phone.
Glenys shook her head. ‘No, I can’t say that girl looks familiar. But Tate did always have lots of girls as his friends.’
‘Mrs Moon, what do you think happened on the day your son went missing?’ McCoy swung the conversation back to Ben, Lewis knowing he figured this was as good a time as any to dig on both fronts.
‘Well, my son… he ran off, you see.’ She looked at the officers sternly. ‘We reported it at the time, you know. That he’d run off. On his own.’
‘Was he prone to doing that, Mrs Moon – running off?’ McCoy continued, not giving Glenys a chance to recompose herself.
She shook her head and stared at the ground as if she could remember better that way. ‘No, he’d never do that. Not my boy. Not Ben.’ Lewis saw her cup was leaning at a critical angle, still half full of tea, seemingly forgotten. She figured the woman was seeing fragments of the past explaining the pain of the present. She felt the shame of having to be part of making this woman suffer again.
‘So, why then?’ McCoy pressed. ‘Why would he run off up there?’
An angry snarl suddenly appeared on Glenys’s face. ‘Well, that boy loved to scare him. Threaten him. I shouldn’t have let him go off with the bigger kids, but he wanted to spend time with Tate.’
‘That boy? Luther Hillman?’ Lewis felt like this was going to matter – to Glenys and to the detectives.
She nodded. ‘They said he looked harder for Ben than anyone, but I don’t know.’
‘What did Tate say?’ Lewis’s question hit the walls sharply.
‘Tate?! Tate?! He said nothing. Nothing! Just let it happen, he did.’ Her cup fell to the floor, spilling what was left of the tea onto the carpet and the base of the bookcase next to her chair. Glenys rose quickly and walked off to the kitchen, her howls echoing off the bare walls.
McCoy nodded at Lewis, indicating that they needed to move on. She got up to retrieve the cup from the ground.
‘Leave it!’ Albert rose and walked over. ‘Bloody woman, never did cope with it all.’ He placed the cup on the tray and pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket, stooping to mop up the spilled tea.
‘Albert, do you remember anything about this Hayley Rose kid?’ Lewis showed him the same photo she had shown Glenys.
He looked up at Lewis. ‘Yeah, she was around here a bit. Quiet kid. Always in Tate’s room. Hardly said a word to anyone else. Always seemed scared, you know? I never realised she was missing until it was in the paper a month or so later.’
Lewis ground her teeth. For Albert, like most in Lagunes Bay, Hayley Rose was an afterthought. But there was something he’d said that she wanted to circle back to. ‘You said something before about a beautiful lie. What did you mean by that?’
Albert smiled at her. ‘I mean, that’s what it is, isn’t it?’ He pointed at the cross. ‘A bloody lie.’
Lewis was intrigued, vague memories of her father playing in her head as she heard Albert’s raw honesty. ‘But can a lie really be beautiful?’
“Course it can. Just like the truth can be ugly and cruel.’ Albert looked relaxed, assured, as if he’d already decided on this long ago. ‘Ah, but for the mad believers, could anything that beautiful really be a lie? It’d be too bloody cruel to tell ’em, wouldn’t it? Somehow it means something to ’em, but I just can’t have it. Any of it.’ He shook his head. ‘But she’s me daughter and to her, well, it’s got her through, so… I mean, everybody needs something to believe in.’
‘Yeah, maybe.’ Lewis nodded and moved with McCoy out into the hallway. Albert trailed behind them and she sensed he still had something to say.
‘You’ll find Tatey in town, I reckon. Said he had a job re-sheeting the old bank on Artemis Street.’ The man’s eyes softened. ‘He’s a good kid, dealing with that and all.’ He jerked his head towards the kitchen where they could still hear Glenys sniffing.
The detectives stepped outside, the cypress trees bending as if in reverence to their opening the right can of worms. And as they drove away, Lewis wondered if, in the slowly decaying folds of Glenys Moon’s brain, she still thought that Ben was out there, all wild and beautiful. Hoped, anyway.
‘Bit to unpack there.’ Lewis smiled wanly at McCoy.
‘Yeah. Country people are different, Lewis. I told you that.’ He looked across at her. ‘We’re gonna have to be careful with how we deal with Glenys Moon. She’s clearly fragile and has some kind of, ah…’
‘Cognitive issue?’
‘Fucking MLC education. There you go saving me again, Lewis.’ He rolled his eyes at her. ‘But there was definitely something happening under the surface with old Albert and her, wasn’t there?’
Lewis nodded hard.
‘Families, eh?’ McCoy huffed through his nose. ‘Alright, let’s go and talk to this kid. I don’t want him to think he’s under any major suspicion, okay? Not yet, anyway.’
‘Okay, boss.’
‘And unless there’s a good reason to, let’s not bring up the kid’s brother – this is purely about Hayley Rose.’

McCoy pulled into the car park on Artemis Street, just outside the local supermarket. Lewis looked out her window at the roof of the 1860s’-built bank, now a bookshop, where Albert had told them Tate would be working. Sure enough, there was a ute out the front and there were toolboxes open on the back of it.
‘Let’s just see what he’s prepared to tell us,’ McCoy instructed, as they stepped out into the cold afternoon air.
Two men walked out from the rear of the building towards the ute, parked five or six spaces down from where McCoy had parked. Lewis instantly recognised Tate from the file photo, and she watched as he went to put the drill into the back of his ute. Trailing behind McCoy, she pulled her jacket high up around her neck to fight the wind that was already battering them.
‘Not a great day to be on a roof, hey?’ McCoy walked confidently towards Tate’s companion, holding out his hand as he got close. The man shook it weakly, not sure what to make of McCoy’s assured advance.
‘I’m Detective Senior Sergeant Dean McCoy and this is Detective Sergeant Harper Lewis.’ The man screwed his face slightly. ‘And you are?’ McCoy was clearly annoyed he had to prompt him.
‘Oh, Steven Pazlenski, plumber.’ His face flushed bright red as he stepped to Lewis, shaking her hand also.
Tate walked over to where they were standing. ‘I’m Tate Moon, plumber.’ He shook the hands of both detectives, and Lewis felt the strength in his hand, as well as the warmth in his voice. ‘You guys need us for something?’
‘Yes, Tate. Only you,’ McCoy said.
Steven shrugged and looked at Tate.
‘Take another smoko, mate.’ Tate slapped Steven on the shoulder as he trudged off towards the bakery. ‘So, how can I help?’ His wide smile and bright blue eyes flashed openly at them.
‘Well, Tate,’ McCoy continued. ‘You might have heard that a body was found yesterday, down in the dunes at Battery Hill.’
He nodded. ‘Yeah, I did. Of course I heard. I mean, that’s just not something that happens around here.’ He looked at Lewis, as if waiting for her to speak next. She was caught wondering at the fine line between politeness and arrogance. Something about Tate Moon annoyed her already, although she couldn’t work out exactly what it was.
‘We think you might know who it is,’ Lewis studied him as she spoke. She saw Tate’s chest rise sharply before he composed himself and shook his head. She wondered if he was thinking of Ben.
‘I hope not. Why would you think—?’ But before the words were totally out of his mouth, Lewis could see him realising who it was going to be.
‘The body has been confirmed as that of Hayley Rose. We understand she was a friend of yours?’ Lewis spoke now, seeing an opening in his veneer.
Tate gasped. ‘My God, Hayley?’ He turned to put his hands on the side of his ute, leaning over as if he was going to be sick. When he turned back to face them, Lewis could see that his face was red and his eyes wet. It looked like genuine grief and disbelief. ‘What… how? What happened to her?’
‘It appears as though she was murdered, Tate.’
‘How?’ He was clearly reeling at the news.
Lewis flashed a look at McCoy. She knew he’d be okay for her to feed Tate just enough. ‘She was hit hard in the head and strangled.’
Tate put his hands behind his head. ‘God, who would do that to her?’
‘Well, Tate, we were hoping you might be able to help us with that.’ Lewis stood still where she was, her meaning taking a moment to dawn on Tate.
‘What, you think I did this? To Hayley?’ He looked from face to face with a mix of disgust and anger, but Lewis kept her face neutral. ‘Why the hell would I do something like that?’
‘We’re not saying that, Tate. We just know you and her were… close.’ Lewis let the pressure ebb, keeping her tone and volume low. ‘When was the last time you saw Hayley?’
‘Shit. It would have been late Feb… three years ago. She had been through a lot, you know? I mean, she had a bit of a reputation and all before she came here, but… she was getting things on track. Going back to school some more.’
‘Her grandmother says she last saw Hayley when she left church on a Sunday. That was – let me see – 22nd February 2015,’ McCoy said. Lewis knew he was pushing the time frame to a more precise moment, to see where Tate would take it. ‘She says she never saw her again after that.’
Tate nodded. ‘Yep, she left church with me that day. We grabbed a pie from Cobb’s and ate it down at the wharf. Went back to my place and talked for a bit, then she left about mid-arvo. I remember thinking how hot the sun was on my face as she rode away. Worried we had both got burnt from sitting out on the wharf.’
‘Never saw her again?’ McCoy looked to him to confirm.
‘No. When she disappeared… well, to be honest, I was pissed. Pissed at her, pissed at the world.’ Tate pursed his lips, shaking his head. ‘I tried telling the cops at the time that she wouldn’t do something like that – just disappear – but the rest of the town thought it was just like her, so…’ He looked at McCoy square on. ‘I guess they just went with popular opinion.’
‘But you didn’t think she would do that?’ McCoy continued.
‘No, I didn’t. Not at all. I thought we had something that she wouldn’t just walk away from. But when she never made contact, I ended up thinking everyone else must have been right.’
‘Are you surprised she has turned up like this now, Tate?’ Lewis interjected.
Tate seemed relieved to have a break from McCoy’s directness. ‘I guess not. I mean… like I said, her just disappearing was weird.’
‘Tate, can you think of any reason someone might have wanted to do this to her? Anything that had happened to her? Anyone who had an issue with her?’
Tate shook his head again. ‘Nah, not really.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I’m sure you guys have a file on her. I mean, she wasn’t perfect when she lived in Murnane, but she was pretty straight when she got here.’ He paused and Lewis saw him thinking past where he finished speaking.
‘You said both of you had been to church that day – that something you did regularly, Tate?’ Lewis pictured the cross carved deeply into the bare chest of Hayley Rose.
‘Not really. Only when we had to. You know, if our parents made us.’ Tate stared at the ground, seeming reluctant to go on. ‘Well, my mum and her grandma, anyway.’
‘You didn’t love the church, Tate? Don’t go now?’ She pushed a little more.
‘Nah, no way. Not since Hayley went missing.’ He looked at Lewis and she saw he wasn’t really finished with what he might say. She left it for now.
McCoy held out his hand and shook Tate’s. ‘Okay, Tate. Thanks for that. We’ll let you know if we need anything else from you.’
The two detectives headed back to the car. Lewis saw Steven walk back to Tate and hand him a sausage roll. Tate shrugged and shook his head.
‘What do ya reckon, boss?’ Lewis said. ‘Seemed strange that he wouldn’t talk about the abortion she had if he was that close to her.’ She knew they had given him every opportunity to divulge what they already knew.
‘Unless he’s got something to hide,’ McCoy said.
‘So, what do we do from here?’
‘Let him go for a bit. There’s no rush. We’ll set up a covert watch where the body was found for the next few nights. See who might come digging around, you know? I think we’re best to go and visit Luther Hillman tomorrow. Get a better idea of what he’s about and how he might fit into all of this. See, one of the things I’ve realised after all these years is that the what, the where and even the why don’t really matter too much.’ McCoy paused. ‘It’s the who. And for how long.’
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Now
Tate Moon could describe every crack, every dark smudge of chewing gum on the footpath on Lupine Street. To and from footy training, he would count his steps between the houses, between the fences, between the light poles, looking to distract himself from what might greet him at home. He’d run multiple counts to test himself, bouncing the footy rhythmically as he went.
Today, as he continued across the highway, past where the footpath ended and on past the showgrounds, the dense thud of the ball into the damp grass kept his mind off where he was headed. He and Luther had planned to meet up after training and talk through what Brylie being back might mean for them. For all of them. And, as it had been when she was alive, he expected Hayley Rose was once again going to be right in the middle somewhere, for him.
Tate walked past the paddocks where the ‘Welcome to Lagunes Bay’ sign stood, declaring it to be the ‘World’s Most Liveable Community’. He never let himself read it, not when he was about to turn into the street where Bonnie lived, where he still felt closest to Hayley; still felt that last wholesome day when they had everything in front of them, and a lot behind. Now the Antarctic gusts made his eyes water for different reasons. He held the ball to his chest and took a deep breath as he walked slowly past her grandma’s house on Lagoon Road.
There had been times when Tate had thought he’d seen her – dark skin and dark hair, angel’s wings all tender on her back; but then he’d notice the girl wasn’t floating, didn’t quite have the capacity to transfix him, and he’d be disappointed to start breathing again. The cruelty of the aftermath was almost matched by the few fleeting seconds of believing. But those few seconds, where he would recall that warm sunny day lying on the wharf, saying things that had made each other feel good – they still felt the same. Still felt right.
Tonight, he saw the dull yellow of the living room lamp lurking behind the curtains of her grandma’s house and he could picture Bonnie in her chair, living small among the giant gaps her life had acquired. Could feel the torment across the frigid air that separated them. Across the road, where there once had been open space and long grass, now sat the modern scourge of temporary fencing and real estate signs. ‘Paradise Fields Estate’, the main sign announced. ‘Easy living in God’s own country’. All but a few of the blocks had giant ‘SOLD’ stickers across them and nearly half had temporary fences up, with the building sites in varying degrees of disorder. Tate pictured his dad’s response to the developments that were eating up the spare land and the character of the town. ‘They’re like pens for the committed, mate,’ was how Terry Moon would describe the tiny ring-fenced blocks. His distaste for ‘new locals’ wasn’t rare among long-term locals, fuelled by a general unease at anything resembling change.
Change had a habit of knocking Tate around, too. But the change that had swept across him this week had been about as big as anything he had dealt with before. And the two things that had brought the change weren’t uncomfortable because they were different so much as the fact that they were bringing things back to being the same. First Brylie coming back with her father, then the cops coming to him with the news about Hayley. For Tate Moon, both of those things had the potential to have embers flare in places he’d worked hard to douse and push away. And somehow, he felt that the two detectives who had spoken with him would be more than happy to fan the flames.
As he crunched across the empty car park of St John’s Anglican, the light on in the foyer made him look across, and he clenched his teeth in anger as he admitted to himself that he was hoping to see Brylie. Admitted to himself that after she’d gone, his world had felt like it had been emptied out, hollowed. But life had also been less complex – there’d been nothing left that needed sorting out or fixing. There’d been nothing left that mattered though, either.
Tate tried hard not to look at where he knew her bedroom was, wondering if he was going to have to face that rude reality of realising that sometimes our friends are fine, and maybe even better, without us. But what Brylie would bring back with her, that wasn’t going to go away.
Allowing himself a quick glance, he felt his foot catch and his heart thump heavily, because it was Father Conor McIntyre who he caught sight of, standing deep inside the nave with his arms crossed, crucifix hanging across his chest and eyes beading directly at him. Tate’s mind raced, recalling that last night before Brylie left with her father, when he walked in and saw everything. And now here he was again, Father McIntyre back on his own patch, and happy as always to make sure that Tate Moon knew he would be watching.
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Now
Luther Hillman often looked like he felt. Angry and lanky, like his limbs were a couple of inches longer than was good for him, and hungry on the prowl even when he was sitting still. He was slightly taller than six foot, hard and wiry, like a welterweight looking to come down a weight class. Body coiled tight, like he would always have something powerful in reserve.
He and Tate were sitting together on the roof of the Lagunes Bay Football Club clubrooms, staring down into the dark void that on a Saturday became their chapel – and for those who came to see Tate Moon play, their shrine. Two empties sat at the feet of each of them and they were making short work of the third. Here, up high in the darkness and the warm sloshing of alcohol, Tate and Luther were safe.
‘Thanks for the beers, Lu.’ Tate tipped his bottle towards Luther.
‘No probs. Sounds like we need to talk through some stuff, yeah?’ Luther looked across at Tate. The edge in his voice when he’d called the day before had made Luther wonder exactly what Tate would bring up.
‘Yeah, we do.’ Tate paused, as if considering where to start. ‘So… Brylie’s back. You heard from her?’
Luther let out a stifled laugh. ‘Ha! As if. If she hasn’t called you, mate, she definitely won’t have fuckin’ called me.’
‘You hear what else happened? You know how they found a body down at Battery Hill, in the dunes?’
‘Yeah?’
‘It was Hayley. Hayley Rose.’
‘Fuck. Off.’ Luther grabbed Tate’s shoulder. ‘No fuckin’ way.’
Tate just nodded.
‘What the… how the fuck did she end up there?’ Luther’s voice was louder now.
‘Mate, how would I bloody know?’ Luther heard Tate’s voice rise with the annoyance it carried. ‘But these two detectives came to speak to me today about it. They’ll probably be looking for you soon, too.’
‘Well, they can fuck right off. I’ve got nothin’ to do with Hayley. She was all yours.’
The silence told Luther how much that comment bit at Tate, just like he meant it to. They had been through this before and Luther wasn’t going to sit around and let Tate have a foot in both camps again. Tate had chosen Hayley, end of story. He slugged the rest of his beer and threw the bottle down onto the oval beneath them.
‘What was it with her, Tatey? I mean, she was hot, I know…’ Luther left off the part where it meant Tate had effectively shunned Brylie, being the greatest gift he could have given Luther. He knew Tate would have pondered that choice many times, and figured the answer would have always got stuck somewhere between his heart and his mouth.
Tate shrugged.
‘The cops think you were involved?’ Luther asked.
‘Dunno. But Pa Albert told me they’d been around at my olds’ place looking for me before they found me at work. Reckons they were asking about Ben, too.’ Luther felt his pulse rise, swallowing hard, but let the darkness and the sound of the waves carry his feelings away. The thoughts of Ben, of Brylie – of Hayley – brought back the familiar tension in Luther’s gut. He felt his warm breath roll out through his nose as he let the options he’d always pushed away, reappear.
‘Do you ever think you’ve done enough, Tatey?’ Luther stared out into the distance, as the lights of the nearby houses began to flick off progressively.
‘Enough? What do ya mean?’
Luther looked off to his left, far away over the rolling hills sitting dark and quiet, where the sound of the waves must eventually die off. ‘I mean, enough. You know?’
Of course Tate knew. Luther heard him take a long swig of his next beer as he searched for what to say. For what Luther Hillman needed him to say. ‘Lu, mate. You’ve come through a lot. More than any of us.’ The hollowness in Tate’s voice as he even dared to try and compare his own home life to Luther’s rang out. ‘The fact that you still got up in the morning, put the uniform on and came into school… there are a lot of people who wouldn’t have done that.’ And even though Luther knew that Tate meant it, and even though there were lots who had stopped coming into school, his pep talk still sounded flimsy.
‘So I get the choccies because I kept comin’ into school, hey?’ Luther emptied the remainder of his stubbie into his mouth and tossed the bottle towards the car park, smashing on the gravel below them. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he was grateful for the darkness that the moonless night provided as he was sure Tate missed it creeping up to wipe his eyes for a split second.
‘Lu, what I meant is, you have survived everything that this place has thrown at ya. You’ve taken it head-on and you’ve smashed it away.’
‘That’s me – the good old survivor. The fuckin’ Lagunes Bay Lazarus.’ Luther shook his head and stared at the corrugated iron roof under his legs, awash with bottle tops and mouse shit. ‘It’s all I got, isn’t it? Survivin’.’
Tate scrunched up his face as he threw his own bottle now, landing on the grassy edge of the oval with little more than a swoosh. He took a big breath and let it out slowly. ‘You know, Lu, it’s not the coming into school or the showing up for footy training…’ Now Luther saw Tate look directly across at him, Luther’s head turned from between his knees. ‘It’s the fact you still go home.’
The waves broke heavily against the sand but they couldn’t hide the sound of Luther sniffing. He reached out his hand and sat it on Tate’s thigh, feeling it warm. ‘Righto. Enough shit talk. Got an early start tomorrow.’ Luther stood, turned away and started to piss on the roof.
‘Now I’m gonna have to walk through that, ya bastard.’ Tate grinned.
Luther guffawed and stepped onto the fuse box that served as a foothold. Lowering himself down, he watched as Tate’s face disappeared above the roof line. When Tate came down next and jumped onto the gravel of the car park, Luther grabbed him around the chest and squeezed him strongly, every ounce of that wringing welterweight frame at his command. ‘Love ya, mate.’
Tate nodded, and Luther watched as he walked off into the pitch-black that swamped them.
There were too many memories to ignore.

Later, as the evening broke and floundered around him, Tate sat deep in the tea-tree lining the rear of the dunes at Battery Hill, his arms around his knees to help still him and keep some of the wind away. Sat and looked at the police tape, listening to the tiny birds chittering above him and the waves smashing hard and relentless into the sand. Sat and flicked through his phone as photos of Brylie McIntyre whipped across his screen. Sat and wondered when his mother might break enough so that there would be no memories left to forget.
And he said softly, but not to himself, ‘I’m still here…’
And there could’ve been a million stars twinkling above him that night, but if Tate Moon had looked up, he wouldn’t have seen a single one.
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Then
Tate was lying on his back, staring up at the roof of the tent, the constant patter of rain on the canvas a gentle distraction from what he was trying not to contemplate.
‘Lu, you hear what the kids from Woolsthorpe were talking about tonight?’
Luther was attempting to ash his cigarette out of the door of the tent without letting the rain put it out. ‘Nah, mate. Dunno those kids.’ He looked back at Tate. ‘But I have noticed you spending a bit of time with Hayley. Brylie said somethin’ too.’ He took another drag.
Tate was careful not to react. ‘About what the kids from Woolsthorpe were saying?’
‘Nah, mate – about you and Hayley.’
‘Whatever. So you haven’t heard anything?’
‘Not really.’ Tate knew Luther probably had, but he just didn’t want to hear it for the same reasons Tate had tried hard to find a way not to notice. ‘What are they sayin’?’
The rain intensified as if to help hide what they were both trying to get out into the open.
‘That Conor is touching up some of the kids,’ Tate said.
‘Fuck. Off.’ Luther butted the cigarette into the damp ground and blew the last of what he’d inhaled out of the tent door before zipping it back up. ‘Does Brylie know?’
Tate shrugged.
‘Which kids?’
‘Dunno. Just heard Hayley and Penny talking about it when I went over there this arvo. They stopped as soon as they saw me coming.’
‘Didn’t ya ask them what the hell was goin’ on?’
Tate shook his head. ‘Nah, mate. I’d heard enough.’
‘Do ya think it’s true?’ Luther wondered aloud.
‘Dunno.’ He found himself continuing against his better judgement. ‘I mean, he is a bit of a fuckin’ creep.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Just the way he looks at chicks and that. Sits closer to them than he needs to. The stuff they were saying was a lot more than that, but they don’t have any reason to bullshit, you know? I heard them talking about it a few days ago, too.’
‘Why didn’t ya say anythin’ then?’
‘What? Why didn’t I say some people are saying they think our best mate’s dad is a raging fucking pedo?’
They both looked up at the roof of the tent as the rain continued.
‘So what the fuck do we do about it?’ Luther raised his eyebrows. ‘Do we say something to Brylie?’
‘I think the bigger question is, if he is doing this to the kids here at the camp, is he doing the same thing to Brylie at home?’ The words were out before Tate realised he’d said them. He heard Luther stop and felt his anger in the humid air the tent seemed to be running out of. ‘Do we go to the cops, Lu?’
That was like asking an arsonist’s family to go to a fire station for help.
‘Fuck that.’ Luther gripped his fists. ‘We fuckin’ deal with this ourselves.’
Tate shook his head on the pillow. ‘I think we just watch the prick closely for now. There’s too much going on. Too much to figure out.’
What they both knew he really meant is that if they acted in any way, they’d both lose Brylie.
‘I might go up to him and just say something loose around it – see how he responds, you know?’ Tate suggested.
‘You do what you have to do, Tatey. But I can tell you, if he’s touched Brylie, I’ll kill the cunt.’ Luther’s voice was a growl.
And they both knew that, between them, not a truer word had been spoken.
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Then
‘Ah, young Tate Moon.’ Conor McIntyre looked down at Tate, standing solemn and determined at the front of the marquee which had just served as the chapel. The sweet, thick scent of damp mown grass filled the space. ‘What can I do for you?’
Tate knew he couldn’t say too much. He knew that if he didn’t try his own way to see if there might be some truth to what he’d heard, Luther might use the only way that he knew. Like on the football field, Tate had to try and be the spear and the shield, when he’d rather be neither.
He turned to look behind him, seeing Luther take Brylie away as they had planned. Clearing his throat awkwardly, he stared at the cross hanging across the Father’s chest, delicate but hard. ‘Father…’
‘It’s okay, my boy, let’s hear what you have got to say.’ Father McIntyre paused for effect. ‘And then we will hear what God has to say.’
Right then, Tate wondered if he could read his mind. But he didn’t wonder whether what Conor McIntyre thought was that what he and God thought were always the same. He tried to take a deep breath, but the air wouldn’t move. He hoped Brylie was far enough away, just in case something happened.
‘Well, Father, I have heard things.’ He was surprised he got that out, but felt his voice creak to a stop, felt himself sweating.
‘Things?’ Conor McIntyre stood at his full height and stared down at him. The cross hanging across his chest rose up and out, closer to Tate’s face than it had been a minute ago. ‘What sort of things?’
Tate took a deep breath of his own, as much as his tight chest would allow. ‘Things people here are saying about you’ – he hesitated – ‘and the church.’
‘People have a problem with me and the church?’ Father McIntyre’s voice sounded louder than usual, Tate thought. ‘Well, that happens everywhere I go, Tate. It takes strength to stand up to rumours – things people might say to try and cause trouble where there needn’t be any.’
‘Right,’ Tate said uncertainly.
‘Of course, sometimes if people are really making me feel unwelcome,’ McIntyre continued, ‘it may be that I am best to find a new parish, one that might appreciate what I bring to them. But that would be a shame, wouldn’t it, because then Brylie would also have to leave. And I know you and her are best friends.’
‘Yeah,’ Tate said thickly. ‘I would never want that to happen.’
McIntyre nodded assuredly. ‘So what was it they were saying?’
Tate Moon backed away, needing time to think through his approach. Annoyed that he felt lost before he had even really begun.
‘About how their tents leak a bit when it rains,’ he said lamely.
The air fell from thick to thin and suddenly there was a breeze. Like God had let go of both of their throats.
‘I see,’ McIntyre said. ‘Well, I’m sure there’s room in the budget for some new tents. Anything else, Tate?’
Tate shook his head. ‘No, Father.’
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Then
‘Ben! Are you nearly ready? Luther and Brylie are here and you’ve already made everyone miss the early bus you were meant to catch!’ Glenys Moon called out to her youngest son from the kitchen where she sat next to Tate and Albert, who was munching on his toast. Luther and Brylie sat opposite on the hard orange vinyl chairs the Moons used in their kitchen. The church camp had finished for the summer and the four kids were heading up to Signal Peak for a day in the bush before they returned to school the following week.
Luther watched the woman who was the closest thing he’d had to a mother. Saw her frightfully thin frame; saw the eternal homage to her 60s roots with her gaudy orange apron and hair curlers in like she had this morning. Her face had the look of someone who was always searching for fault or weakness, with her pursed lips straight and thin, but it was her sunken hooded eyes that were the first thing to grab your attention. She sniffed a lot, blaming hay fever and allergies, habitually wiping her nose with the back of her hand and then on her apron.
‘Now, you kids be careful going up there today, won’t you?’ Glenys didn’t speak so much to make them feel comfortable as to make sure she was heard.
Luther watched Brylie looking at her. He had seen her try hard on occasions to soften Glenys, to start a conversation that might flow or lead somewhere other than direct instruction or reprimand, but knew that she had given that up. But he decided to take up the challenge in typical Hillman style.
‘No worries, Mrs M. We won’t get into any trouble, you know that!’ Luther smiled.
‘Trouble? Ha! Bloody Hillmans got trouble following them everywhere they bloody go. In the boot of your car, in your bloody backpack, in your fridge.’ She stopped and narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Especially in your bloody fridge!’
But Luther Hillman would have none of it. He’d danced around Glenys Moon often enough across the years to know how to play her. ‘No trouble in our fridge, Mrs M – not that I’ve ever seen, anyway.’ He brought his backpack around from behind him and sat it on his lap. ‘But there might be some in here. Let’s just have a look, will we?’
‘No!’ Brylie lurched over from her chair and grabbed his backpack from him.
Luther laughed. ‘Alright, bloody calm down.’ Brylie was staring at him, her eyes wildly accusatorial. ‘It’s only a bag.’
‘What’s in the bloody thing?’ Albert asked, gazing piercingly at Tate.
‘Dunno,’ Tate said, his eyes on the floor. ‘Just some lunch, I think, Pa.’
‘Ben!’ Glenys shouted again, but there was still no reply. ‘I’ll go and get him. You lot make sure you’re ready to go, will you?’
Tate took Albert’s empty plate from him and went to the sink. ‘I’ll wash it for you, Pa.’ Albert grunted his approval.
‘How were the eggs, Mr Macready?’ Brylie shined her eyes towards Albert, just as she had tried many times before. Luther had to give her credit for persisting. But Albert just looked at the speckled white vinyl under his feet, and Luther knew, like Brylie did, that he wasn’t thinking of a reply, only giving a clear dismissal. He always found it hard to see Brylie being treated like that.
‘S’cuse me,’ Luther said. ‘Gotta take a… ah, gotta use the bathroom.’ He ducked down the hall and closed the bathroom door after him.
When he was done, he walked back down the hall, past the laundry, but stopped when he heard what sounded like Glenys telling Ben off in one of the bedrooms. Luther peeked out from behind the doorframe and saw Ben sitting on the floor with something in his hand.
‘Ben, I said you can’t bloody take it with you.’ Glenys’s voice was strong and clear. ‘It’s very important to me.’
‘But Mum,’ Ben whined. ‘I told you I’ll take good care of it.’
Luther saw now what Ben had in his hand as he brought it up to his face: a silver fob watch. He’d seen it on the mantel at the Moons’ house before. Had heard Glenys tell the story about it being a wedding present from Albert. Had felt the pangs of envy that something this beautiful and shiny could represent what the Moons had – that feeling of something shared, of something loved. That feeling of a home.
Ben flicked the fob watch open and closed, wonderment on his face as the light danced across the watch case, and Glenys’s face softened.
‘Luther! Ben!’ Tate called from the kitchen. ‘Come on!’
‘Okay, but don’t lose it,’ Glenys said to Ben. ‘You’ve got to promise. You’re not to even take it out of your bag.’
‘I promise, Mum. Promise on you and me.’ Ben smiled and Glenys’s eyes filled with tears.
Luther watched them hug, transfixed with whatever it was they shared beyond the watch, then slipped away before either of them could see him.
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Now
‘Mick Hillman?’ McCoy was short with his words, as he kept half a step back from where he would normally stand at a front door he was knocking on, with Lewis just behind him. She saw Mick’s gaunt face appear, crumbs lining the moustache that framed his angry mouth as he faced them from behind the torn mesh on the security door. She figured that the Hillmans didn’t need much securing.
‘Yeah, that’s me.’ The lack of uniform on the two detectives seemed to throw him for a second before the penny dropped. ‘Just cleanin’ me gun, officer. Fuckin’ thing hasn’t been used for a long time. Thinkin’ I might give it a burl on somethin’ that no cunt will miss.’ He sneered at McCoy who didn’t take the bait. ‘What do you pricks want?’
‘Mick, we’re just—’ McCoy tried to carry on.
‘Mr Hillman.’
‘Huh?’
‘It’s Mr fuckin’ Hillman to you dogs.’
‘Okay. Mr Hillman,’ McCoy said easily, hands clasped in front of him, relaxed. Lewis wasn’t completely certain she could appear the same. ‘We’re just here to ask a few questions.’
‘What makes ya think I’ll have the fuckin’ answers?’
Lewis spoke up. ‘Actually, it’s Luther we are wanting to speak to.’ She saw Mick lose a fraction of the confidence that came from what he was holding back: the potential for eruptive violence. A trump card he might still need to use on these coppers perched like domesticated parrots on his patch of sun-scorched concrete.
‘Oh, do you fuckin’ now, sweetheart?’ His mouth erupted into a wide grin and he licked his lips. Lewis could smell his BO from where she stood on the porch. ‘Well, he’s no fuckin’ smarter than I am, ya know?’
Lewis smiled, unwilling to appear intimidated. ‘We just want to ask him about a girl who went missing a few years ago.’
Mick nodded, thinking on his feet now. ‘A girl, you say?’
‘That’s right, Mr Hillman. We just need to check what he knew of her whereabouts around the time she went missing.’
‘Righto. I’ll see if the lazy prick is up yet.’ He stepped back from the door. ‘Luther! Get up and come down here, ya dickhead.’ There was no movement. ‘Some cops wanna talk to ya about some girl who’s missin’.’ Mick turned back to the door. ‘When did she go missin’? And why do ya think Lu would know anythin’?’
A muffled obscenity came from down the hallway. Luther was on his way.
‘Three years ago,’ Lewis said, holding the thin vinyl folder with her notes across her chest, her arms folded. ‘An acquaintance of Luther’s was the last person to see her and we just want to know if he can tell us anything more about what happened around that time.’
Luther’s face appeared behind his father. He was a few inches taller than Mick, but had the same shape, full of wide shoulders and narrow hips, sinewy muscle rippling down pale limbs. Lewis thought his eyes gave him away. Those fragile, wafer-thin globes that hid everything he felt; stuffing it way down where his mouth couldn’t reach. Those eyes wanted to be both the lid and the spout: keep down what the world didn’t need to know and let fly with hot steam at anyone who dared to come too close, or looked at him in a way that made him feel like they’d figured him out.
‘Luther Hillman?’ Lewis kept it formal.
‘Yeah, that’s me.’
Mick poked Luther in the chest. ‘If you cunts have done anythin’ stupid, you’re gonna have me to answer to, you fuckin’ hear me?’ He glared at the detectives and turned to walk back to the lounge room.
‘Luther, do you mind stepping outside so we can have a chat and not get in your dad’s way?’
‘Sure. Ah, what is this about?’ Luther stepped outside onto the small uncovered square of raw concrete. Lewis took in his faded tracksuit pants, cropped blue t-shirt and bare feet.
‘Day off?’ said McCoy, prodding Luther a little.
Luther narrowed his eyes at him. ‘Nah. Well, kind of. Boss didn’t have the next slab ready to box up yet. Gonna go and help him this arvo.’
McCoy nodded his approval.
‘Luther, we’re here to see if you remember anything about a girl that went missing a few years ago.’ Lewis started with what they needed now that McCoy seemed to have whatever he had been searching for. ‘A Hayley Rose.’
Luther’s eyes twitched. Lewis imagined those brilliant, watery turquoise eyes were a perfect cover for any guilt and shame, the depths of which might shake the raisins out of your fruit toast, from what she had gathered about the Hillmans. And if she was being honest, if Luther did know the whole lot of it, she’d probably not begrudge him trying to keep some of it hidden.
‘Yeah, I remember her.’ He gave a scoffing chortle. ‘I mean, Christ, everyone knew about her.’
Lewis immediately felt herself bristle, but held her cool and kept her voice steady. ‘Do you recall anything about the time when she first went missing?’
‘Not really. Except that girl was always goin’ off with someone.’
‘We understand that she was good mates with a friend of yours. Tate Moon.’
He looked down at the ground. ‘Yeah, she and Tate were mates.’
‘Just mates?’
‘As far as I know, yeah.’ Luther kept his eyes on the concrete.
‘Would you say that Tate Moon is a good man, Luther?’ McCoy asked.
‘Fuckin’ oath he’s a good man. He’s the fuckin’ best man I know, Tate Moon.’
Lewis knew Luther’s type. The type that never really thought about whether he was a good man or a bad man, so long as he was a man – like Mick.
‘How did he and Hayley meet? School?’
‘Think so.’ He paused in thought. ‘Actually, nah, I reckon they met at the camp.’
‘Camp?’ Lewis asked.
‘Yeah, the fuckin’ church camp over at South Beach.’
Lewis remembered Bonnie talking about the camp and how Hayley had gone. How she might have been granted responsibilities there. It didn’t seem to tie in with the other aspects of her they were so far familiar with.
‘You all go to the camp, Luther?’
‘Yeah, every bloody year. Fuckin’ shithole it was. But we all had to go.’
‘Did Ben go?’ McCoy jumped back in.
Luther cocked his head. ‘Who?’
‘Ben Moon?’ McCoy pushed deliberately.
‘What the fuck? No. He was too young, before he—’ Luther stopped himself saying anything more, kicking at a stone that wasn’t there under his feet.
‘That was another time someone went missing with you two around, wasn’t it, Luther?’ McCoy spoke low now, clearly hoping Mick wouldn’t hear.
Luther looked at McCoy with a barely hidden sneer. ‘I was there when the little prick ran away, yeah. But not that slut. Had nothin’ to do with me.’ Crossing his arms, he turned his gaze up towards the sky and sighed heavily, like he was bored. Or trying to get as much oxygen to his brain as he could.
Lewis squeezed the folder in her hand and wrung it side to side as she listened to Luther and his arsehole attitude.
‘Why don’t you tell me what happened up there with Ben?’ McCoy asked, as if he clearly wasn’t taking advantage of Luther being rattled.
‘Well, you’re the fuckin’ expert, why don’t you tell me?’
‘How about you tell me what happened and I can probably tell you why?’
Luther looked over his shoulder, checking if Mick was there. ‘I s’pose it’s easy when you wear the badge and suit, hey, Detective? A real copper. A real upstanding citizen.’
Lewis could see McCoy thinking now. Biting back what he wanted to say. Knew he thought he had never been the stepdad he needed to be for little Chloe, nor the best partner to Elly. Knew he had never considered himself upstanding, despite the uniform and his career.
‘The kid just ran off, hey?’ McCoy said tightly. ‘Just like that?’ He snapped his fingers hard enough that Lewis flinched. Luther didn’t.
‘Yep, sure did. He was always a jumpy little prick.’
‘Yeah, well, we might need to speak to you again about this,’ McCoy said. Lewis knew that he was leaving it deliberately unclear as to which of the issues he was referring to.
‘Righto. You know where to fuckin’ find me, hey?’ Luther held his arms out in a mock position of surrender.
‘Goodbye, Luther,’ Lewis said, playing the good cop.
The detectives walked back through the front yard, littered with car bodies and old washing machines. ‘What do you make of that, boss?’ Lewis said with a sly grin, as they came to the street.
‘One thing’s for sure – he’s a first-class fucking idiot.’ McCoy’s voice was sharp. ‘He’s not priority one with Hayley’s side of things. It almost felt like he was a bit annoyed at Moon for being her mate, didn’t you think? But the other kid’s disappearance – the Moon kid – there’s definitely something there that didn’t feel right. He shut up shop when we went there. I hate to say it, Lewis, but we’ve got a couple of cases right here that need going over from scratch.’
They climbed in the car and Lewis started the engine. ‘Who was the other kid with them up there when the Moon kid went missing?’ she asked.
McCoy fumbled with the second file at his feet that Lewis had brought up from Archives. She gestured impatiently for him to hand it over.
‘Alright, alright, bloody Nora. Here you go.’ McCoy shook his head.
Lewis took the file and rifled through it quickly, pulling out the blue-coloured running sheet that the investigating officers had used at the time of Ben’s disappearance. She slid her finger down a few lines.
‘A Brylie McIntyre.’
McCoy nodded. ‘We’d probably be best speaking with her soon, I reckon.’
‘I reckon you’re right, boss.’ She continued flicking through the first few pages of the document, raising her brows at what she found.
‘S’pose she went to the fucking church camp too, did she?’
Lewis pictured again the cross carved deeply into Hayley Rose’s chest. There was something starting to form in her mind, still too vague to pull apart. ‘Pretty fair chance she did, yeah,’ she said, looking up from the file. ‘Her dad is the local priest. He runs the camp.’
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Now
Entering the modest church of St John’s, Harper Lewis wondered how many feet had walked the same stone steps her shoes fell lightly on. The shallow indentations in the middle of each one seemed to suggest that there’d been quite a few. She wondered how many of them had actually believed like Bonnie Rose seemed to. Wondered what it took to have that level of faith, in anything. McCoy had gone on ahead of her.
She closed the enormous timber door behind her and felt the heavy stillness the church contained as she walked towards McCoy, who was standing next to a taller man with a pale complexion, dressed in dark robes.
‘Father McIntyre, this is Detective Sergeant Harper Lewis.’ McCoy gestured towards her as she approached them. She took the outstretched hand of the priest and felt a clammy coldness as he pressed it firmly into hers. It took a fraction longer for him to release both his hand and his gaze than she had been expecting.
‘Lovely to meet you, Detective. I was just saying to Detective McCoy that my daughter, Brylie, isn’t here right now. She’ll be back later this afternoon if that is of any use?’
McCoy nodded. ‘And you were saying just before Detective Lewis came in, Father, about the girl?’
‘Yes, the girl that was found dead recently. Terrible news, it was. She had certainly been a ray of sunshine in the church in the time she was here.’ His head listed ever so slightly to one side and he brought his hands together up towards his chest.
McCoy put his hands in his pockets and walked slowly towards the altar. ‘So, she came to church often, Father?’
‘Often enough.’ Conor McIntyre sounded hesitant.
‘With her grandmother?’
‘Yes, with Mrs Rose. Bonnie has been treasurer here at the parish for nearly thirty years. She is a wonderful, generous member of the church.’
‘What do you know about Hayley’s parents, Father? Why did she come to live with Bonnie?’
McIntyre cleared his throat. ‘Well, they had both passed away in a terrible car accident out somewhere on the Murnane Highway, Bonnie had said. Hayley didn’t have anyone else so Bonnie insisted that she stay with her.’ He looked at Lewis. ‘For, family, you see?’
McCoy nodded his understanding. ‘So, this kid. We know she was troubled, know she was not the model citizen, but she came to church all the time?’ McCoy screwed his face up in confusion. ‘Shit, I know when I was a kid – and I was a decent kid – I fucking hated church. Wild horses couldn’t drag me there.’
McIntyre closed his eyes with an assuredness. ‘All souls can be saved by God, Detective.’ He opened his eyes. ‘They just have to be ready to receive Him.’
McCoy raised one eyebrow slightly. ‘So, this church thing – religion. This works for you, does it, Father?’ McCoy was homing in now, looking to ruffle some feathers. Lewis wasn’t sure the priest deserved the hardly subtle level of attack but sensed McCoy had an agenda.
‘God willed me to it, Detective. Who am I but one to listen and honour that will.’
‘Yeah, I guess.’ McCoy was doing his best to sound unconvinced.
‘It’s a good life, yes. It brings me everything I could wish for, and then some.’
‘That good?’
‘There are… challenges, like in any calling, Detective. I am sure yours has many.’ McIntyre directed this towards Lewis, who was standing among the pews.
‘Yes, there sure are, Father.’ Lewis thought about the things that could be described as her challenges. Losing her father, her mother running off with a FIFO worker, being shot in the firefight at the Cape Otway lighthouse alongside McCoy the year before; the way she felt most days as a female detective in what still felt – loud, clear and obstinate – like a man’s world. She wondered how all of that might compare to Conor McIntyre’s version. Lewis felt like this was exactly the time and place to make that stand again. Not to be a female cop – just a cop.
‘But there are some really great moments, too,’ she forced herself to say.
‘It is only when we acknowledge heaven that we are able to anticipate hell.’ The priest stood there solemnly, staring at her.
‘And the camp, Father McIntyre?’ Lewis said with verve. They were here for Hayley Rose, not a damn soliloquy on life. She had a feeling that it was going to be difficult to warm to Conor McIntyre.
‘Hmmm?’ The sun vanished from behind the enormous stained-glass window beyond the altar, the now dark interior of the church forcing the priest to squint.
‘The camp the church runs?’
‘What about it?’ McIntyre took a step towards her. McCoy kept his hands in his pockets and watched from near the altar.
‘Did Hayley attend the camp?’
‘She did – the summer or two after she came to live with Bonnie.’
‘How was she at the camp, Father?’
‘She was fine – quiet. Just another kid there, looking for whatever they needed from being around others who are like-minded.’ He paused again. ‘And from God.’
‘Didn’t stand out in any way?’
‘Not that I noticed, Detective, no.’ He kept his steely stare and Lewis didn’t drop hers.
‘Who did she hang around with at the camp?’
‘Oh, I didn’t really notice, Detective. As I said, she was quiet. Tended to be in the background mostly.’
‘Never in any trouble?’ McCoy’s voice echoed loudly now from behind them.
McIntyre turned slightly, looking at McCoy over his shoulder. ‘Trouble? No, not that I recall.’
‘You know a Tate Moon, Father?’ McCoy walked back towards them, his shoes clacking on the dull timber floors.
‘Yes, everybody knows Tate. One of the finest boys in the region.’ His voice had turned slightly thin and dry, like the words needed watering.
McCoy continued his line of questioning. ‘They friends – Tate and Hayley Rose?’
McIntyre took a few seconds to respond, and Lewis knew it meant this was a thread to keep pulling. ‘Oh, you know, Detective, all of the kids at the camp were friends.’
‘I mean, did they hang out together – that you saw?’
‘Nothing comes to mind, I’ve got to say.’
Lewis carefully stepped herself back in. ‘Who did Tate tend to associate with, Father?’
‘Tate? Again, he is the type of boy… er, man, who everybody wanted to be friends with. There really weren’t many he didn’t get on with.’
‘I understand that, Father, but there must have been some who were closer than others.’ She wanted to see what McIntyre would volunteer, especially about his own daughter.
‘Well, he was always very good friends with that Hillman chap.’ McIntyre narrowed his eyes. ‘Never really knew why he put up with that boy. Like a wretched stray, he was.’ He shook his head sadly.
‘I thought strays were the ones you guys focused on?’ McCoy interjected. Conor McIntyre ignored him.
Lewis carried on. ‘Father, we have also come to understand that Tate Moon’s younger brother, Ben, went missing some years ago and was never found. Do you know how the family coped with that?’ She wanted to see how much the Father knew about the other story in town, or at least what he was willing to say.
‘Well, it was very difficult as one might imagine. The boy’s mother, Glenys – she has been a member of the congregation for many years. She was assistant to the treasurer most of that time, always doing what she could for the parish. She, ah… they required considerable support.’ McIntyre thought some more about it. ‘You know that boy was up there when it all happened?’
‘Tate?’ Lewis had a good hold on the thread now and was pulling as hard as was needed.
‘Well, yes, of course. But I was meaning the Hillman boy.’ The priest looked at her and she knew what he wanted her to think.
‘Yes, we know that.’ She waited, but he didn’t go on. ‘And your daughter was there too, we understand? Brylie?’
McIntyre put his hands behind his back and walked towards the altar. ‘Yes, she was. Found it all terribly upsetting.’
‘We understand she was friends with Tate and Luther. Good friends.’ Lewis pulled some more.
‘She was. That is correct, Detective. I am sure they all found the experience quite awful.’
‘Probably found strength in each other?’ she went on.
‘Perhaps. I’d like to think Brylie found her greatest strength right here, though. In the house of God.’ McIntyre was standing at the altar now, hands spread. ‘I don’t think she was ever better for being around those boys, let me tell you. Especially Hillman. When I was seconded to Stanthorpe, it was the best thing for us all. A fresh start.’
‘I can understand that, Father.’ Lewis paused and looked at McCoy, who motioned with his chin towards the door. ‘And it seems as though you got that. We will be back to talk to Brylie in the next day or so, but thank you for your time.’

‘Too much kindling, not enough logs,’ Lewis muttered as they skipped down the stone steps and crunched through the gravel car park.
‘Huh?’ McCoy looked at her quizzically.
‘Roger. Dad.’
‘Oh, been a while since you’ve given me one of his, Lewis.’ McCoy smiled as he saw her eyes soften with another memory. ‘But I like that one. Hang on – do you mean us or the good Father?’
‘Actually, could be both, you know?’ Lewis laughed, pulling her sunglasses down as the sun broke back through momentarily.
‘I think we’ll find the padre has a lot more under the woodpile than most,’ he said, shaking his head.
McCoy drove them out of the church car park and took a quick left and then a right to enter Lagoon Road from the south. He cruised slowly past Bonnie Rose’s house, the curtains akimbo and the grass looking a fraction higher than when they had knocked on her dreary front door a couple of days ago.
‘The way he spoke, the way he didn’t give us information that should have been routine about his daughter, about Tate. Did you feel that?’ McCoy kept his eyes on the house as they idled past.
‘Yeah, no doubt.’ Lewis looked at the blocks of land for sale opposite Bonnie’s house. ‘Just a matter of figuring out who is keeping what from who, like always, right?’ She saw McCoy nod. ‘And why.’
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Now
Conor McIntyre retreated into his office and closed the door, pouring himself a triple whisky neat. That went down fast, before he dropped some ice in, poured himself another and sat down to ponder the conversation he’d just had with the detectives.
He looked at the picture of his wife that still sat on his desk.
Eden.
For him, Eden had been a treasure when they had first met. Dark features, pretty like a starlet and a woman of faith. And now, when he’d had a few drinks and let himself think about how she had been in those glorious early days, he couldn’t push away the sadness, dense and thick like his mother’s blanket, that her death had brought him. Before Eden had got sick, so sick it made his own bones ache, his faith had always been enough. But as he watched her and waited, waited so long and so keenly for his God to help, Conor McIntyre felt a whole new type of normal sweep across him. And as the world grew dark, so too did his spirit. For Brylie, Eden was the mother she never knew, buried before she made six months. But she was her mother, her angel, the embodiment of everything that was worth cherishing in this new world that they both now inhabited. How could he sour her memory when Brylie was around?
Soon after Eden was gone, his time became idle and other problems found him thick and fast. He would look back and wonder what Eden got up to, why the devil might have taken hold of her when he was hard at work and she was hard up spending his money. Leaving him with a baby daughter and mountains of debt. Leaving him with a heart that was broken, a soul that was angry and a conscience that had disappeared. And so he kept that photo there to remind himself of all that he used to have, and how anyone might wrench it from him.
He knew it wasn’t all her fault. He’d also had the tendency to transgress. But his darling had stoked the fire that otherwise only smouldered. Apparently now, anything goes. And occasionally when he looked at Brylie, he saw every one of Eden’s faults. Wondered if Brylie was even his. Wondered if it even really mattered. He would see the way the boys and other men would look at her. And sometimes his blood would boil up the scale of emotions, but it never did quite reach envy.
He flicked through the paperwork on his desk. The development he had waited so long for was finally done. All he needed to do was hang around long enough for the funds to go where he needed them to. He looked at the stone floors where that little lamb had come to him, had come so close to ruining the deal way back then when Eden was full of baby and sauce. He’d been hell-bent just keeping up with Eden’s spending, running on the spot while she was pregnant and emotional. And that little lamb had found the discrepancy in the books he thought he’d hidden, coming to him with it, all conscience and goodwill. And he saw to that. She had not only believed his lie blaming her own father, but came back to him to seek solace, and redemption. And Conor McIntyre had given her every piece of that that he could.
Still, her keen eye for financial detail had forced him to wait, and wait a long time. But now Bonnie was getting old and her land worth even more. Twenty years after he almost had it done, the right moment had finally presented itself and so here he was, taking his shot and seeing it hit the bullseye. And he knew the person who had got in the way years ago, the one with the smarts and the principles to discover his endeavours, now had more hole than thread where it mattered; more cloud than sunshine. More oblivion than memory. And he was so close; so close to getting it all done that he didn’t need detectives digging around into what might have happened.
Whatever he had done, whatever those around him had contributed to, he couldn’t let his daughter get caught up in any kind of mess she might have been a part of.
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Long Ago
Glenys Moon looked at herself in the mirror and smiled. It was a cheap, forced one to try and make herself feel better – she avoided looking at her own eyes as she did it. Her arctic-white wedding dress made the dull bedroom a little brighter, but she flicked the light switch in order to don her jewellery without mishap. As she neared the door, she heard her father’s voice wafting in low drifts from the kitchen. She turned the light off and prised the door open ever so slightly, feeling her heart thump more heavily inside her chest.
Albert’s voice reached her through the slit. ‘Shame there’s not a bit more sun out there today, hey, Terry?’
‘Yeah, I s’pose, Albert. Still, we’ll make the best of it, right?’ her husband-to-be replied.
Albert cleared his throat and lowered his voice, making Glenys open the door a little wider to get her ear to the gap. ‘Less chance of anyone seeing that shadow, isn’t there?’
The pause had Glenys fumble for what he meant, just for a second – but she knew, what with it all tucked away down in the jumble of things they hadn’t spoken about. Glenys put her hand low on her stomach, feeling the taut flesh that grew by the week under the lace bodice and closed her eyes. The dark room couldn’t hide what she felt, and part of what she felt was the cross on the wall above her bed throwing a hot mix of hellfire and brimstone right at her.
If only he knew.
She heard Terry Moon try a sidestep. ‘What, the shadow of the church?’
‘You know what the fuck I’m talking about, Terry.’
Glenys could feel his glower from down the hall. She could say so much if she wasn’t Glenys Macready, the daughter of Albert Macready. So much. That bastard on the cross had a lot to answer for.
She heard the rasp of a chair being pushed back and the clink of cups being placed in the sink. Her Terry’s quiet voice bounced gently off the kitchen window as she pictured Albert staring holes in his turned back.
‘Well, I guess there’s always an upside to bad weather, Albert. Maybe we’ll get really lucky and the whole thing will be a washout. It’d suit me if everyone’d stay the fuck at home.’ Glenys felt the tears roll down, hot, into the corners of her mouth. She heard Terry’s shoes scuff as she pictured him turning to face his father-in-law-in-waiting. She knew she should close the door, but Terry continued and she felt the very moment things went from worse to catastrophic. They say you marry your father, after all. ‘Or maybe you could just stay the fuck away, Albert. That’d make everyone happy. We thought having it in the church would be enough to give you the message anyway.’
‘I’ll not miss any wedding of the daughter of mine.’ Albert’s voice rose in intensity as it dropped further in volume.
‘Well, I guess you’ll just have to cop it then, mate.’ The thud of a damp tea towel onto the bench top. ‘And keep your fucking mouth shut.’
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Then
The sun was hot up at Signal Peak and Luther Hillman sat close enough to Brylie McIntyre that he could almost feel her heartbeat.
After Ben had held them up that morning, Luther had sat in the back of the bus on his own, watching Brylie next to Tate, giggling and poking each other; had seen the way Brylie had flashed her eyes at Tate in the way only Tate ever got. But that little prick Ben had been there, enough to get in their way, and then Tate had to walk with him on the long hike up to the Peak. It was during those couple of hours that Luther had been able to be next to Brylie, watching the way her ponytail bounced playfully as she walked, smelling the perfume she always wore, feeling the heat from her arm and leg as they knocked into his every now and then.
Now Tate had gone off into the bush somewhere, leaving them up here with Ben.
‘Why the fuck does he do that sometimes?’ Luther watched the ants scurrying around on the hard dirt, knowing the full heat of the day was close. Brylie looked across at him quizzically. ‘Just go off, you know?’ He gestured with his head in the direction Tate had gone.
Brylie laughed. ‘Dunno, Lu. Reckons he just likes to be on his own sometimes.’
‘Maybe he’s giving us some alone time.’ He deepened his voice in jest and laughed, but watched her intently for her response.
‘Maybe.’
Luther heard Brylie play enough of the game to keep him wondering.
Ben Moon was gathering and arranging fallen branches on the other side of the clearing in readiness for the cubby Tate had promised they’d build. It was the kid’s first time at Signal Peak and Luther could see the enchantment of the crowded bush and enormous trees around him was heavy. He remembered when he used to feel like that, before he realised it was all a scam; that at some stage you had to go back home to where the bastard real world was always waiting for you.
Luther slid even closer to Brylie on the dirt and let his leg rest against hers. It was smooth and warm and made the Luther Hillman that was sitting there the Superman to the Clark Kent that was all the Luther Hillmans that had sat anywhere before. When, really, he might have been Lex Luthor, in anyone else’s eyes.
‘You ever shot one of these before, Bry?’ Luther pulled his father’s pistol out of the backpack and sat it on her thigh. She looked at him in a way that he liked. And it wasn’t the way she looked at Tate.
‘No, Lu. I haven’t.’ Luther watched as Brylie’s long slender fingers touched it, stroked it; watched the downy blond hairs on her long brown thigh sitting straight and still.
He saw her wanting something. ‘You wanna have a go?’
Brylie glanced at him sharply.
‘I mean, like, just holding it and aiming.’ He laughed nervously. ‘We wouldn’t shoot the bloody thing, hey?’
They both stood and Luther made sure the safety was on. He showed her how to hold it, with both arms out straight and your eye right in the spot where the sights lined up, then handed the gun over to her.
‘Like this?’ Brylie stood as he had, legs wide and her arms straight.
Luther was mesmerised, unable to even think about the gun, as he watched her. Everything about this girl was perfect. As she looked across for his approval, he stepped towards her and kissed her, all warm and wet and strong. He felt things explode inside himself, and his head went funny and light; his stomach torn between want and betrayal. Brylie dropped the gun and he didn’t even notice. Because in that moment, Luther Hillman just might have felt happiness touch him, if he had known what it felt like.
And in that same moment, he forgot about Tate Moon.
And Ben Moon, too.
‘Hey!’
They both opened their eyes. Ben stood only a few metres away, pointing at them.
‘Ooooh. Kissy kissy! Luther and Brylie sitting in a—’ Ben stopped suddenly as Luther turned towards him.
‘Shut up, you little cunt.’ Luther stepped towards Ben, but Brylie quickly held his arm.
Ben stood with his hands on his hips, the hint of a gloating look on his face. He held the fob watch that he’d taken out of his bag acting like it was a camera and pretended to take photos. ‘I’ve got proof, here!’ he said, pointing to the watch. ‘You two are lovers!’ He clicked the watch again, walking a few paces left and right as if to get angles.
Luther strode over to him. ‘Give me that watch, you fuckin’ little prick.’
‘It’s not a watch, it’s a camera!’ Ben remained defiant even in the shadow of Luther’s gathering rage.
‘It’s a fuckin’ watch and I said give it to me, you annoying little shit.’
Ben kept his eyes on Luther, but his face showed he now felt what was threatening to come. ‘It’s my mum’s.’ He looked over Luther’s shoulder at Brylie, who said nothing. ‘I can’t give it to you. She’ll kill me if I don’t bring it home.’
‘Well, you can figure that one out, ya little faggot.’ Luther grabbed the watch out of Ben’s hand and pushed him back. Ben fell hard onto the ground, ripping the back of his t-shirt and grazing his elbows. Luther watched, pleased, as the boy’s eyes filled with tears. Ben stood up and ran a few paces back to the side of the clearing where he had been gathering branches, next to the big rock where they had put all their stuff.
‘I’m still gonna tell Tate!’ he blubbered, gripping his fists tight. ‘About the watch and about you two!’
Ben turned to run and Luther felt his head spinning for all of the wrong reasons. Tate could never find out. It would change everything.
For all of them.
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Now
There had been multiple informal interviews and dozens of phone calls to medical administrations, acquaintances of Hayley’s from the time and social workers from all over the western district, to narrow down the possibilities to three doctors. When Wilson had checked their current whereabouts, one was found to have died only weeks after Hayley’s interaction, and another was in South America, wanted on charges of fraud among other federal misdemeanours.
Doctor Karl Howard was still known to be ‘practising’ at his home address in Fitzroy, according to a couple of GPs from the region, and was the one best known to women from the western district who were seeking his kind of help. It seemed word of mouth counted the most for referrals in this line of business. And although Penny Bullard was unsure of exactly who Hayley had seen, she remembered Hayley had said it was in Fitzroy.
Lewis killed the engine as McCoy confirmed the address of the clinic over the radio with Wilson back at the station. It was a dreary Saturday morning in Melbourne and the silence left by the engine was filled quickly with lawn mowers and the sound of a siren at a local football oval. The clinic looked exactly like she had imagined: cute and clean from the outside, with a nine-foot white-washed wall hiding most of it. There was no sign that this was where women came who had made a choice because they had to, not necessarily because they wanted to.
‘So, McCoy, we’re looking for anything we can get to confirm this is where Hayley came for the abortion.’
McCoy studied her closely. ‘That’s right, Lewis. To confirm that and, ideally, he will have kept something or a record of some kind that we might be able to use to confirm DNA, to give us a chance to ID the father.’
She nodded. ‘And that person possibly being someone with a motive for killing Hayley.’
‘Yeah.’ McCoy pursed his lips. ‘You okay with this, Lewis? I mean, we’re likely gonna be dealing with a pompous arsehole who works in some pretty ordinary circles.’
Lewis was surprised at McCoy for considering what he obviously had. She smiled curtly. ‘Don’t worry about me, Sarge. But maybe you’re better off leading here. I don’t want to get in the way of a break, you know – just in case I say something I shouldn’t.’
The gate to enter the walled property wasn’t locked and McCoy went to knock on the simple white door. As it opened, Lewis took a breath, such was the difference between what she had expected and what stood before her. After reading the medical board’s report in the car on the way over regarding the deregistering of Doctor Karl Howard some years before, Lewis had anticipated a physically imposing, arrogant man with a dyed quaff of hair. What appeared behind the light security door was a frail, small morsel of a being who seemed to peer up at McCoy with apprehension and fear.
‘Doctor Karl Howard?’
‘Yes? Who’s asking?’
‘I’m Detective Senior Sergeant Dean McCoy and this is Detective Sergeant Harper Lewis.’ McCoy pointed behind him at Lewis, not taking his eyes away from the man behind the door. ‘We have questions concerning a case we are currently investigating.’ Lewis watched and saw the doctor didn’t retreat an inch.
Karl Howard smiled serenely. ‘Well, I’m not really in the mood for helping, officer.’ He leered at Lewis who stood still and held her gaze on him. ‘So unless you have a warrant, or whatever you might refer to it as, I’m afraid you’d be best moving on.’
McCoy stepped forward and went to pull the doorhandle down, but found it was locked. ‘Mr Howard, I think you would be best answering the questions we have.’ Lewis noted he’d dropped the title.
Karl Howard stepped back and started to close the main door behind the screen.
‘The case is a murder case.’ Lewis spoke up quickly, riled by his manner and dismissal of them.
Howard paused.
‘You’re not necessarily a suspect,’ she continued, ‘but we can certainly arrange a more formal process to look at that if you would prefer.’
Silently, Howard moved back to the screen door and twisted the lock. Without a word, he turned his back and walked down the hallway into the darkness of the old house. McCoy winked at Lewis as he pulled the handle, but it did nothing to calm her as they entered the house, Lewis striding ahead despite her original intent to have McCoy lead.
‘We know what you do here – or at least did here,’ Lewis said, standing in the impressive living area. She hoped like hell he no longer preyed on the vulnerable young women he once had, but the thin smell of chlorine and the closed doors down the hallway gave her doubt. ‘And I just want to say up-front that I think you’re a low-down, pathetic piece of shit taking advantage of the most vulnerable part of our community. But I guess you already know that.’
‘Yes, I would have guessed that, officer.’ Howard picked up a cup from the table and sipped at it, then took his time putting it back down. Lewis noted the lack of use of her own title. She also noticed the cup shaking as it was placed back on its saucer and wondered if that tremor had cost more than spilled tea over the years.
‘But I would expect that from someone in your position,’ Howard added.
‘Oh, yeah? And what position is that?’
‘From a person who believes they hold a moral authority over the rest of society.’ Howard narrowed his eyes. ‘That’s the reason people like you head into these jobs.’
Lewis felt every part of her quiver as she held herself still. She should have left this to McCoy, but she steadied herself, willing herself to be what she needed, for all of the women who had been here before her. She forced a smile. ‘I certainly wouldn’t say I’m perfect, Mr Howard, but I am sure I have a better moral code than a scumbag like you.’
McCoy nudged her ever so slightly in the back.
‘But I’m not here to see who the bigger arsehole is. I’m here because someone we believe you…’ – Lewis wanted to find a word that fit, but couldn’t – ‘you operated on was found dead in the last week, and we want to get a better idea of how that came to be.’ Lewis could see Howard’s mind racing. He couldn’t have that many clients, and the way she had phrased it made it sound like it had been someone he might have seen recently.
‘I’m not sure I am following what you mean, officer. I don’t perform operations – I haven’t been a practising doctor for many years.’
‘Listen, I’ve read your file from the medical board, and what I read there was bad enough, but we both know what the hell I’m talking about, Howard.’ Surname only – Lewis took him down another level. ‘We’re not here to look at what you do here’ – she pointed around the room with a sour expression on her face – ‘but I can tell you, if I had the time and the chance, I would love nothing more than to go to town on your little set-up.’
McCoy nudged her again, and he intervened before she could go on.
‘Look, Mr. Howard. We have a confirmed ID on a body that was shown to have had a rudimentary abortion at autopsy. Now, we need to know if you were the person who performed that duty and, if you were, whether or not you have any record of her details.’
Howard went to speak, but McCoy continued. ‘Ideally, we would be able to locate and retrieve for testing any DNA of this client.’
‘Well…’ Howard appeared hesitant.
‘Let me guess, you don’t keep records?’ McCoy couldn’t help himself.
‘Records of what, exactly?’ Howard said, remaining steadfast.
Lewis had had enough. ‘Howard, let me put it this way. Either you give us anything you have relating to this girl, or we come back with the fucking cavalry, and let me tell you, I will make it my personal mission to have every single woman you have mutilated stand up and tell their story.’ Her hands shook as she finished, and she saw McCoy raise his eyebrows in silent appreciation.
Howard shrunk and looked at the floor. ‘Well, if you can give me a name…’
‘Hayley Rose. She would have seen you in November or December 2014.’
Howard rose and shuffled out of the room, apparently to check whatever records he had. Lewis shook her head in disgust. McCoy put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

As McCoy drove them away, he nodded at the two pieces of A4 Lewis held in her hands. ‘Much there?’
She didn’t answer immediately, unsure what to make of what she was reading. ‘Reads like Tate Moon was there as Hayley’s support person. And the number she gave is a landline and has a room number next to it – probably a motel. They must have stayed in a room together somewhere?’
‘Well, at least the kid had the balls to go with her.’ McCoy slowed down as a petrol tanker pulled out in front of him.
‘Whoop-de-do,’ Lewis huffed. ‘That makes the kid a fucking saint, does it?’
‘I never said he was a saint, Lewis.’ McCoy considered carefully. ‘All I’m saying is that it seems like he didn’t leave her in the lurch, that’s all.’
Lewis shook her head again.
‘They were kids, you know?’ McCoy continued. Lewis knew he was struggling to let it pass without context. ‘It happens… not just here. This doctor bloke – now don’t take my head off, I’m not defending him – but they have a role, you know? If people like him weren’t around, what would a kid like Hayley do?’
Lewis didn’t feel like McCoy was making the hole any smaller for himself. ‘What, you mean a doctor who is not allowed to practise because he has abused his patients and used his position to gratify whatever weirdo pervert ideas he has – you’re telling me society is better off for having them stick around and do this shit in their house?’ Lewis didn’t dare look across at her partner for fear of punching him.
McCoy raised his hands. ‘Alright, alright. What I meant was that… if Hayley Rose, or someone in her position, can’t bring themselves to go to a real doctor or a hospital or whatever – what then? You don’t know the situation Hayley was in. How being pregnant could change her life. What Bonnie might have said to her.’
Lewis thought of the cross in Bonnie’s lounge room.
‘Look, I hate everything about what has happened to her, just the same as you do,’ McCoy said, trying to bring things back to where they needed to be. ‘But we shouldn’t be worried about anything other than finding who did this to her – who killed her. That Doc was a complete scumbag, no argument. But it’s common enough. And very bloody few of the patients are murdered soon after.’
‘So you’re saying the abortion isn’t linked to her death?’ Lewis looked at him now, the heat dissipating.
‘I’m saying we should keep in mind that the abortion isn’t necessarily linked to the abuse.’ McCoy glanced across at her. ‘I mean, it’s likely, but not certain.’
‘But she was murdered within a few months, according to Doctor Wang.’
McCoy pushed his lips out thoughtfully, moving his head from side to side. ‘Let’s go back to Tate Moon tomorrow and see what he has to say about it. The way he reacts might give us a better indication of whether it relates to her death, and what role he played in all of it.’ He nodded at the file again. ‘Anything else in there?’
Lewis paused for a moment and cleared her throat as they stopped at a set of traffic lights. The grey Melbourne skies felt heavy and she was exhausted.
‘It was a girl.’
The rest of the trip was full of her own thoughts about families and fathers. About freedom and safety.
About being alone.
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Now
At three-quarter time, the Lagunes Bay Seagulls looked gone. It was only five games into the season but, for a year in which they had expected big things, to lose to Fotheram would be a disaster. Tate Moon knew that if they were going to prove a point today as a group of men, he would be the key. And he knew everyone else watching would feel the same, too.
With dozens of locals crowded around the huddle, Coach Ripley implored his troops to rally.
‘Razzle, you need to give us a lift. You’re a big bastard and you scare people, but we really need ya to give us somethin’ in the middle, mate.’ Murmurings from Razzle’s teammates echoed Coach’s words. ‘We’re gettin’ mauled when we frig around with handball, especially in the backline. Jonty’ – Coach Ripley pointed at the slenderly built halfback who was lying on the ground having his legs massaged – ‘you have to use it better. Three bloody times that quarter when we had Gonzo loose over here on the clubhouse wing and you coulda hit him up, but you chose to use your hands to blokes in close. And we turned it over. Every. Bloody. Time.’
Jonty nodded and drank what was left of his Powerade. The siren blew to indicate there was one minute until the start of the final quarter.
‘Righto, everybody up and in.’
The huddle swarmed and condensed. The heady mix of stale beer, damp mud and bitter body odour gave the scene every morsel of authenticity you could hope for.
‘If we’re gonna bloody do what we said we were gonna do, it starts now!’ Coach Ripley boomed.
The players nodded. ‘Fuck, yes!’ and ‘Fuckin’ NOW!’ echoed from around the group.
‘And Tatey…’ Coach Ripley looked Tate Moon straight in the eye from inches away. ‘Mate, I know it’s only your second year of senior footy, but you’re it for us, mate. You’ve got a bloody licence to go wherever you need to. The boys’ll back ya.’ The players roared their approval, and Tate nodded, not taking his eyes from the coach’s. ‘I’ll bloody back ya!’ The group roared again at Coach’s urgings. Tate felt slaps raining on his back as they reached fever pitch. ‘Just get the fuckin’ job done!’ Coach Ripley finished and turned to jog off the ground.
A final roar and the huddle dispersed, the spectators stumbling and limping towards any gap in the fence they could find, old men tearing up betting stubs as they went. Tate walked with Luther to the middle and bent to put his hands on his thighs, the other Lagunes Bay players doing the same as they brought their heads together before the siren blew to start the final quarter. With all of the events of the week, this kind of pressure was a breeze. Just like when he went for a run, when the siren blew and the chips were down, Tate Moon’s world started and ended within a hundred metres of where he stood. The rest of it could wait, for now.
The Fotheram players came across and stared at Tate. Just as he had known Coach Ripley would call on him to drag his side back into it, so the Fotheram players knew that to keep him out of the game would all but seal the deal from their end.
‘Righto, Razzle,’ Luther said quietly. ‘You let Tatey know where you’re gonna tap it and leave the rest to me.’ The big ruckman, who was better known for his late-night dance floor moves than his agility on field, nodded. Luther turned and looked directly at Tate. ‘Mate, this is your fuckin’ church and these cunts are your fuckin’ disciples,’ he said, pointing around the ground.
Tate smiled. ‘Play our roles, yeah?’
‘Fucken oath, mate,’ Luther said, patting Tate on the rear, then walked over to his direct opponent and pushed him in the shoulder. Luther stood tall, stared and then winked at Tate’s opponent.
The ball rose high into the crisp autumn sky, and Razzle leapt over his opponent and palmed the ball towards Tate, who moved at warp speed through the group of players. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Luther moving like a panther, all power and precision, pure and hostile. As Tate took the ball, he heard the harrowing crunch of bone behind him, and the deep ‘Oooooof’ of someone caught off guard in the torso. Luther playing his role.
Tate screamed out of the centre of the ground with the ball, drawing shakes of heads and ‘wows’ from the crowd, and after two bounces he launched his kick for goal. The blaring of car horns and raucous hooting from the Lagunes Bay crowd in front of the canteen and makeshift bar told the story.
Tate jogged back to the centre as his teammates came from all over the ground to congratulate him. ‘Long way to go, boys,’ he announced.
Luther came over to his three centre-ground teammates again and gathered them in close. ‘One down, a few to go, yeah?’ he said, smiling broadly. They turned slightly to see a Fotheram player being hauled over the boundary line, bent over double and rasping for air. Tate could smell the cigarette Luther had had at three-quarter time.
‘How many can you do, mate?’ Razzle looked at Tate and then at Luther.
‘As many of those pricks as they want to send in, mate,’ Luther replied in a hoarse whisper.
And even though Tate hated the thought, he knew Luther was right.

Thirty minutes later, the siren sounded and Lagunes Bay had romped it in. They were five and zip to start the year and every chance to go deep into finals for the first time in decades. The first player Tate found after the siren was Luther.
‘Couldn’t have fuckin’ done it without ya, Lu!’ Tate felt Luther’s immense strength as they hugged.
Luther high-fived him. ‘Ah mate, I hardly did anythin’. It’ll be you they’ll be talkin’ about tonight. Again!’
‘Well, I owe ya!’
Luther and Tate strode off the ground arm in arm to the cheers and unbridled admiration of drunk men and young kids. They made it through the scattering of beer cans and empty chip boxes inside the fence, and even halfway up the gravel embankment that led to the change rooms where they would sing the club song. But before they made it to the rooms, Tate saw her there, standing by herself, leaning against the wall in a Seagulls beanie and scarf. Luther also trailed to a stop beside him.
Tate thought of the Japanese word they had laughed about in Year 8 – a word that meant ‘to need but not to want’. He saw the rest of the players continue into the rooms, ready to sing the song. He saw everyone else watching them on the ramp.
And he felt the beautiful, aching reality as he looked at her for those few seconds in that pale autumn sunlight, knowing she could still capture any aspect of him she might choose.
‘Bry,’ Tate said. ‘Hang around. We’ll go somewhere when we’re finished here.’

The two of them sat in a booth at The Stump alongside each other. The pub was dark and not crowded, the music and chatter enough to offset the tension Tate knew they would both be feeling.
‘So…’ Brylie said. Her coat collar was turned up and her beanie was still on.
She sat close enough to him that Tate could feel his insides begin to unravel. All those knots he’d worked so hard to keep tight for so long, and right now he had nothing to hold on to them with. He took the deepest of breaths and found himself checking her over for changes, for marks; for any signs she might have suffered. But, if anything, she looked more perfect than he remembered.
Luther came back from the bar with three pints and sat across the table from them. They all raised their drinks without saying a word.
‘So the whole gang back together? Fuck, hey?’ Luther said, rubbing his hand through his short-cropped hair.
Tears welled up and spilled down Brylie’s cheeks, and for a moment Tate wondered if Luther had done something wrong. But she put her hands out and clasped each of theirs. ‘You know, the whole time I was away, all I wanted to do was come here. Come right back here and sit down and talk shit with you two.’
Her wet eyes glanced at Luther but then settled on Tate. He felt something deep, almost palpable, trying to push away the betrayal he still felt.
She let go of their hands. ‘What have you guys been doing?’
Luther jumped in. ‘Oh, you know, been laying bricks and concretin’. Makin’ some good coin, Bry.’
She smiled. ‘And what about you, Tate? You’re a plumber these days, I hear?’
‘Just an apprentice.’ It was getting harder for Tate to avoid what he was feeling. Things that he had tried to keep flat and still were trying to bubble towards the surface.
Luther snorted. ‘Told him he’s stupid for doing an apprenticeship. He coulda been workin’ with me and me dad and makin’ big bucks already.’
‘Oh well, Lu. I guess we each tread our own path, don’t we?’ Brylie said.
Luther shrugged. ‘What are you doing?’
‘I’ve started a course in PR up in Queensland, but…’ She hesitated. ‘I’m not sure I want to finish it. Might just look for some casual hospo work and see where things lead.’
The mention of where she’d been – the distance and the silence – brought things back for Tate. ‘So you’re back?’ he said eventually. ‘For good?’
‘Yeah, Dad is back at the church. Had some stuff to sort out that he didn’t get to last time he was here. Thought you might have heard.’
Tate wanted to say a lot of things that he’d heard, and some more that he’d extrapolated. He wanted to push her away, scream at her and kiss her all at once. He wanted to be alone with her to ask her everything and try to believe her answers.
He wanted her to care.
Luther was watching him closely, as if he could read Tate’s mind.
‘Why did you go, Bry? Why the fuck did you go?’ Luther hit his pint hard on the table and Tate could hear the hurt in his voice. ‘Why couldn’t ya bloody let us know? You know, just even that you were okay?’
Of course, the same people back in the same situation brought the same feelings back for Tate. And he knew what Luther felt about both of them.
‘I don’t know, I guess I… I didn’t know where to start.’ More tears gathered at the corner of her eyes and Tate watched them run streaming and salty towards the corners of her perfect mouth. ‘You guys, you’ve always been so good to me. You’ve always been there for me… and I knew that we’d – that I’d abandoned you, and I just didn’t know how to say sorry. I couldn’t… I mean I didn’t even know until that night.’ She turned to Tate. ‘After you left.’
That night. He remembered it well. He felt the hard edges go all soft and round again like always, no matter how hard he fought to keep them square. Luther had never known about what had happened that night, but Tate knew that didn’t mean Brylie leaving mattered any less to him.
‘You didn’t text back or write or anything, Bry,’ Luther said. ‘I mean, Tatey and I… we didn’t even know what had happened. What did happen?’
Brylie’s face went a hot shade of scarlet as she fought to keep it together. ‘We went to Queensland. Dad got a new posting up there and hadn’t told me.’
Luther shook his head. ‘Nah. I don’t buy that.’
‘Well, it’s fuckin’ true, Lu. That’s where we went. And I couldn’t say anything because it was all so weird. Every time I went to text something it was pathetic. It wouldn’t have been enough. And the more time went by, the less…’ She fumbled for words.
‘The less it mattered?’ Luther shook his head and drained his pint. ‘This is fucked.’
‘Well, I’m here now,’ Brylie protested weakly.
But Luther was already walking away, his fierce, lanky frame twitching and sharp, saying everything he didn’t need to.
Tate saw the despair in her deep brown eyes. But where he wouldn’t have thought of it before she had gone away, he now rose, putting his empty pint on the table, and followed Luther out the front door into the freezing cold night.
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Then
‘Well, someone has to bloody go and call the police!’ Tate Moon’s voice was hoarse.
They hadn’t heard a thing from Ben, and Tate didn’t know how long it had been, but it was long enough that it felt wrong. The sun had moved far from the apex of the sky over to the dry plains to their west that spoke to hours, not minutes. Ben was nine. He was excitable and energetic. But he was naturally cautious and that meant he wouldn’t like to be on his own for this long, not out in the bush.
‘Where’s that fucking gun?’ Tate stood close to Luther with his hand out, waiting for it to be handed over. Luther pulled it from his backpack and passed it to Tate. He turned, ready to throw it into the bush.
‘Tatey, no!’ Luther grabbed Tate’s arm as it swung back, ready to launch the gun.
Tate spun around, his anger mixed with puzzlement.
‘If you throw it, they’ll find it,’ Luther said frantically. ‘And if they find it, they’ll fuckin’ ask about it, won’t they?’
Tate considered the scenario. As it stood, only the three of them knew the gun had been fired. Ben missing was bad enough; they didn’t need the situation complicated any further. Cops asking questions, his mum even worse. And Luther – Christ knows what he would cop when he got home if anyone knew he’d taken Mick’s gun. Tate threw the gun back at Luther’s feet and turned away.
‘Why don’t Brylie and I go looking for him again?’ Luther suggested. ‘He’s gotta be out there somewhere and we know roughly which way he ran. You’re the fastest of us. You get to that payphone near the picnic ground at The Piccaninny and call ya mum – see what she reckons.’
Tate didn’t want to leave, but he recognised it was needed now. He glanced over at Brylie who had hardly said a word the whole time. She looked soft and lonely, curled up with her arms around her knees, her back against a stump.
‘You okay, Brylie?’ he asked.
She poked at the ground where some ants had gathered and they scattered as she drove the stick into the dirt. ‘Yeah,’ she said, not looking up.
‘Okay. I’ll go now. Reckon it will be at least an hour there and back.’ Tate felt sick knowing the response he would get from his mum.
Luther nodded. ‘We’ll keep looking and calling, mate.’
Tate turned and ran down the path, panicked at what the next few hours might bring. But maybe when he came back, Ben would be sitting there, eating his cheese sandwich, worried about causing trouble and getting sunburnt.
He jogged the whole way to The Piccaninny and saw other people – some families, a few couples – beginning to gather up their belongings, the afternoon heat apparently now too much. Tate thought about asking them for help but felt like that might make it bigger than it needed to be. He didn’t want to ruin their day as well.
Picking up the phone, he dropped coins in the slot and dialled his home number. As it rang, he pictured his mother coming in from the clothesline or the laundry, muttering to herself about being interrupted. Glenys Moon was generally kind and maternal, but she had a hard edge to her occasionally that Tate had never understood. And there was that look that she reserved especially for him – an accusatorial, irrational resentment of him being there, no matter the issue at hand.
But now she picked up the receiver and delivered a warm ‘Hello?’
‘Mum, it’s Tate.’
‘Yes?’
‘It’s… um… it’s Ben. He’s gone off and we can’t find him.’
He heard the soft crackle of a lit cigarette and the gentle prising of it from his mum’s lips. Seconds went by and the wind that had picked up in the afternoon whipped across the earpiece. He wanted to hear her voice, wanted her to say something, anything.
‘Gone off? What do you mean, gone off? When? Bloody where?’
He had known all of these questions would come, but he didn’t quite know how to put it, at least so that it would fit. Tate Moon took a deep breath and tried to tell the best version of the truth he could.
‘I went to have a wee and when I got back, he wasn’t there.’ He heard a hard rasp as she took a deep drag, and he heard his own voice ragged alongside it. ‘Luther and Brylie said he just ran off. We’ve looked around Signal Peak for hours and we can’t find him. He won’t answer when we call out.’ As he said it all, he felt sick, knowing how bad it sounded out loud, even without letting on how long he’d left Ben with the others.
Or about the gun going off.
‘For hours? Gosh, Tate. Why did you wait so long? He could be hurt, or anything. Why did he just run off? That’s not like him.’
There it was: Tate’s chance to tell his mum the whole truth, with the distance between them as a buffer. But he still hoped Ben would be there when he got back. He still hoped there would be no need to tell anyone the full truth.
‘Dunno, Mum. They said he just ran off.’ He felt that distance grow; that chasm that separated them appearing.
‘Well, I’m gonna call Dad and we’ll come straight up. Are you there now?’
‘Yes, Mum. I’m at The Piccaninny, but I’ll run back to Signal Peak as soon as I’m off the phone.’
‘Well, you get back up there now, mate, and keep looking. It’ll be dark in a few hours. We’re gonna have to get the police in, I reckon. I’ll have to talk to Dad about it.’
Tate’s heart thumped.
‘You pray to our God, Tate, that your brother is okay. That we find him.’
‘I will, Mum. I’ve been praying all afternoon, I have.’ Tate was no fan of the church, but in this instance what he’d told his mum wasn’t a complete lie. Desperate times, you know. ‘I’ll go back up now.’
‘Okay. We’ll see you up there as soon as we can.’ Tate could still hear her muttering as she took the phone from her mouth to return to its cradle. ‘Oh, please, dear Lord, help my boy. Surely you owe us that, after everything—’ Her voice was replaced by the dull monotone of the engaged signal as she hung up, as Tate Moon started his return to Signal Peak.

When he got back, he couldn’t see Ben anywhere. Luther and Brylie looked exhausted and they were both red from the sun.
Luther spoke first. ‘We’ve been everywhere, Tatey. Bloody everywhere. Still no bloody idea where he has gone.’
Tate could see scratches on Luther’s arms and legs and some on Brylie’s limbs too, from where they must have been crawling around, searching for Ben. His head hurt and started to spin.
‘Yeah, been crawling through the bushes and everything, trying to find him.’ Luther held out his arms, then looked over at Brylie sternly. ‘We’ve been talking, and we think it’s probably best if we don’t mention the gun at all. I mean, we’ll all be in the shit even more if that gets out.’
Tate nodded, crossing the clearing to sit next to Brylie. ‘Yeah, I thought the same on the way back. This is so fucked.’
Luther sat on the other side of Brylie, their silence broken only by the gentle enquiring chirps of the birds in the canopy above and the reluctant hissing of the breath coming out of their noses.
The better part of an hour later, they had hardly said a word when they heard the quick crunching footsteps up the gravel path to the clearing. They all turned to see Glenys and Terry Moon hurrying towards them with three policemen.
Tate clenched his teeth and got ready to begin the story over again.
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Now
‘Tate, these people… the police are here to see you.’ Glenys Moon called out.
Lewis and McCoy were back at the Moons’ residence, the slow wash of Sunday morning suburbia around them, all burnt toast and instant coffee.
Tate appeared, drying his hair with a frayed towel. He paused momentarily, then shrugged his shoulders as Glenys walked off towards the kitchen.
‘Hi guys.’ He put his t-shirt on and beckoned them to sit on the couch in the living room.
‘Hi, Tate,’ Lewis said. She knew Glenys and Albert would be in the kitchen, listening. ‘We can talk here, or is there somewhere more private you would like to go…?’
‘No, here is fine.’ Tate sat on Albert’s armchair, a place in which safety via practised ignorance resided.
‘So, Tate. We are here to ask you a few more questions about Hayley Rose.’ Lewis noted that Tate didn’t even try to hide his lack of surprise.
‘Yeah, sure. As I said the other day, anything I can do to help. Hayley was a very good friend.’
‘Yes, well, maybe that is a good place to start. For you, was Hayley Rose just a very good friend?’ Lewis spoke without aggression.
McCoy chimed in. ‘Remember, Tate, this is a murder investigation. There has been quite a time lapse between Hayley’s death and the crime being discovered. This already puts us on the wrong side of the ledger in terms of solving it. But there are some things we need to establish quickly to allow us to move as fast as we can, now that we know it happened.’
‘Yes, absolutely,’ Tate said. ‘We were only ever good friends.’
Lewis raised her eyebrows. ‘You absolutely sure about that?’ She watched him, hoping he would give them what they needed – what she anticipated would be the truth about this – and was disappointed when he didn’t respond. There was only so much rope you could give to someone.
‘Tate, does the name Karl Howard mean anything to you?’ Lewis’s tone remained straight and low, despite her annoyance.
He looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds. ‘It does ring a bell, but I can’t think of where, though.’
‘Karl Howard used to be a doctor.’ Or at least he pretended to be one, she thought. ‘For the last ten years or so, he has worked as a backyard abortionist in Fitzroy.’
It dawned on Tate’s face as he realised what they might already know. ‘Ah, yes. I do know who he is.’
‘How do you know him, Tate?’ She heard the impatience coming through now in her own voice.
‘Ah… I…’ He looked uncomfortable. ‘I took Hayley there a few years ago.’
‘You took her there?’
‘Yeah. She’d got pregnant and didn’t want to keep it,’ he said, glancing over at McCoy, who was doing his best to remain quiet and non-menacing. Lewis knew neither came easily to him.
‘So you just helped her out?’ she prompted.
‘Yeah.’
‘Did you know who the father was, Tate?’
‘No, I didn’t, Detective.’
‘You didn’t then, and you don’t now?’
‘That’s right.’
‘So why did you take her then?’
‘She came to me with a problem and asked if I’d help. She didn’t have much money, so I paid for it.’ It was all starting to tumble out now, Tate seemingly resigned to letting them know what he knew.
‘You paid? Even though it wasn’t yours? Even though you didn’t know whose it was?’ McCoy couldn’t help himself.
‘That’s more than a good friend, Tate,’ Lewis added. ‘Wouldn’t have come cheap, something like that?’
Tate shrugged. ‘She just needed someone, you know?’ He looked at both detectives. ‘We were mates, she came to me, and I felt like I should help. I don’t know what else to say.’
‘So you help her out, you pay for everything – for the room in Murnane after as well, I’m guessing?’ McCoy was leading the questioning now.
Tate nodded.
‘Then, when this really close friend just disappears, vanishes into thin air – what do you do? Where was your fucking gallantry then?’ Lewis heard McCoy gathering steam.
Chairs shuffled in the kitchen and Lewis pictured Albert and Glenys sitting, still listening.
Tate took a deep breath and let it out through his nose. ‘Honestly? I didn’t know what to make of it. I really didn’t. I went and talked with her grandma a lot in the first few weeks. I asked her if she knew where she had gone, but she didn’t tell me. Couldn’t tell me. I felt like she didn’t know herself.’
‘Tate.’ Lewis needed him to explain something for her; something that hadn’t made sense to her yet. ‘What’s the deal with Brylie?’
‘What do ya mean?’
‘Well, we keep hearing that you and her and Luther are all good mates. Then you do this for Hayley – were you and Hayley together, and Brylie and Luther a thing? Because I can’t see it any other way, Tate.’ Lewis wanted to know more about the four of them and how they fitted together. She thought of the information she had read about what had happened at Signal Peak. She had seen photos of Brylie, and she knew a girl that looked like that must have been on Tate’s radar as more than a mate at some stage. Just like Hayley must have.
‘Ha! Brylie and Luther?’ A genuine laugh flashed across Tate’s face. ‘Nah… they were never a thing.’ He stopped for a second. ‘You guys have met Luther, right?’
‘Yes, we have,’ Lewis said.
‘Have you met Brylie?’
Lewis shook her head.
‘Well, if you meet Brylie, you might understand. We were always all just mates.’ He seemed thoughtful all of a sudden. ‘Had a few beers together last night actually, for the first time in ages.’ He paused, thinking again, but didn’t go on.
She looked at McCoy who nodded as if to say ‘we’re done for now’.
‘Okay, Tate,’ she said. ‘Thank you for what you have been able to tell us.’ Lewis stood. ‘We will likely need to talk to you again so let us know if you are going away at all, won’t you?’
Tate saw them out and once they were in the car, Lewis immediately turned to McCoy. ‘What did you make of it?’ she asked.
‘I’ve gotta say he seems like the likeable kid everyone says he is,’ McCoy said, almost begrudgingly. ‘Bit up himself, but…’ Lewis grinned in agreeance. ‘But it’s not right, Lewis. It’s just not right. You don’t get a sixteen-year-old paying a few grand to do all this for a “mate” and then have them just give up when they disappear.’
Somewhere within, though, Lewis felt this was exactly what happened to girls like Hayley Rose in towns like this.
‘You think maybe once she’d gone through it all, she stopped putting out and that was why he flicked her?’ McCoy mused. ‘Stopped seeing her, I mean – not necessarily killed her.’
‘That’s possible, yeah. And once she turned off the tap, he didn’t give a shit anymore. Maybe he was even glad when she went.’
‘Well, for now he’s top of the pops. I think we have to run with the idea he’s the father and at the very least they had a falling out after the abortion.’ McCoy started the engine and they both put on their seatbelts. ‘But I’ve gotta say, I just can’t see that kid doing what we saw happened to Hayley Rose.’ He shook his head. ‘I just can’t. Luther Hillman on the other hand…’
Lewis nodded. ‘Bit of a love triangle thing, yeah?’
‘Yep,’ he said grimly, pulling away from the kerb. ‘Fucking kids.’

Dean McCoy waited at home for the call that evening. The Merrimack Gazette, the local newspaper, had said they would ring him at 6pm for an updated statement regarding the body in the dunes for tomorrow’s paper, but he still hadn’t heard from them. The initial report had been brief – to contain information as much to give it – but this would need to be a fuller story to satisfy the grubs at the paper.
Elly, his partner, and Chloe, his four-year-old stepdaughter, had been out all day at a lunch and a movie, and their raucous entry into his office when they arrived home had interrupted his train of thought. He was still trying to figure out who had a motive to kill Hayley; who had the capacity to do to her what Doctor Wang had shown them, and he wasn’t sure it was anyone they’d met to this point. He was tired, he was frustrated, and when Elly had stormed out after he’d lost his temper at Chloe for bursting in on him, he added ‘ashamed’ to that mental list.
By the time the phone rang, Dean McCoy had had a gutful. He pushed the answer button roughly and took a breath. All he wanted to do was grab a beer and go to sleep.
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Now
‘You see this, Sarge?’ Harper Lewis plonked the Merrimack Gazette on McCoy’s lap as they sat in the car outside the church, waiting to speak to Brylie McIntyre. They had missed her when they were at the church the day before, and after talking to Tate yesterday they were even more keen to speak with her to see what she might be able to remember about Hayley. And about Ben, if they got that chance.
Lewis watched McCoy’s eyes scour the updated report on the front page about Hayley Rose’s body being found. She had read it earlier that morning, prior to them leaving the station, and was surprised that the media had all the information they did.
Like, all of it. And it hadn’t been her who had talked.
McCoy finished the article and creased his forehead. ‘Looks okay?’ The words fell out like a question.
‘Lot of info there, Sarge.’
It hit him now and he grimaced slightly. ‘Guess I coulda held something back. Shit. Sorry, Lewis,’ he said, shaking his head. Lewis knew he’d let the small-town aspect see his guard drop. ‘They don’t have all of the stuff that Wang showed us the other day, I guess.’
But she knew, as he would, that no one was likely going to volunteer that they had abused someone like the autopsy had revealed.
‘You okay, Sarge?’ Lewis asked.
McCoy shifted his weight on the seat, staring at the empty paper cup in his hands. ‘To be honest, Lewis, I’m probably not firing on all cylinders.’
‘Anything I can help with?’ She kept her eyes on the church car park next to the house the McIntyres lived in.
‘Probably not.’ He sighed heavily. ‘Elly and Chloe are moving back to the city. We’re not… it’s not… we’re still together, you know – a family.’ He paused and glanced at Lewis, who tried to leave both the pity and annoyance off her face. ‘They just haven’t got enough here to…’
Lewis saw that it stung when he said it out loud, and felt it too.
‘There’s just more for them back in the city,’ McCoy finished. A gust of wind rocked the car, as if it would blow away what had been released.
‘That sucks, Sarge. But I know you’ll all be able to make it work.’ Lewis paused. She couldn’t hold back what she thought he needed to hear, and needed to hear from her. ‘But we’ve got to make sure we find a way to give this kid justice.’
‘You don’t think I want this kid to see justice? Of course I bloody do,’ McCoy lamented into his cup, looking and sounding an age older than he had the day before. ‘But you know what, Lewis? The world is unjust. Fucking people are unjust. We try and do this job to make all of that right, to give a bit of balance back, but the reality is we’re not always going to win.’
Her eyes settled on him and she did her best to keep the worry out of her gaze. These were the words of someone who had gone from world-wise to world-weary. Even world-beaten.
McCoy continued. ‘You get to a certain age and you stop seeing the colours so much. Instead, you start noticing the shadows and the things that don’t move anymore. You see further, but you see less.’
Lewis looked up as a red Volvo station wagon rolled into the car park. Conor McIntyre and Brylie, recognisable from the photos they had seen, got out of the car.
‘Don’t worry about it, Sarge. You’re human.’ She let that sit there before adding, ‘We all bleed sometimes, you know?’
McCoy seemed to steel himself as he took a breath. ‘Back on the job, yeah?’
Lewis thumped her fist lightly on the dashboard and went to open her door.
‘What would you have held back from the statement?’ McCoy asked her.
She looked back across at him. ‘The cross on the chest, Sarge. I reckon that could be the clinker, you know?’
McCoy nodded, admiration in his eyes. ‘You know, you can’t teach that shit. You get this, Detective Lewis. You really fuckin’ get this.’ He lowered his gaze. ‘I’m so sorry – for Hayley’s sake, I hope this doesn’t lose us anything.’
Lewis put her hand on McCoy’s shoulder as she went again to open her door. Outside, the McIntyres entered their house adjacent to the church.
‘Sometimes you’re the fly, Sarge, and sometimes you’re the windscreen, eh?’
They walked up to the heavy front door and knocked. The freezing cold westerly gusted again, throwing dust from the gravel car park into their eyes.
‘God’s angry today,’ McCoy quipped. ‘I wonder if His earthly embodiment is in any fucking better mood.’
Lewis smiled. The McCoy she needed was back.
The door swung open and Brylie stood there straight-faced, her enquiry quickly turning to realisation.
‘Brylie McIntyre?’ McCoy kept it straight and clean, but Lewis heard the slight hesitation in his voice.
‘Yes, that’s me.’
Lewis watched her closely. She could see immediately how a girl like this might find the path beaten down for her as she walked through life. She’d known girls at MLC that used their beauty to take what they could, leaving the others to survive with what was left. But Brylie had a gentleness to her, a softness that had Lewis hesitate before placing her in the wrong category.
‘We are detectives from Lagunes Bay Police, here to ask you some questions about a recent crime,’ McCoy said, deviating slightly from his usual introductions. Before she could step in, Conor McIntyre appeared at the door, edging Brylie behind him.
‘Ah, Detectives, you’re back!’ he said, smiling widely.
‘Hello, Father.’ Lewis didn’t offer any further pleasantries. ‘We are back as discussed, in order to speak with your daughter about the recent discovery of the body in the dunes.’
McIntyre stood still, his eyes resting on hers. After what felt like too long to Lewis, he finally spoke. ‘Well, I am not sure if there is much she will be able to tell you, Detective, ah… Lewis, wasn’t it?’
She was surprised he had recalled her name. Unsettled by it. But she spoke firmly. ‘If you don’t mind, Father, that is something we’d like to find out for ourselves.’ Lewis looked back to Brylie, who she thought seemed to be caught somewhere between being protected and being set free. She looked at her father, whose face was turned up to the sky, apparently deep in thought. The priest turned back to his daughter and held her shoulders firmly.
‘Remember, Brylie. You don’t need to say anything you don’t feel comfortable about. Isn’t that right, Detectives?’
‘That’s right, Father.’ McCoy had his arms folded across his chest. ‘But we like to think that anyone who wanted to help catch whoever did this would be only too ready to tell us what they know.’ He shifted his gaze to Brylie. ‘If they know anything, that is.’
‘You wanna go for a walk and a chat, Brylie?’ Lewis motioned her away from the doorway.
‘Call me if you need me, Brylie,’ McIntyre said, grabbing his coat from the rack. ‘I’m off to do a home communion for a dear friend.’ He looked at each of the detectives before heading quickly to the Volvo. Lewis jerked her head towards the footpath and Brylie walked next to her, McCoy behind them. The Volvo cantered down the road and turned out of sight.
‘Dad said you had talked to him already,’ Brylie said, pulling her beanie lower on her forehead as they headed south towards the beach. ‘It’s just awful, this stuff with Hayley. I can’t believe all this has happened, to be honest.’ She played with the strings falling from the hood of her jumper. ‘So, what do you want to know?’
Lewis decided to be clear and direct. ‘We need to know what was happening around Hayley at the time she went missing. Who she was hanging out with, if she was seeing anyone, whether she said or did anything strange that you look back on now and feel might be important?’
‘Well, her and Tate were certainly very close. I mean, he was the one who spent the most time with her.’ Lewis saw her remembering something, and it was something more than just a cold memory. The way she paused, chose her words carefully; the way she looked out towards the horizon that sat blue and heavy. Lewis felt Brylie’s big eyes search her own, maybe to see what she already knew about Hayley. ‘She had been…’
‘We know Hayley was no angel, Brylie.’ Lewis thought she’d lubricate the conversation.
‘Well, that’s just the thing. When she first came to Lagunes Bay, she had this reputation, but really, I found her to be pretty quiet and all.’ Brylie paused again and stared out at the ocean they were approaching. Then she took a deep breath, like she needed that much air to push out the truth. ‘Hayley and Tate, once they became good friends, they sort of hung out a lot and she didn’t… well, as far as I know, she stopped most of the other stuff.’
‘Did Tate get into any of that stuff with her?’ Lewis pressed.
Brylie smirked, a twinkle in her eyes. ‘No, ha! Tate… Tate would never do that stuff. He would have helped her stay away from it, I guess.’
McCoy grunted. Lewis knew he was sick of hearing about how great Tate was, and she felt the same.
‘Were Hayley and Tate fully in a relationship, Brylie?’
‘Fully? I don’t think so, no.’ She shook her head, but her tone belied her words.
‘Why do you say that? For a girl like Hayley to spend time with a guy like Tate – wouldn’t it be strange for them not to be?’
‘You don’t know Tate. He’s… weird. Different.’
Lewis saw again how Brylie’s eyes had sparkled when she said Tate’s name. She felt another bump of understanding of how Tate might have been torn between these two girls.
By now they were walking along the path at the top of the small dunes sitting at the back of the exposed South Beach. It was windy as usual and the cold Antarctic air was already starting to make them feel like winter was here.
Lewis decided to push. ‘She was pregnant, you know.’
Brylie stopped and put her hand to her mouth. ‘Pregnant?’
McCoy jumped in, clearly eager to push her while she was reeling. ‘We think Tate might have been the father.’
Brylie took her hand away but her mouth stayed open, her face pale. She turned and looked out to where the water turned from blue to black and green; where the meaning of something on land sometimes dissolved into a nothing.
Lewis saw the girl’s chest expand and relax quickly. ‘Are you okay, Brylie?’ she asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.
‘Yes, yes. It’s just that… pregnant?’ She turned to face the two detectives. ‘My God, that is so sad.’
‘She was pregnant – before she was killed. She had it aborted a couple of months prior.’ Lewis let Brylie absorb this, but saw something flash across her face that resembled relief. ‘At a backyard job in Fitzroy.’
‘Wow. Gee, that… I can’t imagine.’ Brylie started slowly heading back up the street that would return them to the church, and the detectives followed her.
‘Do you think Tate could have been the father?’ Lewis asked.
Brylie shook her head. ‘I guess… I guess he could have been, but I just don’t see it, you know?’ Again, her words didn’t totally agree with how she sounded.
‘Let’s just say for a minute that he was – although we don’t know that.’ Lewis was careful to be clear. ‘Do you think Tate would have it in him to hurt someone like Hayley? Hurt her like it was reported?’
‘No. There is no way Tate would do that. Not to her, not to anybody.’ Brylie walked quickly as if she had heard enough. Lewis fell back a few strides next to McCoy, but she had to ask one more question.
‘Well, if not Tate then… who?’
Brylie turned and glanced over her shoulder, but didn’t slow down. ‘I have no idea,’ she said, and continued to walk through the car park towards the church.
Lewis mouthed the word ‘Ben?’ to McCoy.
He shook his head.

They escaped the wind and closed the doors on the station car. McCoy rammed the heater on full and rubbed his hands together. ‘Christ, it’s cold.’
‘So is she, eh?’ Lewis said, fishing for his response as to what they had just seen and heard.
‘Dunno about that, Lewis. I mean, she’s reeling from the fact her hottie has probably got her number one challenger up the duff then paid for her to get rid of it. She might be a bit up herself too, but…’
‘But what, McCoy?’ Lewis felt her annoyance surge and tried to keep it in check.
‘Well, I don’t think anything we heard or saw then was that different from what you’d expect, given the news we laid on her.’
Lewis pushed her lips out. ‘I don’t know, Sarge. A girl like that, a boy like Tate. And someone like Hayley getting in between them…’
‘Maybe you’re right, Lewis. She’s a close watch for now, that’s for sure.’ He rolled to the exit of the car park. ‘You know, I’ve been thinking that maybe we should go and pay Bonnie another visit. If we believe Tate for a minute, he said he’d hounded her about Hayley when she first went missing and she couldn’t tell him much.’ McCoy was all business now. ‘No bastard seems to want to tell us who had it in for her enough to do this, or why. Maybe we need to let Bonnie know just what this kid went through. Rattle her cage a bit and let her know that her grandkid ended up like she did on her damn watch.’
Lewis wasn’t sure Bonnie deserved that, but she didn’t have any better suggestions. And she trusted McCoy to know how much was enough.
As he pulled out of the car park and accelerated towards Lagoon Road, Lewis looked in her side mirror and saw Brylie still watching them, her face held tight and her cheeks wet, the big eucalypt boughs swaying above her.
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Now
The detectives arrived at Bonnie’s house and for the first time they saw the sun shining on the façade and the curtains in the front windows drawn back. But it still didn’t change the way they felt as they strode to the top of the stairs and on to the verandah. Lewis noticed a familiar red station wagon parked just off the loosely formed driveway.
She nudged McCoy. ‘The bloody padre is here.’
McCoy narrowed his eyes. ‘Okay, so I want to push her a little – frighten her even, if I have to. We need to see what more she can give us as to who the hell might have been doing this to her granddaughter. McIntyre being here might help, might hinder, but let’s play it as it lies.’
He knocked, and when Bonnie opened the door, there was a different air about her – something lighter. Although as far as Lewis knew, Bonnie had no right to feel any better about the world than she had the week before. And she knew it wasn’t about to improve any, if McCoy decided to push.
‘Hello, Detectives.’ Bonnie smiled more broadly than her face previously seemed to have capacity for. ‘Come on in, I’ve just got some company.’ She walked back down the hall, as if the visitor was more important than the detectives, before considering her manners and turning back to them. ‘Father McIntyre is here. You may know of him?’
McCoy waited until Bonnie had turned and resumed her fast walk towards the living room. ‘They say it’s the company you keep,’ he muttered quietly to Lewis.
They entered the living room to find Conor McIntyre standing at the arch leading to the kitchen, a cup of tea in his hands. He nodded obsequiously, a large crucifix dangling from his neck.
‘Hello, Detectives. It seems we keep similar acquaintances these days. I hope you left Brylie in a decent state after you spoke with her?’
Lewis wondered why McIntyre might think Brylie would be unsettled by the detectives asking her questions about any of this.
‘Well, I am sure you have things to discuss which are somewhat delicate.’ McIntyre looked at Bonnie with a cold pity. ‘I will leave you all to it.’
McCoy stepped forward into the centre of the small room. ‘Actually, Father, if it is alright with Bonnie, we don’t mind if you stay.’ McCoy raised his eyebrows in a question at Bonnie.
‘Oh, yes. Certainly,’ Bonnie said, smiling genuinely at McIntyre. ‘I would love to have the Father here.’ She turned to the two detectives. ‘He’s been an enormous support through all of this.’ She waved her hand around the room as if it contained all that she’d had to swallow for the past few years around Hayley.
‘I’m sure he has,’ said Lewis.
‘You two catching up about anything in particular?’ McCoy flashed his glance to McIntyre. ‘Or just a social visit?’
‘Oh, you know, just going through a few things for the church meeting coming up next week. Father and I have a big project finally coming to fruition that we’ve been working on for some time – something with my land that we started way back when he was first in town. When Eden—’ Bonnie broke off suddenly and looked bashfully at Conor, who was glaring at her. She cleared her throat tentatively and turned back to McCoy. ‘What was it you wanted to discuss, Detectives?’
Lewis stayed standing, her hands clasped in front of her pelvis. She knew they would both file that one away for later.
‘Well, Bonnie, maybe you should sit for this discussion,’ McCoy said. ‘We wanted to talk a little more frankly about the details of Hayley’s death, and some things that happened prior to it, to try and establish how she may have come to be where she was.’ It was clumsy, but McCoy waved his hand towards the empty armchair. Bonnie held his eyes with something between anticipation and defiance, but she sat down obediently, her hands resting together in her lap.
‘It’s okay, Detective. I’ve…’ She stared at the carpet under her feet ever so briefly. ‘I’ve come to grips with Hayley’s passing. For a troubled child, she is most likely more at peace now, in any case.’ Bonnie glanced at McIntyre, who smiled fractionally at her.
‘Well, we have had a chance to look further into the injuries Hayley suffered before she died.’ Lewis felt the tension increase, more so with McIntyre in the room as McCoy started his prodding. ‘Bonnie, Hayley wasn’t just murdered – she was abused by someone before she died. And not just once.’
Even through her stoicism, Bonnie Rose flinched – the briefest glimpse of soft flesh again under her sacred armour.
‘Well, she was a girl who liked to… experience things, Detective.’ Bonnie shook her head gently. ‘I just didn’t know what to do with her sometimes, you know?’
‘This wasn’t just rough play, Mrs Rose.’ Lewis spoke now, leaving space for Bonnie to consider what she needed her to. Delicate like a dental pick, she reminded herself.
McIntyre sat on the arm of Bonnie’s chair and put his arm around her. ‘This poor woman, Detectives. My, she has suffered already, just by taking that girl on.’ He shushed Bonnie as she sobbed into her handkerchief. Lewis hated seeing her weep, but she knew this mattered. It always started as a trickle and ended as a torrent, if they played their cards right.
McIntyre continued. ‘And the fact that the girl partook in all manner of things that have now been found to be, well… immoral, all it does is make poor Bonnie here feel worse. She tried so hard to help this girl. We all did.’ He took Bonnie’s hand and squeezed it tight, but Lewis noted that she didn’t look up at him.
‘Well, I am afraid there is more.’ Lewis kept her words directed at who they had come to see. ‘There is conclusive evidence that Hayley had fallen pregnant in the months before she died.’
Bonnie looked up and stared at Lewis with her mouth open. Conor McIntyre shook his head, keeping hold of Bonnie’s hand.
‘Oh, dear Lord.’ Bonnie dabbed at her eyes. ‘They killed two.’
‘She wasn’t pregnant when she was killed,’ McCoy broke in.
‘But, she just said…’ Bonnie pointed her fist at Lewis, loosely holding the wet handkerchief.
‘Hayley had an abortion a couple of months prior to her death.’ McCoy’s voice was dull but clear.
Bonnie Rose made the sign of the cross as she wept silently, shaking her head as if to bump out her thoughts, but Lewis felt sure that everything that moved around in Bonnie’s head would settle back into the same places. McIntyre stared at the crucifix above the archway and squeezed Bonnie’s hand again.
Lewis pushed on. ‘Bonnie, we have to ask – do you have any idea who might have been involved with Hayley around late 2014, early 2015?’
‘Well, as I have said to you before, Detective, she seemed quite happy in the weeks before she…’ Something dawned on Bonnie Rose. ‘When did you say she…?’
‘The surgery took place in mid-December 2014.’ She hated herself for calling what Howard did ‘surgery’ but knew discretion was the better part of valour. Bonnie could never say the ‘a’ word. Bonnie’s face softened, remembering. And then broke again. ‘That week I told you about… when she came home looking awful.’ Her chest heaved again.
Run aground, Lewis recalled her saying on that first visit.
‘She went through that’ – Bonnie fixed her eyes on Lewis, like she was pleading for her to tell her otherwise – ‘on her own?’
Lewis knew she needed to keep it straight if they were to get something more than they had. ‘We believe she had someone assisting her at the time.’
‘The Moon boy?’ Bonnie said questioningly.
Lewis nodded.
‘Good gracious.’ Bonnie paused in thought. ‘But she seemed to be so much better for having him around.’ She composed herself, wiping her eyes and clearly thinking hard about that time. ‘And his mother… oh, I just can’t imagine.’
But Lewis could, and so could McCoy. They glanced at each other.
‘Was he…?’ Bonnie couldn’t finish the question.
‘We are still looking to confirm that.’ McCoy said from behind Lewis. ‘We are looking to see if there was anyone else Hayley might have mentioned, anyone else she might have had relations with around that time.’ They both waited to see if Bonnie had anything further, but she just shook her head, her eyes fixed on the ground.
‘Okay, Bonnie, thank you.’ Lewis put her hand on Bonnie’s and rubbed it gently, the skin soft but the bones hard. McIntyre kept hold of the other hand. ‘We’ll leave you to it for now.’
As Lewis and McCoy walked down the hallway, they heard the heavier footsteps of Conor McIntyre behind them. Lewis turned and he held his hand out to usher them onto the verandah. He closed the front door behind him.
‘Detectives, I appreciate the fact that you have to tell poor Bonnie these things.’ He looked back towards the house. ‘She did the best she could with that child. I saw her struggling to cope. But, really, this girl was a difficult one.’ He hesitated, as if considering how to frame what he still needed to say. ‘You see, I know both Bonnie, as you know, and Glenys Moon, the mother of Tate.’
Lewis didn’t change her expression. ‘You seem very close to both of them, from what you have said, Father.’
He nodded slightly. ‘Yes, both have been of great value to me, in their own way.’
‘Do you have something more you need to tell us, Father?’
‘Well, you see,’ McIntyre said slowly, ‘we often tell ourselves things, coach ourselves into believing we are better off doing something that is easier, or because it makes us feel good at the time, even though that might mean being with someone that makes us worse versions of who we might otherwise be.’
‘Hang on, Father – are you talking about Tate or Hayley here?’ Lewis wasn’t quite catching on to what he wanted her to hear.
‘Well, both, you could say, Detective. I mean, clearly from what you are suggesting, they didn’t bring out the best in each other.’
And even though Lewis didn’t like one stitch of Conor McIntyre, she had to admit he was right.
‘You think that Tate would be capable of what we described in there?’ McCoy said carefully.
‘Detective McCoy, I would absolutely say no, but there was something in the paper that caught my attention, I must admit. The crucifix carved in the poor girl’s chest.’ McIntyre looked hard at him. ‘I remember Tate carving crosses at the camp.’
‘What do you mean, Father?’ Lewis cocked her head to the side.
‘I remember finding several crosses where Tate would sit, on this old log. More than once, as I recall. He must have got a knife from the kitchen or something. They certainly only appeared in the time he attended the camp.’
‘How can you be sure it was Tate?’ Lewis asked.
‘I suppose it could have been that Hillman boy. But you know how kids are, they’re all set on their designated hang-out spots and the carved crosses were only ever where those two sat every day.’
‘Thank you, Father. That certainly might mean something.’ McCoy sounded almost grateful. ‘But this Tate Moon, we’ve met him and his family. I gotta admit, I can’t see him being capable of anything like that.’
‘I completely agree, Detective. But I do know that if you try hard enough, you can make someone else anyone you want them to be.’

As Lewis drove slowly back through the streets of Lagunes Bay to the station, she brooded on what Conor McIntyre had said, pleased she had retained her suspicion for Tate from the start.
McCoy spoke first. ‘It just keeps piling up for this kid, doesn’t it? The relationship, the help with the abortion, the camp thing – even carving damn crosses?’
Lewis nodded. ‘No doubt, Sarge. But we need something more than suggestion and circumstantial pieces. Was Wang sure there was no usable tissue she could retrieve from Hayley’s body for matching others?’
‘No chance, Lewis. Not after this long. And there was nothing from Howard we could use, either.’
She exhaled. ‘Maybe rather than looking at her for evidence of him, we do the opposite. We go to the Moon house and see what we can turn up there. Maybe he kept something – took a picture, a souvenir.’
McCoy nodded. ‘And let’s go back through the Ben Moon case again. I can’t help but feel there has got to be something there that can help us now. No such thing as a coincidence in this game. There’s no way that lightning strikes twice and nobody’s to blame. Every piece of evidence that was there for his case, we go over.’
Lewis grinned. ‘You do remember where Roger would say the smartest fly sleeps, don’t you, McCoy?’
He nodded. ‘Yes, I do, Detective. On the swatter.’
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Now
‘You know, Lewis,’ McCoy said, ‘as I was driving in here to the station this morning, I tried to take in what a place we are in. I mean, the sun was rising across the fields, there was a bit of fog…’ He looked up at the ceiling dreamily. ‘It was just really calming, until…’ He spread his arms wide and then pointed to the archive container. ‘This.’
Lewis took the lid off the shoebox-sized container that Wilson had put on the desk. ‘Bucolic.’
‘Bless you.’
Lewis guffawed. ‘No, bucolic is what you mean.’
‘Is it?’
‘Yeah, it’s kind of like that calm, blissful feeling a rural landscape can impart on you.’
‘If you say so. All I know is it didn’t bloody last long,’ McCoy said.
Lewis smirked at him before turning to the box and unpacking its contents slowly onto the desk in front of her. The few articles in there were damp and cold. She paused as she took the last item out – a small, grey toy rabbit. A nine-year-old disappeared off the face of the earth and this was all that they had to help find out what had happened to him. This was all he amounted to. She kept her breathing rhythmic and slow, pushing away the distaste that kept gathering for the world around her.
‘Not much here, is there?’ She checked each item against the yellow property list glued to the lid. ‘We’ve got his backpack, his sunglasses, his soft toy. And his hat.’ She held the hat up now and they both breathed out slowly through their noses.
‘Yep.’
‘Then we’ve got this DVD of the CCTV at the bus stop at Dunkeld.’
‘That the only one?’
‘Yeah, that was the only camera back then, Sarge.’
‘It was a hot day, right?’ McCoy was thinking out loud.
‘Yeah.’ She quickly checked the overview statement given by the officer who had first attended the scene. ‘Forty-one degrees.’
‘Well,’ McCoy said, ‘wouldn’t he have worn his hat?’
Lewis shook her head. She knew he was scrambling for something to look into. ‘You’d think so. But kids, you know? They don’t care about stuff like that.’
‘So much for slip, slop, slap.’ McCoy turned back to the file on his desk. ‘The report says the search revealed a poor trail for the dogs. Reckons it went for a few hundred metres and then petered out. I spoke with my colleague on the canine unit about this and he said that was unusual. Reckons once the dogs are on a trail, it’d take a big rain or a good few days for it to become unusable for them.’ He started flicking through the file, searching for something. Finding what he was looking for, he held it up for Lewis to read. ‘Here, see. They had the dogs up at the crack of dawn the next day – that’s sixteen hours or so after he went missing, no rain or anything in the meantime to disturb things – and they got a few hundred metres, then nothing.’
‘Yeah.’ Lewis sat back. ‘Did you notice that the trail wasn’t where Hillman originally told them it was?’
‘I did. Not sure what to make of that. I don’t think the kid is a great citizen, but it is easy to lose your bearings in a place like that, in that situation. I mean, why would he show them the wrong way?’
Lewis was doubtful, and could see he was too. ‘Well, if he hurt the kid, he’d be hoping to… I don’t know, buy some time?’
‘There’s no evidence that anyone hurt this kid, though. They found no blood, no weapon, no reason to think anything happened to him before he ran off. The kids all said the same thing. If it was only Hillman, I’d share your concern, but the McIntyre girl was there. And I don’t think she’s the kind of kid that would hold back that sort of information, especially as it was Tate’s brother.’
‘Yeah, I’m with you on that.’ Lewis scoured through the rest of the report again, hoping to find something she hadn’t noticed before. ‘There has to be something here. Like you said, what are the chances that two people go missing in one group of friends and they aren’t related?’
‘Zilch. There is no chance they are unrelated, but I just can’t…’ McCoy sat back in his chair and sighed. ‘You know, there was one thing that I never quite got. Did you read the part where the mother was adamant about some watch the kid had taken with him that morning?’
Lewis nodded. ‘Yeah. Swore the kid would never let it go missing. An heirloom or something, right?’
‘That’s the one. But they never found it.’
‘Kid could’ve run off with it? By their description, he wasn’t thinking about what he had in his pockets when he bolted.’
‘That he could’ve done, you’re right.’ McCoy shook his head. ‘But right now, it’s the only thing that doesn’t complete a circle.’ He pushed the papers away in frustration. ‘Fuck it. I’ve got stuff I’ve got to do this afternoon – why don’t we park this for now and get over to the Moons tomorrow. We’ll speak to Glenys Moon about it – see why it was so important. Gives us a chance to suss out anything that Tate might have relating to Hayley like we wanted to check out, too. I’ll get Wilson to have a look through the CCTV footage from the bus stop today, just in case anything remotely looks less than perfect, he can jump on it and let us know. Sometimes there’ll be something that had no context or meaning back then, so it’s brushed over – we all do it. But there might be one thing, one tiny thing, that will stand out for us now, especially with what has happened with Hayley.’
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Now
‘G’day, Mrs M!’ Luther Hillman beamed at Glenys Moon as he strode through the door. He put his football training bag next to Tate’s on the floor of the kitchen. ‘Tate ready?’
‘What do you mean, Tate? You’re right here.’
Her blank look reminded Luther of where her disease had taken her. In some ways, he was happy that she would forget a lot of things, and there were some things he hoped would be gone forever. But then he saw the jam slice she had baked cooling on the stovetop, and that feeling he always had when he was here grabbed him again, down low in the gut, when the people around him were mostly decent, and the place mostly safe. The truth was, Luther Hillman would have given his right nut to be Tate Moon on any given day, but right now he baulked.
‘No, Mrs M,’ Luther said awkwardly. ‘I’m Luther. Y’know, local bloody legend and your golden boy’s best friend.’ Glenys’s eyes became dreamy and moist, and he could see her mind shifting gears, no doubt back to a place she craved. Even Luther knew her golden boy was the one who had disappeared all those years ago, and he knew that Tate understood that as well. It was always losing by degrees for both of them. ‘No worries, Mrs M. I’ll go and find him.’
Luther walked down the hall and into Tate’s room. It was neat as usual – t-shirts folded and colour-coded in the wardrobe, bed made and floor free of debris. There were pictures on the wall of the three of them together, but the ones of Tate and Brylie, always smiling, seemed to be everywhere. There were a few of Ben, too, tucked into the middle of the display.
Luther always felt like there was too much light in Tate’s room.
Tate was standing in the middle of the room, his phone in his hand.
‘Hey, dickhead. You ready to go?’ Luther pushed him roughly in the shoulder, then grabbed him in a headlock and held him for a second or two longer than he needed to.
Tate brushed his hair back down and then waved his hand at him. ‘Yeah, mate. Just got to make a phone call. Give us a minute or two, will ya?’
‘Yeah, righto, I gotta take a piss anyway.’
Luther headed down the dark hallway of the Moon house and heard Glenys muttering to herself in the laundry. He shook his head as he walked past and saw her putting a load of washing on. There was the clank of metal on metal and Glenys reached down into the washing machine. Luther stood still for just long enough to see both footy bags empty on the floor and knew instantly what the metal sound had been, having packed it with his cigarettes and his boots that afternoon, like he did for every training session. This was the prize he had earned the hard way. This was the thing he took whenever he needed to remind himself that the world owed him; that one day things would come back to him.
He glanced back down the hallway and saw Tate’s door closed, hearing the low murmur of him still talking on the phone. Luther stepped into the laundry and pulled the door shut, standing close behind Glenys. She was clutching the fob watch up to her face.
Luther let her hold it for a minute. He’d give her that, as long as she didn’t remember. Then he cleared his throat and she spun around, the look of elation in her eyes quickly turning to surprise.
‘What are you washin’ me footy stuff for, Mrs M? I gotta wear it in a few minutes! Ya bloody duffer!’ Luther held the menace back in his voice.
Glenys looked at the watch in her hand and then back up at Luther. ‘Tate, why do you have Dad’s watch?’ she asked.
‘Oh, thanks… Mum. I’ve been looking for that everywhere.’ He held out his hand, resting his gaze softly on her eyes. Where there had been vacancy only a few minutes earlier, they now held something else.
Glenys closed her hand around the fob watch and glared at Luther. ‘This is my watch.’ Her voice was cracked and shaky, but her face continued to harden. He stood still, waiting for this memory to fade for her, like almost all of the others that had once mattered. ‘You took it!’
Luther stepped close enough that he could feel her breath shaking and see her chest quivering underneath her thin shirt and apron.
‘You took it from Ben.’ Her eyes searched his face, a mad flurry of memory getting mixed up with pain. ‘You always were trouble, always trying to one-up my little boy. It’s where you come from.’
Luther clenched his jaw and his hands, but he knew he had to make this work. ‘No, Mum. He gave it back to me, remember?’ He reached out and took her wrist, holding it firmly enough to let her know that he wasn’t asking questions.
She winced. ‘Please, please, you’re hurting me – don’t be like your father; my father…’
He stopped cold, just for a second. He looked at Glenys and saw something he hadn’t expected – a familiarity with fear. A deep, resounding acceptance that the best way to solve the situation would be to acquiesce. Luther Hillman, with all of his days of suffering, witnessed the mother of his best friend open her soul at its deepest part, and he hated what he saw and felt. He hated that this house might have seen anything like what the cracked plaster and cornices had seen at his own house. Luther Hillman felt a low he never knew existed. And it wasn’t even his.
Could Albert be like Mick?
Glenys opened her hand and the fob watch sat there, the silver glinting off the bare bulb above them. Luther took it quickly and clicked it shut, letting go of her wrist.
‘Thanks, Mum.’ He stepped back and lifted his bag onto the table, grabbing his gear out of the machine and throwing it in, letting the watch fall into the bottom of the main compartment. ‘Dunno what Pa Albert would do if I lost it!’
Glenys continued staring at Luther, and he hoped she was slipping back into the abyss where everything she once knew had fallen away to. He heard Tate finish his phone conversation in his room, smiled at her and then left before she could say anything else.

The ting of the ball on the asphalt sounded rhythmically as Luther watched Tate bouncing it with perfection. He watched his lips moving ever so slightly, knew he’d be counting his steps like he often did. Luther tried to flop his feet on the ground on the off beat, to distract Tate, but he was focused, Luther not even an afterthought.
‘Geez, your mum’s gettin’ worse, isn’t she?’
The ball stopped bouncing, the lips stopped moving, but Tate didn’t say anything.
‘She had no idea who I was there for a minute just then,’ Luther said, thinking carefully about how much he wanted to reveal. ‘Swings and roundabouts, I guess.’
Tate shrugged and returned to bouncing the ball.
‘You seen Brylie since The Stump on Saturday?’ Luther wanted to know if it had only been him pushed back into the dark.
‘Nah. Got a text maybe, but haven’t seen her.’
‘Text? What did it say?’ Luther tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice.
‘Just saying sorry again for not being in contact and stuff. Trying to make up for being out of touch. Nothing much.’
Luther nodded, took out a cigarette and lit it, breathing the smoke in, deep and hot. They turned the corner and saw the lights of the football oval bright in front of them, half of the squad out jogging laps.
‘Nothing much is better than nothing,’ he said under his breath, looking at the tip of the cigarette glowing in his hand.

‘Fuck this. What does Coach think he’s doing?’ Luther had his hands on his knees as he sucked in some big ones. ‘Trying to wipe us out before the game this week?’
Tate laughed. ‘C’mon Lu, it’s not that hard, mate. Maybe you need to lay off the darts a bit, hey? What do ya reckon, Spaz – this session tough?’
Steven Pazlenski smiled at Tate from across the next group, ready to receive a handpass. ‘Nah, Tate. It’s bloody eeeasy.’
Luther spat, full and thick, onto the damp grass at his feet. ‘Whatever, Spaz, ya fuckwit.’ He watched as Spaz and Tate took off at speed, linking in a chain of handballs from neighbouring groups, before Tate speared a pass onto the chest of the leading forward.
Coach Ripley clapped loudly from the middle of the ground. ‘Now that’s what we wanna see every bloody time, you blokes. But we can’t always have Tate doing it for us, you understand?’ He turned to Luther, who was leading the next passage from the same end. ‘Righto, Hillman, let’s see you do the same. Sharp, accurate, no pissing around, okay?’
Luther nodded, wiping his hands on the back of his shorts.
‘Go!’ Coach Ripley shouted.
Luther received the handpass from the group next to his. The chain went to plan until they approached the edge of the centre square, Luther shot his kick too low and Mark Drusak fumbled it, the defenders seizing the loose ball.
‘Ah, see, this is what I’m talking about, fellas. We’ve gotta be better than that. Coleridge are gonna put more pressure on you then the fucking halfwits we’ve got in the vests tonight, for Christ’s sake.’ Coach Ripley glared at Luther. ‘Hillman, if you can’t get the fucking skills right, put a vest on and see how you go making these other blokes earn it.’
Luther grabbed a vest from the pile near the coach’s feet and put it on aggressively, the seam on one side paying the price as he pulled it hard down to his waist.
Coach turned to him and spoke quietly. ‘Make sure these blokes know you’re around, hey?’ He looked over his shoulder at Tate and Spaz laughing with each other. ‘No stupid stuff, but work to your strengths, yeah?’
Luther knew his strengths, alright. That of the capacity to instil fear in others, often through violence alone, just like his dad, and he knew Coach wanted him to use it to prepare his teammates for what they might face that coming weekend.
‘Righto, Tate. It’s your group bringing it back. Make it as good as the last one, fellas,’ Coach Ripley roared from the centre of the ground.
It was clockwork on repeat until they got close to the moment when Tate would shove it down the full-forward’s throat again. Luther took off, closing fast on Tate as he looked to take the ball from Spaz. Luther came charging towards them, his boots thundering on the soft Lagunes Bay oval. Tate looked up, and for a split second, they locked eyes. In that moment, Luther thought of Brylie, of her sitting next to Tate at The Stump, and he thought of Ben and the gunshot that had echoed around Signal Peak. He saw Tate’s eyes widen, ready for him, but Luther stepped powerfully to his right. Spaz was blindsided as Luther smashed into him, sending him sprawling onto the damp Lagunes Bay turf. Luther came to a stop, breathing heavily. Tate ran past him to Spaz’s crumpled body, the ball an afterthought as it rolled away.
Luther walked over to the water bottles near Coach Ripley and picked one up, squirting it strongly into his mouth. He and Ripley didn’t make eye contact as the coach walked over towards Spaz and Tate.
‘He alright, Tatey?’ Coach stood far enough away to avoid having to intervene.
‘Fuck knows, Coach.’ Tate looked up as Spaz started to roll onto his back and try to get up. He glared at the coach and then over at Luther, who was still holding the water bottle, watching them. A few of the other players had gathered around Luther, like they were safer nearer the fire than the petrol.
‘What the fuck was that about, Lu?’ Tate stood up and started to walk towards him. The rest of the playing group stood still, rooted to the spot.
‘Puttin’ pressure on, mate – that’s my job in this thing.’ He pulled at the vest as he said it, standing his ground. Tate stopped close to Luther, turned and pointed at Spaz, who was sitting up now, with his arms around his knees.
‘What kind of pressure you call that?’
‘Look mate, that’s a part of footy. If he can’t handle it, he shouldn’t fuckin’ be here.’ Luther took another swig from his water bottle and threw it on the ground between them. Tate stepped closer, kicking the bottle to the side.
‘Well, why don’t you put pressure on someone who can handle it?’ Tate said loudly. Luther’s arms twitched; he felt that dizzying clamour he always did when violence was near. ‘Not the easy meat.’
Spaz coughed from where he was now on his feet and Ripley moved to him to check he was ready to go.
Luther was the first to flinch. He stepped back and picked up the water bottle. He could feel Tate still staring at him as he squirted it again into his mouth, hoping it would wash away the memories that had flashed through his mind just before. He felt the other players turning away from them both, knowing Tate had shown them again how the pecking order really lay. Luther threw the bottle on the ground, watched it bounce towards Tate’s feet.
‘Alright, don’t have a fuckin’ llama about it.’ He took his vest off and threw it towards Coach. ‘Better pick someone else, Coach. Don’t want anyone else gettin’ scared.
‘Nah, fuck it. That’ll do us for tonight, fellas.’ Coach Ripley clapped his hands. ‘Jog a lap, stretch and hit the showers.’
Luther joined the rear of the group, watching Tate and Spaz as they jogged next to each other around the oval. He let his mind drift back to the times he and Brylie would sit at the oval on a summer’s evening and talk, the campground not far away, and the sound of voices and laughter making it seem like the world had found a way to make him feel good. He thought about how free he had felt, unchained and unwatched, when Tate seemed to be smitten with Hayley, leaving Brylie all alone for him. He thought of that day up at Signal Peak when things had felt so good; those few seconds when Brylie’s lips had been on his, warm and soft and sweet, the way her eyes had looked when Luther dared open his, like she was tearing the universe apart at the seams to let more light in.
Luther Hillman grabbed his bag and walked home alone, not to the safety and warmth of the Moons, but to his own cold familiarity that offered no competition, and no comparison. It owed him nothing.
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Now
The bright morning sunlight pried its way into the cold living room of the Moons as the detectives stood there, ready to push into both cases they were struggling with.
‘So, Glenys… I am here to ask you a few more questions.’ Lewis saw in Glenys Moon’s eyes the wild, frantic search for what McCoy might be referring to. Glenys was on the couch, staring at McCoy as if he was utterly foreign and incomprehensible. Lewis went to speak to break the painful silence, but Albert beat her to it.
‘It’s the police, love. They want to ask about that girl they found in the dunes.’ Albert Macready pulled his pipe against his teeth, the sound of the rough stem bumping over them displaying his fragile patience. The stack of sinkers beside him was larger than before, and Albert returned to cutting line off the used ones, the form guide still on his lap.
‘Actually, I’m here about Ben.’ McCoy played his card early. Lewis saw Albert glance briefly at his daughter as he continued to cut the lines.
‘Oh, yes?’ Glenys’s vacant eyes dared to hold a shard of hope once again.
‘Yes. We’ve gone back through the reports of when Ben went missing and there is a particular aspect we’d like to ask you about.’
Glenys looked at him expectantly.
‘The watch, Glenys. The fob watch.’
Albert put his knife and sinker down suddenly and fixed his eyes on Glenys. She returned his gaze, and Lewis wasn’t sure whether there was an element of fear or defiance in a child’s eyes.
‘Well, yes?’ Her eyes went hazy with the memory now, all sordid and beautiful.
‘You mentioned to the officers at the time that Ben had taken it that morning they went up to Signal Peak.’
Albert leant forward. ‘My bloody fob watch that I gave you? What the bloody hell would he take that for? You told me you’d put it somewhere safe so no one would nick it.’ He looked at her and shook his head.
‘He loved that watch, Dad. He knew where I kept it. I saw him take it off my chest of drawers that morning and I thought it wouldn’t hurt.’ Glenys fixed her eyes on Albert sternly, and Lewis saw the child become the adult.
Albert shook his head again and put his pipe back in between his teeth. ‘Never bloody mind the fact I might have wanted a say,’ he muttered, returning his eyes to the form guide.
‘What made you mention this to the police at the time, Glenys?’ Lewis continued, keen to take this as far as they could.
‘Well, it was just that it wasn’t in his bag…’
Lewis saw the woman’s mind wander again to a place that might have been the last place she felt happy. She recalled the objects they had recounted at the station that morning. ‘But why was that significant? I mean, he could have just taken it with him when he ran, couldn’t he?’
Glenys immediately shook her head. ‘No, no, officer. Ben knew how special that watch was. He knew how much it meant to me. He promised me that morning it wouldn’t come out of his bag, no matter what.’ She looked over at Albert. ‘And that boy would never break a promise.’
Lewis knew she was watching someone who was adamant beyond any doubt. ‘And you’re sure he took it that morning?’
‘Oh, yes. I was with him when he put it in his backpack, before he came down to the kitchen.’
‘And no one has seen it since?’
Glenys shook her head ruefully.
Lewis was frustrated that there appeared to be nothing more to be found on this path, other than the watch was missing, presumably with Ben.
‘So… whatever happened to Ben, you think it must be with him?’ McCoy spoke slowly, to be sure of what Glenys was saying.
‘Yes, officer, I guess so. But that is why I don’t think he just ran off. He wouldn’t leave it there in his bag if he wasn’t with it, and if he did take it out, he wouldn’t have just run off.’ Glenys stared dreamily at the carpet. ‘I must thank you for coming to check, though. It’s not often people bother to remember things, you know?’
Lewis felt a rare deep sadness wash over her as she saw the genuine gratitude in Glenys Moon’s eyes. ‘I like to remember things that are important to other people, Mrs Moon.’
The sound of a car crunching across the gravel distracted them. Albert walked over to the curtains. ‘Tatey’s home for lunch!’ he yelled, as if he was celebrating the opportunity to end what was happening in the room. Glenys stood quickly and put her hand to her chin.
‘Tate!’ she remarked. ‘Tate had it too!’
Lewis stepped closer, taking her hand. She was surprised to find it was warm and dry. ‘Tate had the watch?’ She felt her heart beat faster, thumping against her chest. ‘What, that same day?’
‘No, no!’ Glenys took Lewis’s other hand in hers and looked up at her with an elation that didn’t fit. ‘Just yesterday – in his footy bag!’
Lewis heard the front door close, and Tate walked into the living area. He smiled at Albert and then at Glenys before turning to her and McCoy.
‘G’day Detectives. Back again?’ Once again, he seemed unsurprised and unflustered to see them.
‘Yes, Tate.’ McCoy’s voice was strong and serious. ‘We came here to find out more about the fob watch your mum said Ben took the day he went missing.’
Tate looked puzzled, screwing his face up. Lewis watched him closely. ‘You mean, Pa’s fob watch – the silver one?’
‘That’s right, Tate. What do you remember of that day regarding Ben and the watch?’ An odd expression flashed across Tate’s face, somewhere just short of confusion.
‘I remember Luther saying Ben had it with him when he ran off, but to be honest, I never saw it – didn’t see it that day and haven’t seen it since.’ He looked at Glenys, furrowing his brows. ‘I thought it was on your dresser thing in the bedroom, Mum?’
‘Yes, that’s right Tate. That’s where I keep it.’
‘But it’s not there now, right?’ Lewis interjected.
‘Er… no.’ Glenys said confused, staring out into the hallway. Towards where her bedroom was, Lewis presumed. ‘No… no. It is not there now.’
‘Glenys, you said a minute ago that you saw the watch in Tate’s bag only yesterday.’ McCoy said, hard and unrelenting.
Glenys nodded, her assuredness returning at McCoy’s prompt.
‘And the last time you saw the watch before yesterday was on the day Tate, Ben, Brylie and Luther went up to Signal Peak – the day Ben went missing. You haven’t seen it or had it in your possession since then?’
‘That’s right.’ Glenys nodded again, looking at Tate with simple enquiry.
Lewis breathed deeply, for the tension McCoy had suddenly brought, and for Glenys’s accusation which Lewis could see the woman hardly understood herself.
‘Look—’ Tate glanced at Glenys, then at Albert, as if he needed reassurance. ‘I’m not sure what Mum has said…’ He stared at his mother again, searching for something. ‘But I have no bloody idea what this is all about. That watch – I know what you are referring to, but I haven’t seen it for years.’ He shifted his gaze to Lewis now. ‘And I certainly didn’t see it that day up at Signal Peak.’
The room fell silent, but for the ticking of the clock on the wall, suddenly clear and intrusive. Lewis raised her eyebrows questioningly at McCoy.
‘Look, Tate.’ Respectfully, she reminded herself. ‘This may just be a case of misunderstanding. Is it possible that you have a similar watch that your mum could have seen you with yesterday?’ She didn’t want to let him off, but she wanted to offer Glenys an out – to let her down gently from what might have been a weird melding together of memories and pain. A big fat trauma sandwich where she was dumping her first-born right in the shit pit.
‘No, Detective, I don’t have one anything bloody like it, I haven’t frigging seen it, and I have no fucking idea what my mum thinks she saw me with.’ There was hurt, a genuine fragility, on Tate Moon’s face. He glowered at Glenys, whose vacant eyes had returned, her mask free of emotion of any kind as her son let fly. ‘If she was going to bloody remember something, I wish she would remember how much losing Ben hurt all of us. Not some bullshit about a watch, and not some bullshit about finding another way to blame me for what happened up there.’
Tate stormed out of the room, slamming a door down the hallway. Albert continued cutting his sinkers free.
Glenys turned to them. ‘Would you like a cup of tea, Detectives?’
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Now
‘Paradise, indeed!’ Conor McIntyre clinked his glass, half full of scotch, with Terry Moon. Sitting back in his leather armchair, he sighed, a smile wide across his thin face. ‘You know, I couldn’t have done this without you.’
‘And now we’re both rich men, eh?’ Terry smiled even more broadly, clearly money-drunk.
‘Every block sold.’ McIntyre looked at the Paradise Fields Estate brochure on his desk. ‘And every cent to us!’ He shook his head and laughed. ‘That silly old disciple… she’s so lovely, so generous. This church wants for nothing.’ He glanced around at the dark bluestone walls and silent timbers that spanned overhead, strong and reliable. ‘And in among it all, my friend, your generosity has been extraordinary.’
Terry looked up quizzically.
‘Your groundwork, your skills, the time you spent on this project.’ McIntyre narrowed his eyes. ‘The risks you took to have your name on this through the council and the tax office.’ He knew anyone with half an idea of accounting probably could’ve done it, but he needed Terry to think he was a partner, not just the patsy he needed on the off chance something ran foul along the way.
Terry shrugged. ‘Well, for the cashola you talked about, I would have risked a limb or two, you know?’ He laughed and looked out of the vestry window, far over the rolling fields he had always called home. ‘You know, Conor, this is gonna be my ticket outta here. And I’m not sure anyone will even notice.’
McIntyre knew that Terry Moon could have done with a little reassurance, but that was never going to come. He simply pursed his lips and nodded solemnly as Terry moved from melancholic to mechanical again.
‘Bonnie must be expecting you to show something for the money her land has sold for,’ Terry said.
‘Oh, yes, I expect so. But these things take time. Time that we can’t control.’ McIntyre sipped his drink, letting the ice knock gently into his top lip. ‘Time that she might not have.’
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Then
‘Shit, Bry. SHIT.’
Luther paced around the small clearing, his hands behind his head, face up to the sky as if asking for ideas. ‘We’ve gotta get him and do something. You know… move him further away. Like fuckin’ ages away.’ He stopped short of saying what he meant, and he assumed Brylie would agree, when she had finished sobbing.
The rhythmic crunch of Tate’s running on the gravel down the track to the payphone had long since gone, and they wouldn’t have much more than an hour. Luther could feel the heat coming in heavy waves from both the bush floor and his flailing conscience. ‘There’ll be fuckin’ dogs and shit comin’ back with ’em. We gotta put him somewhere they’ll never look.’
Brylie McIntyre looked up at him through glassy eyes and nodded. Standing up, her legs shook madly, as if they were refusing to help. She handed Luther’s bag to him, and he took it and put it on a nearby rock. The gun was lodged deep in the main part under his jumper and his hat. Reaching one hand down into his pocket, he felt the hard steel case of the fob watch. He turned it over and ran his fingers across the cold surface before putting it in the small zip compartment at the top of the bag.
Luther took Brylie by the arm and she drew back, squealing. ‘Shit. Sorry, Bry. I didn’t mean to grab you that hard before.’ Pulling her to his chest, he felt her face, hot and wet, against his thin t-shirt which stank of BO and eucalypt. ‘It was just that I had to make sure you weren’t going to…’ Her body shook as she cried harder into his chest, and he let her stay there until she was still, the birds going about their business up in the canopy, oblivious to the drama unfolding below.
Stepping back, he faced her. ‘Righto, Bry. You stay here and keep watch. I’ll take him somewhere they’ll never find him. They’ll never look.’ He thought of Tate and wondered. ‘I’ll go as far as I can. If anyone comes before I’m back, just tell ’em that I’ve gone off to look for him again, okay?’ He took off his t-shirt and laid it on the rock, next to his bag. Then thought again and grabbed his bag, throwing it over his shoulder, leaving the damp t-shirt there on the sharp edge of rock, soaking up and saturating anything that might have been left behind.
‘We’ll get through this, Bry.’
‘Do you think Tate will tell them? You know, about the gun?’ Brylie’s voice squeaked as she finished.
‘Dunno, Bry. Honestly.’ Luther looked at the path leading out of the clearing in the other direction, where Tate had run off moments before. ‘I guess we’ll find out whether he rates his friends or his family higher, won’t we?’

Luther Hillman wiped the sweat dripping madly from his forehead. Climbing these big manna gums was fun when you were on your own, but dragging a nine-year-old’s limp body up with you was tough; really tough.
‘Fuck me,’ he whispered to himself as his foot slipped on a thin branch. Ben Moon felt heavier than he had twenty metres below. But Luther’s vice-like grip on the branch above held strong as he manoeuvred the body into position in the fork next to him. He wedged the torso hard on its side and curled the legs around the trunk to both hold it firm and hide anything he could from the floor of the bush far below him.
Luther stopped when everything seemed to be in place and gave himself a few seconds to be sure there weren’t yet the sounds of any search party approaching the clearing from where he had come. It was at least five hundred metres away and in the late-afternoon stillness he heard nothing but the bush doing what it always did.
He rested his head on a branch and looked at the light blue sky above him, the colour still bleached by the ferocity of the sun that he needed to head west as quickly as it could. He thought of Brylie and how both of them might construct a way to get through what had happened. He thought of the few seconds when they had kissed, before things had erupted down there on the dusty bush floor, and how for those few seconds he had let himself believe that the world might still have something good fall his way. Now he sat here and wiped his face as the reality of how the world fell for people like Luther Hillman dawned on him yet again.
He took the watch out of his backpack, seeing his own face reflected, all red and blotchy, in the gleaming silver case. He tucked Ben’s foot deep into the angle of the branch and flicked the watch open and shut.
Click, sharp. Clack, hard.
Click, Tate. Clack, Brylie.
Perfect.
Luther Hillman had his place.
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Then
Luther was standing on his own, leaning against one of the giant granite boulders at the far edge of the clearing, his sweaty shorts leaving a damp mark where his shirt had lain earlier that afternoon. Terry Moon stood in the middle of the space with his hands behind his head and his wife next to him. Tate was next to Brylie, and from where he stood Luther thought Tate seemed shorter than he had that morning as they chiacked their way off the bus.
‘Tate, you need to tell us exactly what happened,’ Terry said.
Tate stared at his father sheepishly, passing small stones between his hands. And Luther knew right then as he watched them all that even the truth, the best version of the truth Tate had, was never going to be good enough for his parents.
‘I was having a look around for some branches for the cubby we were gonna build and then I needed to take a leak, so I went off over there a bit.’ He looked fleetingly at the three police officers who had accompanied his parents to Signal Peak, standing together near his mother. ‘And then I heard Lu shout out to me.’
They all turned to look at Luther, who nodded to corroborate. A gust of the hot, angry northerly wind that had risen lashed dust and dry leaves at them.
‘So I came running back and when I got here’ – he pointed to the small path that led back into the clearing – ‘Lu and Bry were standing over where Lu is now, shouting for Ben.’ Tate stopped and stared at Luther thoughtfully, a crease in his forehead, before turning back to his dad.
‘Okay, so you two.’ The tallest of the three police officers pointed at Brylie and Luther. ‘You were here with Ben. I need you to tell me what happened, anything that might have accounted for why he ran, where he ran… anything.’
Luther wondered whether this guy would be any better than the cops who constantly asked questions of his dad, both when he was standing drunk in handcuffs, or sprawled on his front on a part of the Lagunes Bay landscape having his head massaged with an elbow for compliance. Street smart, his teacher had called him. Luther pursed his lips to hide the flash of comfort that might have been dangerous; he knew he had these cops covered.
‘We… we were just sitting near that rock’ – Brylie indicated to where Luther stood – ‘and we just…’ She paused and stuttered despite the fact that Luther had her practise over and over when Tate had gone to the payphone.
‘Yeah, we heard Ben playing over near where you guys are,’ Luther jumped in. ‘And he sort of went a bit funny with whatever he was doing so we went over to calm him down.’ He looked hard at Terry and Glenys Moon. ‘And so we walked over to him, bloody slowly, you know, because he was twitchy as fuck and everything. Then… he just sort of yelled at us and bolted, right through there.’ Luther pointed to a narrow exit between two trees south of the clearing.
Tate stared at him again, brows furrowed, then at the path Luther had pointed to. Luther tried not to grimace. He could tell Tate was thinking back to when he’d re-entered the clearing, of where he had actually pointed. C’mon Tatey, he thought, don’t think too hard.
‘So then what did you do?’ The burly officer addressed Brylie again.
‘We waited for a few minutes.’ Her eyes start to flood. ‘We just thought… you know, that he would come back.’
The officer nodded slightly in an effort to drive her on.
‘But when he didn’t…’ Brylie began to sob heavily as she pushed her words out. ‘We started looking for him.’
‘So nothing happened between you two and him – no specific reason he would want to get away from you?’ The officer was now addressing Luther.
Luther shook his head. ‘Not at all.’
‘Did he take anything with him?’
Luther thought hard, felt his head go light as he went with what he’d practised. ‘Not that I…’ He glanced over at Glenys and remembered the discussion he had eavesdropped on that morning between her and Ben. ‘Actually, he did have some fancy watch thing with him.’ Glenys looked up at him. ‘He was playin’ with it before he went all psycho and might have taken that with him.’
Distract, divert attention. Old Mick might have taught him something useful, after all.
‘He took the fob watch?’ Glenys’s voice punctured the hot air as she stepped closer towards Luther. ‘He took it out of the bag?’
‘If that is where it was, Mrs M, then yes, he took it out of the bag,’ he said, as softly as his racing system would allow. ‘Was mucking around with it, pretending it was a camera and stuff like that.’
‘Does that strike you as unusual, Mrs Moon?’ the officer asked.
Glenys nodded slowly as if considering something. ‘Yes, it does. You see, he promised not to take it out of his bag this morning when he left the house.’
The officer glanced at the other two beside him in a quick kind of determination. ‘We’ll keep that in mind, but nine-year-olds out here on their own with something fancy like that… he’d be every chance to pull it out and play with it. I mean, Hillman here would have no reason to make something like that up.’
Luther felt Glenys’s gaze on him again, searching and probing with her eyes. He didn’t dare look at the backpack that sat at his feet. Glenys shook her head, but he could see she was unconvinced.
To Luther’s relief, the officer continued. ‘Did you call out for Tate before you went looking for Ben, or after?’
‘Before.’ Luther looked up at the canopy above the path where he had told them Ben had run. ‘Yeah, definitely before. I was, like, running towards that track and calling for Tate, like screaming for him.’
The officer turned to his two companions. ‘Okay, folks. We have’ – he checked his watch – ‘at least three, closer to four, hours since Ben ran off. And we’ve got around three hours until it’ll start to get too dark to be effective. John, I want you to go with Gary, straight down that path where Hillman said the kid went.’
Luther looked at the ground, where it had all happened.
‘Glenys and Terry,’ the officer continued, ‘you can come with me behind them. I want you two to keep an eye out for things we wouldn’t know about – something Ben might have left – a wrapper, a mark on a tree – anything that might be a sign that he was there.’ He turned to Tate, ignoring the other two. ‘Tate, you wait here. A lot of the time a kid will come back to where he ran off from. We can’t get the dogs up until first thing tomorrow, so let’s go with our eyes and ears and get this done today, people.’
As the adults departed, the three teenagers stayed still and silent. Luther felt a flooding relief, his face going soft and his eyes closing as he placed the backpack on and sat with his back against the rock. He knew Tate would see his relief and think it was the silence around the gun that he was celebrating. Right at that moment, though, even though he needed that to be what Tate thought, he didn’t care.
Because, as the shouts of the adults faded, it was the knowledge that he and Brylie shared a secret so deep and so fragile that had Luther content. Even more than that, it was one that Tate would never be a part of.
A beautiful lie.
He felt the hardness of the fob watch push against his shoulder blade from where it rested in his backpack and thought of the glorious weight it carried. Let it hurt him, remind him of what he had done.
Watched the trees above them sway with the gathering north wind and felt the air around them hold a desperate, ringing silence.
He only had one thing left to do.

‘Do you want to come with us, Luther?’ Terry Moon asked him as the last of the burnt-orange dusk light threatened to fade. The adults had all returned to the clearing, declaring that there had been no sign of Ben.
Luther shuffled his feet in the fine dust, awash with relief at the news, but uncomfortable being this close to Terry. ‘Nah, it’s alright, Mr Moon. Me dad’s coming up to get me.’
Terry looked surprised. ‘Mick’s coming to get ya?’
Luther knew what he was thinking: Mick Hillman could no more drive a car after mid-afternoon than make his kid a sponge cake. But he was counting on Terry having bigger problems to focus on right now than to push. ‘Yep. Just finishin’ a job then comin’ straight up.’
‘Okay. Do you want to walk down to the car park with us? It’s a fair walk. It’ll be dark soon.’ The others had already disappeared out of sight down the track, which was full of police tape, evidence markers and equipment waiting to be used when the search would resume at first light.
‘Nah, Mr Moon. I think I need a bit of time to meself, you know?’
Terry didn’t seem convinced, but he nodded and walked away. Luther sat on the rock and breathed deep and slow. He waited twenty minutes, long enough to be sure that everyone had gone and wouldn’t be returning, then got to work.
Four hours later, he’d gone so deep into the bush carrying Ben’s body over his shoulder that his only worry was finding a way back. By the time he’d climbed one of the grey and brown stringybarks crowding the side of the hill facing away from home, even this version of Luther Hillman was getting tired. But every scratch, every bruise, every strained filament of muscle hurt him in a way that could only ever remind him of how much this counted for. Before he climbed down for the last time, he kissed Ben Moon’s cold forehead.
‘I’m sorry, Benny boy. Really, I am.’
Luther clambered his way back to Signal Peak before there was any sign of light on the flat eastern horizon. Finding a soft bed of branches beside a rock, he dared to rest his head on the ground, sitting the fob watch on the dirt in front of his face. He felt his eyes close and wondered if the few hours of sleep he was about to have might give rise to a rebirth that he deserved; one that might last forever.

The next morning, Luther made it back to the clearing half an hour before the rest of the group reappeared. Conor McIntyre had also come with them, as well as a dozen other members of the Lagunes Bay community. Tate and Terry came straight across to him when they saw him leaning against the rock.
‘Luther?!’ Terry said in surprise. ‘How’d you get back up here so early?’
Luther could see Tate was studying his clothes and figured he’d know they were the same as yesterday’s. ‘The old man. Had an early job on. He wanted to stay and help himself, but…’ He scratched under his arm and smelt the bitter tang of his hard night’s work.
The lead police officer called out to Terry. The rest of the group were already organising themselves into small search groups.
‘Thanks, Luther – thank your father, too.’ Terry put his hand on his shoulder. ‘We could’ve brought you back up ourselves, though – you know that?’
Luther nodded.
‘Okay, Luther, I want you to be with me today.’ There was worry in Terry’s voice. His son had now been missing for nearly sixteen hours. ‘And you too, Tate.’
The three of them headed off with one of the officers from yesterday, along with two police handlers and their dogs, in the direction Luther had spent most of last night. He knew he’d gone far enough. He knew the trail might get as far as the first tree he had placed Ben in.
Mick had always told him that hard work gets rewarded in the end.
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Now
‘Alright, what have we got? Let’s find what we’re missing here.’ Harper Lewis was at the whiteboard, marker in hand. On the board were photos of all the main players, some with notations and arrows already around them.
McCoy sat on his chair, hands behind his head. ‘Right, we’ve got Ben Moon. Missing, presumed dead, January 2014, at Signal Peak. Present that day were Tate Moon, Luther Hillman and Brylie McIntyre.’
‘Check,’ Lewis said.
‘Oh yeah, Sarge, I checked with Mick Hillman like you asked,’ Matt Wilson said, looking morose at the memory of the interaction. ‘I don’t know how much you can take from it, but he reckons Luther never came home the night Ben went missing. Says he figured he and the others were all out searching for the kid through the night.’
McCoy nodded thoughtfully and scribbled in his pad. ‘You see anything on that CCTV footage from the bus station?’
Wilson shrugged. ‘There is clear footage of all four of them getting off with their gear, bit of pushing and shoving, and then they head off up the road to where the path starts into the Grampians. You can see Ben Moon with his bag, but that’s about it.’
McCoy took a deep breath and looked at Ben’s photo on the whiteboard. ‘This watch Glenys reckons he took that day – who bloody knows? We’ve gotta go with the likelihood that Hillman is telling the truth and it’s still in the pocket of his shorts, wherever the poor little bastard is. I don’t know about you, but the way Tate reacted, I think Glenys is deteriorating even faster with everything that’s being dug up for her, you know? Reckon we can be comfortable that Tate doesn’t have it and never did.’ He shot a look at Lewis. ‘Reckon we have to take anything she says with a very fine grain of salt.’
Lewis nodded, knowing that they were the ones digging it up for Glenys. Perks of the job – getting folks who had already suffered to suffer again.
McCoy continued. ‘Then we’ve got Hayley Rose. Went missing Sunday 22th February 2015 Found buried in the dunes at Battery Hill on Wednesday 18th April 2018. Cross carved in her chest. Evidence of multiple episodes of sexual abuse. Known to have undergone elective abortion in November 2014, with assistance from Tate Moon. Known to have been at least very good friends with Tate Moon for at least a year prior to her going missing.’
Lewis drew more arrows and wrote in small script along each one.
‘Suspects in both cases include—’ McCoy broke off as Wilson chortled. ‘Problem, Constable?’
‘Well, I grew up here, Sarge, and the parents in my folks time must’ve been drinking from the shithouse trough – I would’ve given anything to be “very good friends” with either of those girls, let alone both,’ he said, exaggerating the parentheses.
Lewis stared hard at him.
‘Yeah, we’ll get to that.’ McCoy went on. ‘So we have Tate, Luther and Brylie.’
‘You know Sarge, Wilson is right. Especially Brylie…’ Lewis hated to admit it, but sighed and put the cap back on the marker. ‘Someone I once knew used to say ‘beauty is a bully’ – and it’s true, you know?’ She looked at the two men who were giving her their full attention. ‘It forces your hand every time – it holds people hostage.’ She looked again at the photo of Brylie, with her wide brown shoulders and soft brown eyes.
‘But both the person and the one admiring them are the same – prisoners. It’s like a drug. They might try and do things that make themselves known for something else – something other than what they look like – but no one else cares, it doesn’t matter. Even if they are great at something, it always comes second. Everyone else just lives to look at them.’
The other two just nodded.
‘And if beauty is a bully, love is a dictator.’ She looked hard at Wilson to see if he was following.
‘What do you mean, Lewis?’ McCoy squinted.
‘I mean these boys might have done anything for her.’ She stared at the photos of Luther and Tate and allowed herself to imagine how they might have felt compelled to do something to Ben or Hayley for Brylie. ‘Anything.’
Wilson appeared uncertain. ‘Would the Moon kid hurt his own brother, though?’
‘You heard what Lewis said – maybe he would.’ McCoy stretched his arms out wide. ‘We’ve got to remember that Ben might have just run off and fallen down a ravine or something. They did a very thorough search for him and found squat.’ He pursed his lips. ‘As much as I’m still not convinced, we have to start to think that Ben Moon’s disappearance may be unrelated. The fob watch thing… I don’t know.’ He shrugged in annoyance then turned back to the board and motioned for Lewis to act as scribe again. ‘Then we have Bonnie Rose, Hayley’s grandmother and guardian for the year or two prior to her disappearing. Strong ties to the church. And we have Conor McIntyre, Brylie’s father. Head of the church and the camp that all of these kids seemed to attend…’ He trailed off. ‘There is something weird going on between Bonnie and Conor. I don’t bloody know what, but there’s something about the way she acts around him that may be relevant here. She did mention something about some project she and Conor were dealing with – around some land she’s got. We have to check that out some more.’ McCoy paused momentarily before getting himself back on track.
‘Alright, so Hayley falls pregnant and her knight in shining fucking armour – Tate – takes her for an abortion, then puts her up at a motel for a week. Probably the father, but unconfirmed. He was the person last seen with Hayley. Went to church, grabbed some lunch, canoodled at his place and then she rode her bike home.’
‘So he says,’ Lewis huffed.
‘Yeah, so he says,’ McCoy agreed.
‘The cross in her chest?’ Wilson enquired, clearly still uncertain which party that leant itself towards.
‘Right.’ McCoy pointed at the photo from Doctor Wang’s autopsy and shook his head.
‘Suggests a religious motive, doesn’t it? The padre?’ Wilson offered, flicking his pen down the fingers of his right hand.
‘That it does.’ McCoy paused in thought. ‘What was the story with the McIntyres leaving and then returning, Lewis? Is that how the church work thing normally goes?’
‘Not often, but not unheard of.’ Lewis checked her notepad. ‘Brylie and her father left in May 2015, and he took on the parish in Stanthorpe, Queensland. There for just under three years and returned here just last month.’
‘About when the body was discovered?’ Wilson said.
‘Yeah.’
‘Well, that was shithouse timing if either of them were involved. He’d hardly plan to come back at all, I would’ve thought,’ Wilson said.
‘Given what we’ve just been talking about, who says Brylie couldn’t have been involved in Hayley’s death?’ McCoy considered thoughtfully.
Lewis clicked her fingers. ‘So they left not long after Hayley went missing – what, a few months? Wilson is right, though. Why would he come back if he was involved? If either of them were involved? Why risk it?’
‘Maybe Brylie was involved and he didn’t know about it – wouldn’t know not to come back?’ McCoy offered.
‘And why would he wait to leave in the first place?’ Lewis mused, ignoring McCoy’s suggestions. ‘I guess it might have taken him that long to find a posting?’ She considered it further. ‘Wilson, the McIntyres were here before, right? Somewhere around the year 2000 from memory. Can you check with the church exactly when they were here, when they left and when they came back? And check whether being in the same parish three times over twenty years is unusual, yeah?’
Wilson nodded, writing himself a note.
‘Let’s go from the “who benefits” angle.’ Lewis was in the groove now. ‘Who would benefit from either of those two being taken down?’
‘Who would benefit from having Hayley gone – that’s what we’ve really got to answer. That will lead us to the one with the most compelling motive,’ McCoy said confidently. ‘What did she do or know or see that might have someone want to kill her? Or was it just another misogynistic arsehole who had done all of that other stuff to her and had their fill?’
‘How about Bonnie?’ Wilson walked over to the board and peered closely at the photo of Bonnie Rose. ‘She’s a mad churchy, isn’t she? Maybe she’d had enough of her granddaughter’s shenanigans. Maybe the abortion tipped her over the edge.’
Lewis nodded for him to go on, having considered this herself over the previous couple of days.
‘She has this grandkid who’s a…’ Wilson checked himself and Lewis knew he was learning. ‘A difficult kid. She comes home pregnant, has an abortion – isn’t that against church rules or something still?’
Lewis took a quick breath in through her nose. ‘No, it can’t be her.’ The others looked at her with a combination of enquiry and disappointment. ‘When we talked to Bonnie about the pregnancy and abortion, she had no idea about any of it. Right, McCoy?’
He nodded. ‘Yeah, you’re right. And Bonnie Rose might be a strange old bat, but one thing she’s not is an actor, I’m sure of that.’
‘So, Hayley’s death, it was no accident. It might be related to her abuse or the abortion. It almost certainly relates to the church, but it wasn’t Bonnie. Who does that leave?’ Matt Wilson summarised.
‘Well, you would come back to Tate, but was he that involved in the church? I mean, his mum is.’ Lewis looked at McCoy. ‘And according to Bonnie, and even Brylie and Luther, Hayley and Tate seemed so… good when they were around each other, especially after the abortion thing when Bonnie described it.’
‘Maybe there’s someone else involved with the church who we haven’t come across or considered yet,’ McCoy contemplated. ‘No one came up when we cross-matched her known previous boyfriends and people at the church, but there might be some creeps we don’t know about… and the best starting point to ask for that kind of info has got to be the good Father. Let’s take another ride over to the house of God and see what we can find out, Lewis.’

‘What if it was Tate, McCoy?’ Lewis looked at her boss as he pulled out of the station onto Campbell Street. ‘What if it’s one of those guys? Or someone else altogether, you know – someone from Hayley’s past that we’ve missed?’
McCoy shook his head. ‘Nope. The cross, Lewis. It has to mean as much as we think it does. It has to have something to do with the church.’
‘Motive?’ Lewis shrugged. ‘Fucking, frauding or fighting, right?’
McCoy nodded. ‘And sometimes more than one.’
They drove to the church, but McCoy didn’t pull into the car park. He turned the engine off and the sound of the wind gusting from the west was all there was for a few seconds.
‘I’m gonna push him to give us anyone who remotely fits the profile – male, aggressive, violent tendencies, unstable. And I want to push McIntyre himself this time, about anything Brylie might have done – see what he’s got to say. See if we can dig a bit into what is going on with Bonnie and him, too. I mean, Hayley is a link between them both, right? If you think I’m going too far, jump in and tap your belt, and I’ll back off.’
‘You – go too hard? No!’
‘No, seriously. If we’re going to back ourselves with the church link to Hayley’s death, we need to come out of here being as certain as we can of who might have been involved.’
Lewis nodded and McCoy pulled into the car park.
They walked quietly into the church, the damp mustiness hitting Lewis square in the face. McCoy pointed to the rear and she saw Conor McIntyre humming at the altar, pouring wine into small silver jugs and arranging flowers on each corner of the giant timber unit.
‘Ah, Detectives, welcome back!’ McIntyre’s assuredness bit at Lewis immediately. As she approached, she saw his yellowing teeth appear behind that smile.
‘What brings you here on this bitter morning?’ McIntyre’s hand was cold and hard in Lewis’s palm as he shook her hand. His eyes lingered over her again, a hesitation as much as a survey.
‘Oh, just some work we’ve got to do.’ Lewis let his hand go, happy to be rid of it.
‘Work? They say work is mostly an inconvenient way to eventually buy your freedom, Detective.’ He smiled, too long again, at Lewis. ‘Unless you like your work, that is?’
‘I don’t mind it,’ Lewis said steadily.
‘I imagine most of your work ends up being quite trivial, Father.’ McCoy followed through with what they had discussed in the car. ‘Lots of paperwork, shit like that, right?’
McIntyre frowned, waving his arms around the church as if it were heaven itself. ‘This – this is anything but trivial. The rich man, the poor man, the brave, the meek – all of them come here to find something greater to bind them.’
‘And do they find it?’ Lewis spoke from where she stood in the midst of the pews. ‘Something greater – do they find it, Father?’
McIntyre bowed his head. ‘Absolutely. I mean, don’t you feel it already, just being in here?’
Harper Lewis ran her finger along the top of the pew in front of her, collecting a thin layer of dust. ‘I don’t mind it. There’s something about the tradition of it all. The pomp and ceremony, I guess.’
McIntyre nodded. ‘Yes, well, that is a part of it all, Detective. Humans generally love ceremony. It reminds them that someone has gone before them. And perhaps there will be those that come after them, to carry it on. It links them to the past, to others that might have shared what they now carry.’
‘Nah, I got books and TV shows for that, Father,’ McCoy said. ‘And computers – they can tell me all about what has happened before.’
‘Ah, computers – the great saviour of the modern world.’ McIntyre squinted at McCoy. ‘But sometimes a good man is better than a great machine.’
‘Yes, but the question is – can you find a good man?’
Lewis tried not to grin as she stepped up to the altar, where Conor was finishing arranging the flowers. ‘Do you think your congregation is glad you’re back, Father?’
‘I would like to think so, yes.’
‘And your daughter? Is she happy to be back?’ Lewis had her hands spread wide now across the altar, a gentle but deliberate disrespect.
McIntyre noticed it from where he stood. ‘I would certainly like to think so.’
Lewis got to the point. ‘We’re here to see if there was anything more you might know or have remembered about what happened to Hayley Rose, Father. You see, the way she was murdered, the way someone took the care to mark a cross on her chest – that speaks to someone pretty dedicated to this place, wouldn’t you say?’
‘Well, yes, I would agree,’ McIntyre replied. ‘Like I told you, that Moon boy was the one who stood out for me. Close to her, carved crosses in trees at the camp.’ He stared uneasily at Lewis. ‘I like the boy, but you’ve got to say there’s a bit there that adds up.’
McCoy spoke up now. ‘You said something before about finding something greater – do you think Hayley Rose found that when she was here, Father?’
McIntyre turned slowly to face McCoy, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘Hayley learned a lot from the church and I, Detective. She listened to what we had to say, knew it was important.’
‘Yeah, well, we all think what we say is important, don’t we? What really matters is how many people agree with us.’ McCoy leant against the side door near McIntyre’s office, the wind outside buffeting against it. ‘You see, we think her falling pregnant and then aborting might be a big part of the reason why she was murdered.’
McIntyre considered this, his face tightening. ‘Possibly, but her behaviour leant itself towards that being almost an inevitability, Detective. It’s not like someone from within our church needs to be part of what happened.’
Lewis shook her head, the cross too strong a part of her death to ignore. ‘Perhaps, Father. But let’s stick with the theory for a minute. If she listened to what the church said, if she thought it was important like you say, why would she go and break one of the big rules like she did?’
McIntyre cocked his head to one side, like he was waiting for more information.
‘The abortion she had, Father. That’s a big no-no, isn’t it? Did she consult with you about her decision?’
‘Now, why would she do that?’ McIntyre said sharply. He turned away from Lewis to tend to the flowers again.
‘Oh, you know, leader of the flock, chief consultant on all matters spiritual or moral. Surely you would be the one who she would seek out? Confide in?’
McIntyre bowed his head. ‘That should have been the way, but no, she did not. She chose her path, and I must say, I find it disappointing that she chose to walk it alone.’
‘Except she didn’t walk it alone, did she?’ Lewis’s voice grew stronger. ‘Tate Moon helped her, took her to the doctor, looked after her when it was done. Hayley Rose wasn’t alone.’
McIntyre was silent, his face flushed red. When he finally spoke again, his voice sounded odd, like he was reminiscing. ‘I see. Well, he’s generally a good young man. Takes after his mother.’
‘Glenys Moon?’ Lewis said in surprise. She glanced at McCoy, his face also quizzical. ‘How so?’
‘That woman has worked voluntarily for this church for over thirty years. She has a good heart. Cares when people are upset. Knows how to comfort and make someone feel good again.’ He looked towards the stained glass window at the rear of the church. ‘You could say she was a saviour all of her own.’
‘She’s that important to this place?’ McCoy jumped in, clearly interested.
‘One of the most important. To the church, to its people. She is its moral beating heart, really,’ McIntyre said, his voice quiet and contemplative.
They were missing something here. It was vague, but Lewis saw within the walls of St John’s Anglican the opportunity for another link between the McIntyres and the Moons, even maybe between Ben and Hayley.
McCoy started back again quickly, breaking her train of thought. ‘You ever lose any other of your flock, Father? Anyone else decide to leave, check out – had enough?’
Conor McIntyre nodded in acknowledgement, looking relieved to have the subject changed. ‘I have, yes. Not many over the years, but some, of course. But they had their reasons they believed were… adequate.’
‘When you went up to, ah’ – McCoy rifled through his notes to feign a lack of preparation – ‘Stanthorpe. Had that been on the cards for a while or was it more spur of the moment?’
Something flickered in McIntyre’s eyes. ‘Oh no, that was a normal posting – generally every few years or so.’
‘And coming back here,’ McCoy continued. ‘That was a normal posting, too? Or did you request that one?’
‘I requested it, as a matter of fact.’
‘Any reason in particular?’ McCoy looked at his pad as if reading information.
‘Oh, stability and a familiar place for Brylie as much as for myself, Detective.’ He smiled curtly. ‘And some unfinished business.’
‘And what might that be?’ Lewis recalled something he’d said at Bonnie’s house.
‘Oh, just some things we had started while we were here had gone off track a little – community projects and the like. You see, when I start something, Detective, I like to see that it is finished.’
‘When we were at Bonnie’s a couple of days ago and you were there comforting her,’ Lewis said, ‘she mentioned a big project that you and her were finishing off. Something to do with some land of hers? That one of those community projects?’
‘Oh, that’s nothing, really.’ McIntyre glared at her before pushing off the altar and walking away towards his office door.
‘Well, she didn’t seem to think so, Father.’ Lewis spoke in order to be heard and not ignored. ‘Father?’
McIntyre stood, facing away from them. ‘Bonnie Rose needs to feel involved, Detective. So she’s donating something to the church and the church has accepted it to make her feel useful.’ He turned back slowly to look at Lewis. ‘That’s all that is – keeping her happy.’
Lewis saw McCoy feign cutting his throat.
‘Okay.’ She wasn’t convinced they had all they needed but went with McCoy’s call. ‘If you say so, Father.’
McIntyre nodded silently.
‘Don’t go away anywhere, Father. We may still need to come visit again… if you don’t mind.’ McCoy poked one more time and held out his hand, but Lewis was already walking down the aisle in front of him.
The cold, biting Lagunes Bay air welcomed them as they strode back to the car.
‘Your call, Lewis. What do you want to do with all of that?’
‘Dig, McCoy.’ She felt her pulse thumping in her neck. ‘We fucking dig and find out what this guy is up to. We wanted certainty when we came here today – I’m not sure we got that, but there is absolutely something with that man that we need to uncover. I’ll poke a little around his interest in Glenys, and Wilson can check up on whatever Bonnie’s project is. Give both of those things some oxygen.’

That evening, Luther sat with his back against the low wall of St John’s church and turned the fob watch over in his hands. He clicked the latch open and clacked it shut rhythmically, as he watched the soft light through the window where Brylie would be getting ready for bed. The steel case was as cold and hard as it had been that day up at Signal Peak, glinting sharply off the streetlight that flickered above him. Luther’s hands had grown since then, the casing now completely enveloped when he closed his hand around it, but he still felt its promise, comforting and familiar, like he had that long night after everything happened.
Sometimes when the sun would catch it, he’d see Tate. Beautiful. Revered. Trapped. He’d see how Tate didn’t know what happened up there, couldn’t stand to know; had never asked. And then it’d glint a bit differently and capture Brylie looking at Tate, smiling.
Luther Hillman needed something to hold on to. He needed Tate; wanted Brylie. And he knew what he might do if he had to choose between them. But sometimes, if the light was just right and he’d had a few drinks, the watch casing would go clear and bright and let Luther see a Hillman become a Moon.
He wondered, now that Brylie was back, whether she might tell Tate. Ruin everything. Luther buried the watch deep in his big hands and pushed away the feeling of what he might have to do if she did that.
Click, her eyes. Clack, her past.
Click, the gun. Clack, the rock.
Click, Tate. Clack, Ben.
Click, Brylie. Clack, Hayley.






32
Then
‘Hey mum.’ Ben Moon had his usual energy as he sat and had his Burger Rings and glass of cordial after school. Albert walked past and ruffled his hair playfully as he put his empty teacup in the sink.
‘Hey bub. How was school today?’ Glenys hadn’t turned from where she was peeling the carrots and potatoes that she’d make into dinner for them all later on.
‘Good mum. We had a special guest!’
‘Wow, a special guest?!’ Glenys exaggerated her interest, although it was rare for St John’s Primary to have someone come in and speak. She kept peeling as Ben wound up.
‘Yeah – it was Kendall’s mummy.’
‘Rachel? Well, what was she doing speaking to you all?’ Her interest piqued again as she wondered what he might say.
‘She’s having another baby!’
‘Oh, that’s wonderful darling! What did she say about it?’
‘Well, it was more about being pregnant and what it feels like. You know, to have a baby inside your tummy.’
Glenys put the peeler down and steadied herself with her hands on the edge of the bench, feeling her abdomen gripping and heaving. Albert glanced up from where he had settled back into his usual chair and swallowed hard, as if to push a lot of things way down again, back to where they belonged.
‘She said it was the best thing ever, having a baby in your tummy.’ Glenys could feel Ben watching her closely, wishing she would turn and look at him as he asked his next question. ‘Was it for you, mummy? Was it beautiful to have a baby in your tummy?’
Glenys Moon bit the inside of her lip so hard she could taste the steely warm blood. She kept her eyes closed and took a deep breath. She fought off the memory of the damp smell and hard floor. Of the harsh pushing and the pain in her knees.
In the future, of all the memories she might choose to lose first, that would be it.
Albert spoke first. ‘Time to wash your plate, mate.’ He hadn’t taken his eyes from the paper he held in front of him. More of a shield than an interest.
‘But, Pa, I just want to…’
‘Wash your plate, mate!’ His voice didn’t raise in volume but the tone it took asked for no retort.
As Ben walked away to his room, he had no idea of the happiness his being in Glenys Moon’s womb had brought to her. That would be one of the last things she wanted to forget.
As Ben closed his bedroom door, Albert pulled the plug out of the sink and patted his daughter on the back. She flinched, reached her hand behind and swatted his away.
And if she’d put the plug back in, her tears that flowed might have filled it all over again.
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Then
‘Where’s Tate?’ Luther heard the edge of hope in his voice and chastised himself for it. Brylie was sitting cross-legged on a patch of grass next to the football oval. School had just finished for the year and they were both looking forward to the summer. For Luther, it might just be the season he had waited for all year, especially as Tate had been away for a week the month before, and everybody had been talking about how Hayley had been away at the same time. He knew Brylie would have heard it. He looked across at her now, long and lean in the sunshine, apparently absorbed equally in the sun beating down on her and the book she held in her hands.
‘Dunno.’ Her eyes didn’t deviate from the book.
Luther walked over and stood next to her, looking around the campgrounds adjacent to the oval that was about to be home for them all again soon. He heard the stillness around them and knew things were coming his way. In a life spent rueing every aspect of his timing being wrong, from his own conception to the rancid milk he’d sloshed on his cereal that morning, this might just be the turning point. The coast was officially clear.
‘You know where I reckon he is?’ He sat down next to Brylie and watched the gentle breeze waft through the blond hairs on her arms. She didn’t flinch as he picked up some pieces of gravel and started throwing them gently at the book she was holding. ‘I reckon he’s gone off with Hayley again.’
The gravel scuffed onto the dirt track a few metres in front of them. Brylie folded the corner of the page she was on, and Luther watched her long eyelashes blink as she stared at the big white marquee that had been erected in readiness for the camp.
‘Maybe,’ she said, putting the book on the grass next to her, still looking away from him.
‘What do you think of her?’ Luther said ‘her’ but they both knew he meant ‘them’.
‘Don’t really know her.’ Brylie kept watching that same spot on the grass, bringing her knees to her chest.
‘Why do you think Tatey likes her?’
‘Maybe he feels sorry for her.’
While that might have been true, Luther knew it wasn’t the reason. And he knew that Brylie knew it, too. He waited for the gentle gust of wind to pass before he spoke again.
‘Bry, do you ever think about us?’ Luther baulked momentarily. ‘I mean, like, all of us. You, me and Tate.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know, we all… we’ve all been mates for so long. But I kinda feel things that make it hard sometimes.’
‘You mean about Ben?’ His name rolled out from Brylie’s lips, across the campgrounds more easily than it should have, after the last twelve months of avoiding it almost completely.
Luther instinctively looked over towards where Tate’s tent would sit. ‘Nah.’ Not even that was going to derail where he wanted to go. ‘I mean, about us.’
His heart rate climbed as he waited for what came next. He moved himself closer to her, so that his foot sat next to her knee and he could feel her hot skin against his ankle.
‘What about us?’ Brylie spoke like she didn’t want to be heard.
Luther huffed nervously. ‘Well, if Tate is gonna ditch us, it’s only the two of us left, you know.’
She dropped her head between her knees and he longed to gently push her hair behind her ear, to feel any part of her that he might be allowed to, to see what her eyes might tell him. After all, he had only put into words what he knew she had seen for the past few months.
‘Brylie…’ He took her hand away from her face, but she was still looking away from him. The urge to say it was as bad as ever, but he fought it. Fought to stay in that cage – the one that kept him safe from being hurt from the inside.
‘It’s fuckin’ hot. Wanna go for a swim?’

Tate Moon and Hayley Rose both sat with their legs out, hands planted in the sand behind them to help sit them up straight. The day was perfect: a gentle rolling swell, clear skies and just enough of a breeze to keep them from sweating in the sun.
And for now, just the two of them on the beach.
The year that had passed had seen some big things happen. Some big things change, and some stay the same. Hayley had edged her way in towards Tate, and Tate knew he felt different for it: lighter, cleaner. He wasn’t sure he felt better, though, when he saw Brylie on her own. Or with Luther. Felt his stomach churn and his heart beat closer to his skin.
And when he was at home, he’d see the pictures of Ben on the mantel, on the bench. See his mum weep and Pa Albert try and comfort her. See her push him away and her eyes go wild like he was hurting her by getting closer. Tate would lie in his bed some nights and be flooded with memories of the service they’d held for Ben in October, when they had accepted he wasn’t ever coming back.
It had been stinking hot and awkward, and it had the kind of wrenching sadness that squeezed your heart and your gut and made everyone there feel like they’d done something wrong by daring to smile the day before. Tate had sat with Glenys and Terry in the front pew, away from everyone. Luther had sat with Brylie, and Tate pictured him holding her hand tight as they watched the Moons sink from despair to destruction and beyond. Tate remembered Albert sitting on his other side, his hairy forearm next to Tate’s, dark on the skin with sun and grease and the keratoses that told of his hunger for being outside. It reminded Tate of when he used to feel warm and wanted, like when he would sit alongside Albert in the Valiant Rambler, the backs of their legs hot and sticking to the parched vinyl seats, the heady mix of sheep wool, tobacco and Anticol winding its way deep into their noses and hearts. And Tate remembered thinking that he wished Hayley had been there at the church that day, to help him wipe everything clean and start all over again.
‘You staying down here for the day?’ Hayley’s soft, sweet voice dragged him back to the beach as she pushed her knee gently into Tate’s thigh.
‘Dunno. Are you?’ Tate heard his voice croak with the mucus that gathered whenever he thought about Ben. ‘You up to it, after…?’ He didn’t know whether it was the right thing to use that word yet. Didn’t know whether it ever would be.
‘Yeah, I’m fine. I told you, I feel normal.’ She pulled her bikini top up and adjusted herself. Tate was mesmerised.
Tate thought of Brylie and Luther, and knew they’d have their own plans. ‘Thought we could walk down to the wharf, grab come chips from Cobb’s. Find somewhere nice and cool to hang out when it gets really hot this arvo.’ He threw some sand on her stomach.
‘Sounds good to me.’ Her voice floated gently across, like the clouds that drifted low enough to make you feel like you might be able to reach up and touch them.
Tate heard her pause then, heard a silence gather around him, like the breeze didn’t want to interrupt what was coming.
‘I know what happened recently, it…’ Tate saw her eyes glassy and soft as she started trying to say something he didn’t need her to. ‘I mean, I know people would have always talked about me, Tate. About stuff I used to do. And all this, I bet it just makes you think I’m a shit person all over again.’
‘It doesn’t, not really,’ he said uncomfortably. But he had had to try hard to convince himself. Had to trust what he felt and be able to avoid shining a light too far into corners that were better off dark.
She looked hard at him. ‘Not really, or not at all?’
‘Hayley, we’ve all got a past, you know?’ Tate kept his gaze on the waves. ‘I know who you are. Shit, we’ve all got a past. I just want to see you as you.’
She reached her left arm over and squeezed his knee. Her palm was all sweaty and he could see the tears running freely down her cheeks, saw that she didn’t try and wipe them away. Tate Moon knew what was happening, could feel the momentum and the urgency, and he liked it. Liked the fact they might both be able to take each other as they find them, without the baggage of what had gone before.
Hearing the scuffling of feet and laughter coming though the undergrowth that led from the oval to the beach, he turned and saw Luther and Brylie stop sharply when they realised who was in front of them.
‘Hey, Tatey!’ Luther spoke louder than he needed to.
Tate saw the gleam in his eye and knew Luther would approve of what he was seeing. Brylie stood motionless. Tate gritted his teeth and sat still beside Hayley, wishing the whole situation away all of a sudden. This was exactly what he was trying to get away from. He felt Hayley’s knee still resting against his thigh.
‘Hey, guys,’ he said, standing now, his voice shallow and limp. Hayley remained sitting, facing the water.
‘You and Hayley been doin’ the little boogie woogie down here, all on your own?’ Luther smiled broadly and pushed Tate in the shoulder playfully.
‘Nah, mate. Just talkin’ shit.’ Tate looked at Brylie who waved, but her arm seemed as though it was too heavy for her. Her mouth didn’t move.
‘Oh, yeah. Whatever ya reckon, Tatey boy. I know you.’
Tate saw Brylie shrink just a little.
‘Well, we’re goin’ for a swim. You want to come with us?’ Luther played it straight.
Tate knew whichever way he answered, would say a lot – to all of them.
‘Nah, think we might just stay here.’ He didn’t dare look over in Brylie’s direction. ‘Just talking about a few things, you know. School and shit this year. Camp coming up.’
Luther nodded knowingly. ‘Yeah, righto. All good. Fuckin’ camp, eh?!’ He was animated, turning back towards Brylie who still hadn’t moved. ‘You comin’, Bry? Only gettin’ hotter here.’
Brylie nodded. ‘Yeah, let’s go.’ She walked around Tate and Hayley in a wide arc, and put her arm around Luther’s shoulders.
And as Tate watched them go, he felt like he did sometimes when he would sit up high and watch the water move in the spring, when the creeks and rivers were swollen and surging. How there were currents and eddies just under the surface; ripples in swirling patterns that signified large movements you couldn’t see. Kind of like feelings under skin, or things you wanted to say to someone but couldn’t – things that swirled under the surface between your heart, your stomach and your throat. And before they could flow through you and get out, they would subside and get absorbed somewhere deep, where you wouldn’t find them for a long time.
Or maybe ever.
Tate watched Luther push Brylie gently as they ran into the water, heard her squeal.
‘Let’s head back to the campgrounds,’ Hayley said, standing a step away from Tate. ‘I left my bag near where my tent goes. I’ll grab that and we’ll go and do something, hey?’
Tate nodded, but didn’t close the gap between them as they walked.

Tate felt himself sweating more than usual as he sat on a tree stump, flustered by what had just happened at the beach. He swished around the chocolate milk Hayley Rose had offered him from her bag. She remained sitting cross-legged on the grass in front of him in the shade of the big marquee. He felt her dark eyes saturating him as she leant forwards and picked at the grass.
‘Where’s Penny? She coming to camp this year?’ Tate tried to drag the talk away from his friends.
‘Yeah. Think she said she was heading down to the beach too.’ Hayley jerked her chin in the direction of the water. ‘I’d rather stay away from all of them, to be honest.’ She smiled suggestively and lay on her back, stretching her arms over her head. Tate saw her skirt ride up and looked away, towards the oval where some kids were playing a game of park cricket.
‘Yeah, me too – just a hassle sometimes, hey?’ He watched her smile and didn’t want her to stop. ‘How come you came down here, to the camp last year?’
Tate had spent some time with Hayley in classes and on excursions throughout the year, and had been around her more in the last few months than he had with anyone else. He’d made sure he was sitting at a desk where he knew she’d see him, and she would wait at the corner on the days Brylie had netball training straight after school. They’d talked, they’d sat close, they’d made sure it all felt right. But, for a few reasons, neither of them had asked about what brought them to the church camp.
‘’Cause I live with my grandma in a shithole on Lagoon Road, and she’s part of the church… thing.’ Hayley turned over her hands to look at her nails, and started to bite one. ‘She’s the stupid secretary or treasurer or something. I don’t know, she’s always with Brylie’s arsehole dad.’
Tate flinched.
‘What do you want to do?’ Hayley changed the subject, moving her forearms over her eyes now.
Tate saw her perfect limbs, splayed and stretched, and he imagined everything they joined on to, like a machine or a God had just invented perfection, or close to it. He forced himself to look away and think of something else – anything other than what could happen here. There was almost nothing in the world he wanted more in that moment.
Almost.
‘We could head over to the main street. Get an ice cream and hang out somewhere cooler. The cafe at the wharf has air con if you’re really struggling. What do you reckon?’
She laughed and sat up. ‘Yeah, okay.’ She put on a loose singlet from her bag and tilted her head sideways slightly, analysing him. ‘You can look now.’ Tate smiled to himself and felt a new feeling in his chest and torso, like they were being stretched from the inside to let more of something in, and he liked it.
‘I left my bag near the change rooms, I’ll just go and grab it,’ he said. ‘Meet you at the gate?’
‘It’s okay, I’ll walk with you.’ He felt her brush past him as he bent to tie up his lace, and the feeling inside grew ever larger. Tate could do nothing but watch her jet-black hair dance as her perfume caught up to him.
‘You coming?’ She turned and had her hands out in question.
Tate nodded and walked towards her, again keeping a distance between them to bring everything in him back down to a pace he could control. They headed to the pseudo bustling busyness of the main street. And, under the leafy greenness of the Port Jackson figs and the gentle slap and creak of the lolling trawlers along the Merrimack River, Tate felt like he was opening a door to a parallel universe. A place where perhaps the spectre of Ben would not be lurking; clamouring to be present in every conversation.
In every physical touch.
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Now
The rubbery ting of the bouncing football gave a heartbeat to the conversation between Tate and Luther, as they walked home from training.
‘Fuckin’ cold bullshit – and it’s hardly even winter yet!’ Luther coughed as he spoke, Tate seeing the condensation puffing out into the darkness beyond them. ‘How are you goin’ Tatey? I mean, with everything that’s been going on around here?’
He kept the ball bouncing as he considered how much he needed Luther to know, in order to start to help him concrete his own suspicions. With Brylie back and the discovery of Hayley’s body, he’d been ruminating on a lot of things that he hadn’t had to think about for a few years, but the combination of the two was starting to draw a few things together for him.
‘Not crazy about stuff that’s happened the last week or two, mate, that’s for sure.’ They both stepped onto the soft grass as they turned down Lagoon Road, the boarding on their right showing every block in the Paradise Fields Estate had been sold. ‘And Mum is getting worse all the time.’
‘Yeah, I’m hearing ya.’ Tate watched as Luther blew out through pursed lips after he spoke, the condensation billowing again. ‘Cops have been asking about a bit of stuff this week, haven’t they? Even asked me about the fucking Ben thing the other day. You gettin’ hassled as well?’
‘Yeah. What the hell is with that? I had the cops talking to me about that shit when I ducked home yesterday for lunch.’
Luther looked at him from under the hood of his rain jacket. ‘Yeah?’
‘Asking me about some bloody watch they reckon Mum said I had. The watch they all say Ben took with him that day up to Signal Peak. I remember Mum said something about it at the time – about him taking it up there when he shouldn’t have – but they reckon she told them that she’d seen it in my footy bag this week. No idea why they’re asking about that shit.’
Luther didn’t miss a step. ‘Who knows, mate. Your mum gets shit mixed up all the time these days, you know?’ The wind gusted again. ‘Can’t see it being that big of a deal. I mean, what is so important about a bloody watch?’
‘It was a gift from Pa,’ Tate said. ‘Like, really important and expensive. And Mum reckons Ben wouldn’t have run off with it. Reckons he promised her that he’d leave it in his bag, but it wasn’t there when they checked. And no one’s seen it since… except my mum, apparently.’ Tate added, knowing how unreliable her statement was.
Luther shrugged. ‘Tatey, what do ya reckon of Brylie being back? I mean really think of it?’
Tate heard him move things on, as well as the searching intent in his question. He wasn’t surprised Luther wanted to know more about what Tate felt. ‘It’s good, I s’pose,’ he said, continuing to bounce the ball. ‘She was the most important part of… us.’
Luther nodded and pulled his beanie down over his forehead against the freezing westerly they were walking into. ‘Yeah. We’ve never really been the same since, have we?’
Tate took a deep breath and held the footy across his chest. The light slap and squeeze of their sneakers across a driveway was all that sounded for a bit. He wondered if being the same as they used to be would have been a good thing anyway.
‘Nah, mate. And back then—’ Tate paused and considered whether he wanted to bring it up. ‘Me spending time with Hayley didn’t help. I know you guys thought it was shit form, but I… she had lots going on. Just before that second camp – the one before she went missing…’ Tate looked across and wondered one last time if it was worth saying. ‘She had an abortion.’
Luther stopped. ‘No fuckin’ way, man.’ They were now across the highway and in the relative darkness of the western side of town. ‘You said you didn’t—’
‘No, shit no – it wasn’t bloody me, mate. Christ.’ Although Tate knew that would be anybody’s first reaction. ‘She never told me who it was, but she did say… she was raped.’
Luther Hillman looked lost for words. ‘Shit, man. Why didn’t you come and ask for some help. I woulda – we woulda helped you guys. Bry and me. Ya shoulda asked.’ Luther put his big arm on Tate’s shoulder.
‘Yeah, but she didn’t want anyone else to know. We went to this shitty little joint in Fitzroy, had it done then stayed in Murnane for a week after.’ And there were other reasons Tate never was keen for Brylie to know. He knew what conclusion she would have come to.
Luther was nodding, and Tate knew he was remembering the week where his mate had gone off the radar, probably figuring that Hayley and Tate had arranged a rendezvous of a different kind. Tate recalled clearly that Brylie had avoided any mention of it and Luther had clearly struggled to hide his celebration. But something had formed for Tate, as he’d lain in bed the night before, that he needed Luther’s opinion on.
‘Lu, remember at the camp back then how a few kids had come to me with stories about Conor?’
Luther nodded slowly. ‘Yeah… but there was never anything in that, was there?’
‘And now they’ve found Hayley’s body, with all that shit done to it.’
Luther looked directly at Tate as they continued walking.
‘Brylie and her old man went off only a few months after that,’ Tate said.
Luther looked unsure at what he was getting at. ‘Yeah, so?’
‘Brylie said the other day he was asked to come up and run a new church in Queensland or something.’
‘Yeah?’ Tate could tell Luther wasn’t following.
‘But if that was gonna happen, why wouldn’t you announce it? Say goodbye and all that? Why go off in such a rush?’ Tate felt the same hurt all over again at Brylie’s sudden departure, so close to when they had nearly made things happen. How what he and Brylie had together had felt so right, so easy after Hayley had disappeared a few months before. He saw Luther beginning to see the connection. ‘And then the cross in Hayley’s chest. I mean, who would do that?’
‘What, you’re saying that Conor might have been the one who did all of that?’ Luther said. ‘That’s a big call, mate.’
‘I know, I know. It’s just that he definitely treated her different at the camp, you know? Asked her to come back late and do heaps of jobs and things. She definitely thought he was a creep, said some things about him that made me feel weird.’ Tate shrugged. ‘And then she goes missing and he pisses off pretty soon after.’
‘I can see how that might make sense, but…’ Luther stared at Tate.
‘But what, mate? C’mon, it’s gotta be related, doesn’t it? I mean, the bloody cross on her chest—’ He stopped as he said it, knowing what Luther would think. ‘Who the fuck else would do that?’
‘Well, you were with her, Tatey.’ Luther looked at the ground for a second. ‘And we all know you used to carve those crosses on the trees, mate.’
Tate felt his nostrils flare and his fists clench. He stepped towards Luther.
‘I just mean, you could make a story that fits a few people around here. Doesn’t mean it’s always gonna be right, that’s all.’ Luther furrowed his brow. ‘If all of that happened like you’re saying, why the hell wouldn’t Hayley tell you it was him? Doesn’t make sense.’
Her selfless act of omission started to dawn on Tate. When he had first thought of this, he figured Hayley would have guessed no one would believe her, and it hurt to think she might have included Tate in that group. Now he considered another reason, and if he thought he’d felt low before, then this was a whole new level.
Tate shook his head. ‘Maybe Hayley didn’t want me to know because we’re best mates with Brylie.’
‘But she went back to the camp that second year, even after all of that? Why would she do that if it was Conor?’
Tate had figured he had been the reason she went back. Now, he couldn’t believe that he could be that stupid – and that she could be that brave.
‘I know. She was tough, mate.’ He knew tough wasn’t the right word – she deserved better than that.
‘Alright, let’s go and fuckin’ hassle the prick. Make him admit it.’ Luther started to gather steam.
‘I dunno, mate. We should probably go to the cops, right? Let them investigate. Sort it out, you know? That would be the right thing to do here, but—’
Luther grabbed Tate’s jumper hard and shook him. ‘Tatey – fuck that. Back then when you said this stuff, you had us leave it alone. I didn’t bloody like it, but I went along with you. But if you’re right, he coulda fuckin’ been doin’ this stuff to Brylie. For fuckin’ years now!’
‘Lu, Brylie would have said something, I’m sure.’ But Tate wasn’t sure at all anymore. He thought of those wretched hours last night after these thoughts had come to him while he’d lain in bed, eyes closed, trying to push the images of what Conor might have been doing to Brylie far enough away to not remember, or at least not care. But even saying it out loud now didn’t help his lack of conviction.
‘We’ve gotta do something, Tatey.’
‘Not yet, mate. Just let me think about it, okay?’
‘Fuck that. Time’s over for thinkin’. You’ve had years to do that. If you’re right then Conor is gonna pay, mate. Gonna pay big time.’
‘And where’s that gonna get us, Lu? Hey? Where the fuck is that gonna get us?’ Tate threw his football away on the grass. ‘You do something stupid to Conor – we lose her.’
‘So what? You’re just gonna sit at home and fuckin’ think about how he might have killed your girlfriend after he might have raped her? Just fuckin’ sit and think and try and make it alright by doin’ fuck-all?’ Luther paced, his words hard and fast and sharp.
‘I’m not saying I’m gonna do nothing – just that we need to work out the best way to see if what I’m thinking is right.’ Tate looked at Luther, his annoyance with his response sitting against his pity for him. ‘Not everything goes away by smashing it to pieces, Lu. You want to lose Brylie, you go ahead and be a dickhead. See where it gets ya.’
Luther came storming up to him, right up into his grill. Tate could smell him, taste his fury.
‘Maybe smashing things to pieces isn’t always the best way,’ Luther spat, ‘but some of us only have one option. We don’t all get to be the golden child.’ He panted, the white clouds billowing thick all around him now as he heaved. ‘And, you know what? You don’t get a choice in what happens to her anymore. You already fuckin’ lost her when you chose Hayley. And you fuckin’ know it.’
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Now
Harper Lewis sat on her soft leather couch and sighed. The sav blanc she sipped at was tangy; too sharp. It was cheap, like most of the things she’d decorated her rental house with. The photo of her father, Roger, sat on the edge of the coffee table in an effort to remind herself of the type of person she was, and needed to still be. But being someone he would be proud of was hard work; it required every ounce of effort and integrity every minute of every day. And she wanted to be that, make no mistake, needed to be that for herself. But it was tiring, and living small and light when you come from some kind of money – that took effort, too.
The case notes sat on the couch next to her, the photos of Hayley – alive and dead – in front of her on the table. Lewis found herself picturing Hayley Rose playing in the front yard of Bonnie’s place – not as an unruly, rebellious teenager trying to find her place outside the world she was stuck in, but as a child playing in the grass or on a bike in the sunshine when the world had still maybe held some hope; a dream that made her feel good. Lewis hoped that Hayley still felt that, as she chased whatever it was that she had been chasing in the months before she went missing. She looked at pictures of Luther, of Brylie, of Tate. And in between, she glanced at the photo of Roger, as if to check in that her instincts were still reliable. That her will to be the one to try and sort out these kind of situations was still there. Her thigh might remind her often enough of the shootout at the lighthouse the year before, but she knew it was somewhere up in her grey matter that really housed the weight she wasn’t sure she still had the inclination to carry.
Her contemplation was interrupted by the buzzing of her phone. She grabbed it, knocking over the glass of wine.
‘Fuck!’ she exclaimed as she swiped to answer.
‘Hello to you too!’ Constable Matt Wilson laughed.
‘Shit, sorry, Wilson. Just upended my glass.’ She wiped away what she could with her hand. ‘You need me?’
‘Yeah, I just had a call from the barman at The Stump. Said there’s a blue starting up, asked if we could come over and sort it out.’
Lewis sighed. ‘Yeah, okay. You call McCoy?’
‘Yeah, he’s already heading over.’
‘Thanks, Wilson.’ She looked at the mess on the couch. ‘Thanks a lot.’

Lewis arrived to find McCoy stepping out of his car. She held on to the doorframe for a second, letting the stiffness in her aching thigh adjust after she’d rested for too long on the couch that evening.
She could hear a ruckus inside the front door of The Stump, one of the four pubs around the centre of the town, and saw a few patrons smoking and laughing with each other out on the footpath, apparently unperturbed by what was happening inside. She hadn’t been called to break up a bar fight in a year or more, but in Lagunes Bay you were a jack of all trades, apparently. She checked her belt for what she might need and walked over to McCoy.
‘What’s the story, Sarge?’ Lewis noticed that he looked as displeased as she was at being called down.
‘Wilson said he got a call from Damo at the bar a few minutes ago. Sounds like some arseholes are stirring up trouble.’
Lewis pulled the front door open and held her arm out. ‘Shit before the shovel.’
McCoy pushed through the ring of bystanders who were noisily cheering on a heaving lump of bodies on the floor of the bar. Lewis followed him, pushing a couple of the younger patrons aside who seemed more in the mood for loving than fighting. The detectives made their way towards the main bout, separating and moving bodies as they went. McCoy reached the group grappling on the floor and stepped forward quickly to take control. Luther Hillman was the first person he grabbed.
‘Hillman! Stand back over there, you fuckwit.’ McCoy grabbed him by his t-shirt which tore across the chest as he pushed him towards Lewis.
Luther stumbled into her. ‘Fuckin’ copper!’
She put an arm in front of him and felt his strength as he surged to get back into the fray. McCoy pushed two of the others who remained on the ground to the side, and as the last remaining man slowly pushed himself up from the floor, slippery with beer and blood, Lewis gasped.
‘Bloody hell! Father McIntyre, what the hell are you doing?’ McCoy exclaimed.
McIntyre rose and straightened his jacket and shirt, which were both torn. Blood dripped from a cut on his left cheek and his glasses sat crooked and bent across his face.
Lewis turned to Luther, pointing to the stool nearest to them. ‘Sit down there and bloody wait.’
McCoy corralled McIntyre towards a stool at the other end of the bar and turned to the onlookers. ‘Righto, you lot – show’s over. Move into the side bar while we sort these dickheads out, will you, please?’ McCoy showed his usual mix of rancour and efficiency.
McIntyre remained standing. ‘A man’s entitled to have a drink in peace, isn’t he?’ He glared past McCoy to where Luther sat grinning.
‘Sit the fuck down, Father. And tell us what the hell is going on here.’
McIntyre reluctantly took the seat. ‘Ask the lunatic down the end there,’ he sneered.
Luther put his hands out in surrender, a genuine look of grievance on his face. ‘What – this pedo comes in and starts at me and good old fuckin’ Hillman is to blame, right?’ He shook his head and wiped his face roughly with the back of his sleeve. Lewis noted the red knuckles and streaks of blood on his thigh.
She went to stand beside him. ‘It looks that way, doesn’t it? If that wasn’t what happened, you’d better fill us in. And you’d better be right, because we’re gonna ask everyone else who was here.’
Luther shook his head again. ‘What’s the fuckin’ point?’
‘Point is you’ve got your chance, Hillman,’ McCoy said. ‘I suggest you take it.’
Luther took a breath and glowered at McIntyre with a level of disdain Lewis hadn’t seen before. She almost felt pity for him.
‘I was havin’ a few beers with me mates right here, all of us just enjoyin’ a few laughs after training.’ Lewis looked at the bartender who nodded to corroborate. ‘Then I see this fuckin’ ripe plum comin’ over towards us. I tell him to fuck off and he orders a beer and stands beside me, knockin’ me elbow.’
McIntyre remained seated, avoiding eye contact and wiping the blood from his face.
‘So I stood up and asked him if he wanted to say somethin’, and he didn’t do anything. I ask him again and he says people like me shouldn’t be allowed in a place like this.’ Luther stopped. ‘And I asked him why not – he worships God and I worship beer.’
Lewis saw McCoy try hard not to grin.
‘Then he asks how Tate’s goin’. Real smart-arse. Says he hopes you guys catch him for killin’ Hayley. That she never deserved anything like that and he hopes you’re smart enough to see that he did it.’
‘So then you…?’ McCoy prompted.
‘Took a swing at the cunt, and it all went from there.’
McIntyre looked incredulously at the detectives. ‘So are you going to charge him? He just admitted to assault!’
‘Under provocation, wouldn’t you say?’ McCoy said to Lewis.
‘Ah, I see. This is what we do now, isn’t it? We deride the righteous and the content, and we laud the desperate. The underdog.’ McIntyre shook his head. ‘I’ll have you know this’ – he regarded Luther as if he were shit on his shoe – ‘troublemaker has been doing this for years now, just like his deadbeat father.’ McIntyre pointed to Luther.. ‘At least it looks like this one pays bar prices to ruin his life.’
Luther went to push past Lewis to get at him, but she held him back.
‘Listen, Father, you might think about getting on home,’ McCoy said. ‘Looks like you could do with a clean-up. And the crowd here, they’re not really your style, wouldn’t you think?’
‘I’ll be glad to go.’ McIntyre stood and leant in closer than Lewis thought smart as he walked past Luther, who looked delighted that things might start up again. ‘You’re just the same scared little piece of shit loser you were years ago,’ McIntyre said to him. ‘Stay away from my daughter – that goes for the Moon boy, too. It took me three years to wash the stains out of her soul.’
The priest walked out the front door and both detectives looked at Luther.
‘You need to be careful, you hear me?’ McCoy pointed at him.
Luther put his hands out in a mixture of surrender and exasperation. ‘What can I do when some prick just walks up and abuses me?’
‘Hillman, I’m not that bloke’s biggest fan, but this wasn’t a one-horse race, you know what I’m saying?’ McCoy turned to the barman, who was busy pouring drinks again. ‘That bloke come in here often?’
The young barman pushed his lower lip out. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen him, to be honest.’
McCoy turned back to Luther. ‘Conor – he’s not keen for Brylie to spark up again with you and Tate?’
Luther shook his head. ‘Doesn’t feel like it, does it?’
‘Why would that be?’ Lewis thought this might be another thread worth tugging on. Luther glanced over at her and she saw a softness, a resignation she didn’t expect him to be wearing.
‘Reckons I’m no good for her.’ He chortled. ‘He’s probably right.’
‘What about Tate?’ Lewis kept pulling.
‘Tate? Ha… he’ll be alright. He always is.’
‘Yeah,’ McCoy said. ‘How about you stay away from Conor at least, Hillman?’ It wasn’t a request. He turned and squinted at something coming towards him from the other side of the bar.
‘Mr Macready.’ McCoy nodded a greeting as the man walked past on his way to the toilets.
Albert Macready held up his half-empty glass of red, his cheeks flushed with colour and a broad smile on his face. ‘The blood of Christ.’

A few minutes later out in the Antarctic southerly, McCoy pulled his collar high as he leant on the door of Lewis’s car. ‘What the hell did you make of all that?’
Lewis pursed her lips. ‘Apart from the obvious? I gotta say I was surprised McIntyre said something compassionate about Hayley Rose.’
McCoy nodded. ‘Yeah, I didn’t think he had a lot of positive things to say about anyone else, even his own daughter.’ He peered down the street as more patrons began to find their way out of The Stump. ‘Odd that he was there in the first place by the sounds.’
Lewis raised her eyebrows. ‘Odd or convenient?’
McCoy shrugged and went to move away, tapping her roof lightly.
‘You know, if he was so keen on keeping his daughter away from those two boys – why come back at all?’ Lewis mused thoughtfully.
‘A calling?’ Dean McCoy narrowed his eyes at the pub in thought. ‘For a bloke like him, there’s always a reason. That land thing with Bonnie – I’ve had my finance guys look at it and they’ve passed it onto the forensic finance team. Said there is something not quite right about the way the deal has been set up. Says the land has been signed over to the church and all, but the back end looks weird. Gotta be worth going deeper into.’
Lewis nodded knowingly. ‘The good Father has layers, McCoy.’
‘Yeah. Let’s sleep on that.’
Lewis was about to start her engine when McCoy’s phone went off.
‘This better not be another call-out, Wilson. You’re on speaker, mate. Lewis is here. What’s up?’
‘A bit, Sarge. You get things sorted at The Stump?’
McCoy grunted. ‘Yeah.’
‘Listen, I wasn’t going to call you, I was just going to tell you tomorrow. But the more I thought about it, the more weird it seems.’
‘What is it, Wilson? You figure out how to use the dishwasher?’
He laughed. ‘No, Sarge. It’s Ben Moon.’ McCoy and Lewis looked at each other. ‘I was going through the reports from when he went missing.’
‘And?’ McCoy urged.
‘And they had his medical record pulled up, blood type, all that sort of thing. Had the same for his family in case the medicos needed it.’ They could hear Wilson shuffling some papers around. ‘The thing is, Ben was a type O positive and his mum was A positive, same as his dad.’
Lewis closed her eyes, trying to remember the chart they used occasionally for matches. But it was late and she had nothing left.
McCoy shook his head. ‘Tell me again how this works – is that possible?’
‘Yeah, yeah, a kid can be an O when both parents are an A, for sure.’
‘Okay, Wilson, you got me. If that’s the case, why the hell are you ringing me for the second time on a Thursday night when I should have a beer in my hand?’
‘Because Tate is a B positive. He’s not the child of Glenys and Terry Moon.’ They heard Wilson sitting back in his chair with a triumphant creak. ‘Or at least one of them is not his parent.’
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Now
‘Bit of a doozy, last night, eh?’ McCoy placed a coffee on Lewis’s desk.
‘Yeah, it was fun.’ Lewis had got home and tried to sleep, but the fight, the viciousness of Luther’s stare at McIntyre, and the call from Wilson about Tate not being the child of Glenys and Terry, had her up for hours. She’d drawn lines between some of them, tried to keep her eyes on the Hayley case as the prerogative, but there were so many angles, so many threads, that she wasn’t sure she was any closer than a week ago to figuring it all out.
‘Wilson coming in?’ McCoy asked, his eyes scanning his screen, intent on whatever it was he was reading.
‘He’s looking into the movements of the McIntyres over the last twenty years, and whether what Conor reported is all kosher.’
‘Well, I want to know what got the padre down to the pub. Was he looking for someone? Did he know Luther was going to be there?’ McCoy sounded like he was just getting started. Lewis figured he’d have similar questions to what she did, and she wondered if he felt any further down the line with his answers.
‘There was more to that venom in both of them than just a chance disagreement.’ McCoy’s radar was humming. ‘And that quip McIntyre made about Hayley Rose – maybe he was closer to her than we realised. But if that’s the case, surely she would have come to him with everything that had happened to her.’
Lewis felt something starting to form; knew McCoy felt it, too.
‘Hillman did call McIntyre a pedo,’ she started. ‘But it could just be a general insult?’
McCoy tilted his head to either side, weighing it up. ‘Father of his best friend… seems a pretty big call. I mean, they obviously aren’t good chums.’ He shook his head. ‘I dunno, Lewis. There’s certainly been no other reports that we’ve come across. And besides, what about what Conor said about Tate – that he hopes we nail him for it? Maybe he knows something more, something that we need to dig into more formally?’
‘He’s got his Friday congregation on at nine. Maybe we head on over straight after he’s done and ask him to expand on last night’s little performance,’ Lewis said, half-joking.
‘Fuck that. Let’s roll in there and sit up the front for the service. We eyeball him and see just what falls out when his holy cage is rattled in front of his people. That’s formal enough. I’m done walking lightly around this. It’s time we both stomped a little. If he’s got something to say, we need to hear it.’ McCoy picked up the keys to the station car and they headed out.
Lewis checked the clock as McCoy started the car. 8.55 am. ‘We’ll get there just as everything is starting.’
‘That’s when I do my best work, Lewis.’
They both grinned widely.

The car bumped hard up the driveway and onto the gravel of the church car park. They looked out towards the entrance and saw a dozen or so of McIntyre’s attendees, all north of eighty years old, and all smiling brightly as they fought the wind and rain to get through the front doors.
McIntyre stood at the entrance, the dark crescent extending around his left eye and down to the angle of his nose, stark. He looked up at the car as McCoy pulled on the handbrake, then turned quickly to go inside.
‘Not keen to say g’day,’ Lewis quipped.
Through the entire thirty minutes of the sermon, the two detectives sat quietly in the second row, not counting on the front rows being filled by the rest of the congregation. But the complete lack of reference or eye contact by McIntyre told them everything they needed to know, and Lewis heard his voice go raspy every now and then, his sermon creaking to a stop a couple of times as he glanced their way. She thought he was standing further back from the altar than he might have.
As the service wound up, there were plenty of nervous glances towards the pew where the detectives remained sitting, as the good folk scattered back to their warm homes and hot soup. The detectives smiled politely as the last of the congregation closed the door, leaving them again alone in the church with the priest.
‘Well, this borders on bloody harassment.’ McIntyre’s voice was loud enough to bounce heavily off the high ceiling.
‘Sorry, Father.’ McCoy came in warm and generous. ‘Really, we are just checking on you after last night’s fracas. Your face looks sore.’ He peered at McIntyre’s face in apparent concern.
‘I am fine, thank you for your interest. If you are able to keep that lunatic away from me, I’d be much obliged.’
Lewis could see he was a little different this morning. Could feel the slightest frailty in him that she hadn’t seen before.
‘Why did you go down there, Father?’ McCoy put it straight now.
McIntyre paused and looked at the ground beside McCoy. ‘I’ve been back in this town for quite a few weeks now, you see, and the numbers here are even worse than they used to be.’ He turned with his arms out as if to survey the walls of the church.
‘Strange place to look for children of God, isn’t it?’ Lewis said, almost as if wondering aloud.
‘It’s about exploring all parts of the community. Part of my role is to make sure everybody is aware that they are welcome here,’ he said, smiling at her. She didn’t buy it.
‘Did you know Luther would be there?’ McCoy queried.
‘Well, let’s just say I wasn’t surprised when I saw him.’ He paused, as if to consider how to put it. ‘He must be well known to you.’
McCoy shrugged.
‘Well known to you too, isn’t he, Father?’ Lewis kept at it. ‘I mean, he and Tate and your daughter – they’ve always been pretty tight, haven’t they?’
‘They were friends, yes, for a time. But she’s come to her senses now.’
‘You didn’t like them being friends?’
McIntyre smiled gently at Lewis. ‘I thought she could find better influences.’
‘They keep in contact when you went to Stanthorpe?’
His face flickered just for a moment. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ he said, turning and walking towards the altar.
‘Father, why did you go, back in 2015? Away from here, I mean? Was it to get Brylie away from those boys?’
‘No, no, Detective. Although I didn’t mind that as an outcome. No, it was a simple matter of a new posting. All part of the job.’
‘Yeah, but it hasn’t always been that way, has it? You were here for, ah… let me see.’ Lewis checked the notes Wilson had emailed through during the sermon, detailing McIntyre’s movements. ‘Four years from 1997 to 2000, then you were in a different town every couple of years for a while, then back here from 2009 to 2015. Then gone, and now back again.’
McIntyre remained silent, facing the huge stained glass window at the rear of the church.
‘And you told us last time we were here that you had requested to come back – knowingly putting your daughter back among what you consider bad company?’ Lewis stood only a few metres from him now and she could see the striations in the back of his robes – years of wear and strain, of harbouring confessions and problems.
Still, McIntyre said nothing. The wind gusted against the western wall of the church, as if to break the uncomfortable stillness.
‘Ah, c’mon Father, you said to Luther that you think Tate might have killed Hayley, but you bring your own kid back here knowing they wanna be mates? That’s hardly father of the year activity, is it?’ Lewis had him in a corner and she knew it.
Both detectives waited for him to answer, letting the silence fester. McIntyre turned and tried to smile, but Lewis saw it fade before it bloomed.
‘I wasn’t aware he might be capable of that when we chose to return,’ McIntyre said clearly. ‘And besides, I think Brylie will be smart enough to know who to befriend and who to avoid. We’ve spoken about that.’
‘But she’s, what, nineteen now?’ McCoy put his hands out, palms up. ‘She’s a big girl – able to make her own decisions.’ He waved his arms around the church. ‘Or isn’t that how this all works?’
McIntyre nodded, almost resignedly. ‘You’re right. She’s all grown up. She’s nearly taller than me. Happens every generation. The hatchling becomes the provider. The calf becomes the bull.’ Both detectives heard his voice falter and he placed his hands back on the altar, as if to steady himself. ‘It’s part of the cycle. It’s to be expected.’
The priest walked over and sat in his chair, his robes covering his body completely, as if his head was the only living part of him the detectives could imagine existed. Conor McIntyre looked up at them. ‘But it still hurts seeing them spread their wings. Be better than you.’ He sighed and folded his hands in his lap.
‘Father, your daughter and her friends have been around two people who have died. What do you make of that? You must have thought about it. Coincidence?’ Lewis rested her back against the altar and crossed her arms.
‘Coincidence?’ He smiled thinly. ‘They say coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous. Whatever happened to those people, it was God’s way. His will.’
Lewis screwed up her face. ‘Is that what you attribute everything to – God’s will?’
McIntyre ignored her reaction. ‘In almost everything, yes.’
‘Like Tate Moon killing Hayley Rose, if that is what you believe?’ Lewis looked hard at McIntyre. ‘You told us last week that you didn’t think he was capable of that.’
McCoy grinned at her behind McIntyre.
‘Well, you see, God’s will can be mysterious, Detective. Sometimes things happen which we cannot understand.’ His eyes held back some of what his voice conveyed. Lewis felt his hesitation; his resentment at her persisting.
‘Last night, Father, when you were going to leave, Luther Hillman called you a paedophile. Why would he do that?’ Lewis wanted to keep pressing, to add more layers.
‘Easy target, don’t you think?’ McIntyre spoke without looking at her, brushing his hand across his robes.
‘So you are not aware of any complaints, any official incidents here at St John’s?’ Lewis watched him carefully.
McIntyre raised his eyebrows. ‘I am not,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘A low-life like that throws out one word in anger and you think it means something? Really, I get sick and tired of being the target of things that have no rationale or evidence.’ The priest stood and stretched his back. ‘Is that all, Detectives? I’ve got a few visits to make to those who aren’t able to attend.’
Lewis saw him trying to retain his veneer. ‘Yes, of course.’
‘Father, are you glad you came back? With everything that has happened since you returned, you must almost feel like you’ve walked into a storm?’ McCoy queried casually. Lewis knew that sometimes this could have something unintended slip out after the intensity of the conversation that had just occurred.
McIntyre nodded. ‘I am glad, Detective, despite all that seems to have declined around here whilst I was away. As I said, I have many things to work on.’
They all walked to the door.
‘I’ve always felt,’ McIntyre continued, ‘that if I can be part of a solution to a problem, I am open to doing whatever I can. Even when those problems are not of my creation.’
Lewis pushed the door open, revealing a better day outside than when they had entered.

The detectives sat in their car and looked at the buttery straw light the low autumn sun offered.
‘You know, I read a quote once that if men could get pregnant, abortion would be a sacrament. And I can’t help thinking that bastard would be at the front of the queue.’ Lewis found it hard to contain her distaste for the priest. ‘What do you think, Sarge? Is this guy relevant in these deaths or is he just a general arsehole?’
‘Lewis, there are two types of people who will do something horrible and try to get away with it: those who are rich and those who are desperate. And I’m not sure if that prick is either of them. Slimy, yes. Murderous… I don’t think so.’ McCoy rolled out and slowly accelerated back towards the police station. ‘But I think we need to go back to Luther and check out this pedo thing. If he’s got proof, or substantial hearsay in any way, it could change that. Hayley Rose could have been a prime target.’
‘Okay, let’s look at the big picture here and assume for a minute that there is some truth in Luther’s comments,’ Lewis said with verve now. ‘Hayley comes to town and goes to church and the camp. At some stage in the next eight months, she falls pregnant. If we take Tate at his word, he is not the father. Now, we know she was someone with a reputation, but Tate and Brylie have both indicated that she settled down a fair bit, especially after getting close to Tate, which happened well before she fell pregnant. She has an abortion but doesn’t confide in her legal guardian and grandmother. Why? Because Bonnie is McIntyre’s right-hand woman. Mad bloody believer. The church might be somewhat progressive, but not our Bonnie. She’s not giving Hayley anything, is she? And Hayley knows that.’
McCoy nodded and she could see he was following. Could see how disappointed he was again with the people that had been in Hayley’s life.
‘So, if she can’t go to Bonnie – and we know she didn’t go to Conor – and she doesn’t have any other trusted adults, she has to turn to someone she thinks can protect her. Tate. He helps her get the abortion…’ Lewis left it to McCoy to continue, to see if he would end up where she was going to.
McCoy took the leap with her. ‘Or, she couldn’t go to Conor if he was the perpetrator – if he had done what we saw happened to her – and she knew Bonnie would never believe her if she told her Conor was the father of her aborted child.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘But if Tate knew this – if he even suspected Conor was involved – why the fuck wouldn’t he say something? He cared about her, right?’
Lewis nodded slowly, things starting to meld for her. ‘Remember what we said the other day about beauty being a bully and love a dictator?’
McCoy looked at her. ‘Wouldn’t that love bully him into sticking up for his girlfriend? Wouldn’t it make him see that he needed to help Hayley? Blow the whistle on the rumours around Conor?’
‘Not if Hayley wasn’t his love.’
McCoy frowned. ‘Are you saying that even if Tate knew what had happened with Hayley, he wouldn’t dob Conor in because he’d lose Brylie? C’mon, that’s crazy.’
‘Sure is,’ Lewis said. ‘But so is love.’
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Now
Tate Moon stood in front of where Albert sat, reclined in his usual chair. The seventh race at Dapto had just finished on the telly and Glenys and Terry were out for the night.
Luther had called him after the fight at The Stump. Tate hadn’t answered the first two calls, still filthy with him after their argument. But when he rang for the third time, Tate had picked up, worried Luther might have done something even more stupid than what he told him he had done. Luther told him about the fight, and Tate knew he needed to find a better way to move forward with what he thought had happened to Hayley, and fast. He knew it might cost them all the dirty, filtered calm they had curated, but Luther’s way was going to end up far worse than that.
‘Pa, what do you know about Conor McIntyre?’
Tate still remembered the angry dismissal he’d received years ago in that dark lounge room, all blue TV light, underpants and scotch glasses, when he’d asked the same question of Albert on first hearing the rumours at the camp. And he recalled the similar response a week ago when Tate had announced the McIntyres were back. It was because of the angry responses that he guessed Albert might know something that counted. And he had the terrible suspicion that it might just lead to more unravelling than just the questions around Hayley Rose.
Tate had seen old photos in an album at the top of his mum’s wardrobe. Sepia toned, soft and bent photos of Albert and Conor – smiling, hand in hand, both wielding crucifixes, broad smiles and glasses of scotch. Both with contented faces and a common cause. There were pictures of gatherings at the church, at the community hall.
Pictures of Father McIntyre and Glenys.
Albert looked at his glass and Tate saw it was empty. He quickly moved to the thin timber buffet hutch and grabbed the Jameson’s, poured his Pa a long one and placed it on the arm of his chair. For a few moments, the ice turning in the glass, the race caller’s tips for race eight and Albert’s controlled heavy breathing went on without intrusion; a waiting game.
Finally, Albert glanced again at his glass and then at his grandson, who was now sitting on the arm of the chair opposite him. He raised his glass and said, ‘Tatey, you’d better grab one of these.’
Tate strode to the hutch and poured, feeling a heady mix of anxiety and anticipation. Feeling his muddy past meet his unadorned present.
He was feeling his Pa coming back to life.
Sipping the tiniest fraction of his whisky, he winced internally as it burnt all the way down his throat. ‘You start, Grandpa.’
‘No, Tatey, you came to me – you let me know why you asked.’
Tate stared at his glass and then out the window onto Powling Street. He saw the verandah lights on across the street and the kid that lived there kissing a girl behind his father’s car. He heard someone else shout and a group of kids buzzing past on their bikes, yahooing on their way to somewhere better than home.
‘Well, in the last year at the camp, I had some kids come up to me and say Conor was… hassling them.’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘Nothing serious to start with, but it was more than one time, you know? And it kept getting worse.’ Tate hoped his Pa would get the inference. ‘But I kind of… let it go. I couldn’t do anything.’
‘Didn’t know who to go to?’ Albert’s voice was low, crowded with shame, like it was hiding what he was trying not to remember; what Tate hoped he’d be remembering.
‘I didn’t want to lose…’ Tate couldn’t finish.
‘The girl?’
Tate nodded.
Albert gulped a mouthful of his whisky. ‘So why come to me now, Tatey? You haven’t been to that camp for three years.’
‘When they moved away, I thought it didn’t matter anymore. Until they found the body last week.’
Albert sat forward now, holding his glass in both hands. ‘The body – the friend of yours the cops have been asking about?’
Tate’s eyes filled. ‘Yeah, Pa. Hayley Rose.’ Saying her name only made things worse. He felt Albert’s rough, weather-beaten hand on his bare knee as he reached across.
‘What, you think McIntyre did that?’ Albert said, his voice trembling.
‘Well, she was… Hayley had an abortion before Christmas – the Christmas before she went missing.’
Albert stared at his grandson. ‘Were you two… you know?’
Tate shook his head. ‘No, Pa. It wasn’t like that for us.’ He didn’t care anymore whether people believed him.
‘’Cause most blokes your age would, with someone like her.’ Albert looked hard again at Tate.
‘Hayley said she was raped and that’s how it happened. She never told me about who did it – and I didn’t really want to know.’ Tate paused and then said out loud for the first time what he had thought as soon as he’d read about the cross carved in Hayley Rose’s chest in the paper. ‘But the way they found her, the stuff I think was going on at the camp – do you think it could have been him?’
Albert stood and limped slowly to the hutch where he refilled both glasses. He turned the TV off, walked over to the window and sighed. Tate could feel Albert suffocating, could see him straining to let air into his body as he gazed at the world that he had hidden inside for so long.
‘Have you ever got to a point in your life where you wish you could start over again?’ Albert’s voice was strong now – a conviction that came only with the perfect combination of brooding and alcohol. ‘You see, Tatey, I’ve known for a bloody long time that there is no God.’ He took another long sip from his glass. ‘Our family’ – he spread his arms out wide, showcasing what they had built – ‘we’ve always looked to fix others instead of fixing ourselves. We’ve run when we should have just bloody stood still. We’ve looked out when we should have looked in. Up instead of down. To God instead of each other.’
Tate nodded even though Albert was facing away from him.
‘I’ve always carried a list of things that put creases in your forehead.’ Albert chuckled to himself. ‘You know what is on top of that list, Tatey? People. Ha. Bloody people.’ He chugged another gulp down and grimaced. ‘They beat you down, you know? Strip you bare. Take away your conviction. Leave your soft centre wide bloody open.
‘And it’s easier to just slowly go numb. But when you drink, you get this sweet spot. This fleeting feeling where all of it comes back. It’s all rich and colourful and… real.’ He swirled the ice in his glass and turned back to face Tate. ‘Everything means something again. But you have a few more sips and everything starts to go a whole new kind of numb and it’s easier to just keep on going.’
Tate nodded again, sitting spellbound by this man who used to be Pa Albert.
‘Why do you think it was that prick?’ Albert queried, his voice sharp again.
‘The cross in her chest, them moving away, the stuff at the camp…’ Tate trailed off. ‘Hayley not wanting to tell me who it was.’
The depths of love.
‘The beautiful fucking lie.’ Albert tipped his glass up and let all of the contents fall into his mouth. ‘Leave it with me, Tatey. I’ll look into it.’

‘Hello, Bonnie! What a glorious morning we have woken to!’ Conor McIntyre gave it his all as Bonnie Rose opened the door. He could almost hear her heart skip a beat, and all for him.
‘Oh, why, Father! Come in.’ Bonnie led him into the house.
‘You weren’t at service today and I thought I’d drop by.’
‘How lovely of you to visit. Tea?’ she said, bustling into the kitchen.
‘Please,’ McIntyre said. While he waited, he looked around the small room that he knew so well. Looked at the worn carpet and curtains, the neatness of what was there – and what was missing. The photos she used to have of Hayley hadn’t been on display for a while. He wondered why, and felt the pain of being caught between what she had brought to him and what had been taken away. Of what he still wanted and what he needed to remain gone. He saw the brochures for Paradise Fields lying on the otherwise barren surface of the coffee table and afforded himself a smile.
The money shot.
His own nirvana.
Things were going to be okay.
He sat down as Bonnie returned with the tea. ‘In addition to the pleasure of seeing you, Bonnie, I just wanted to say again how moved I am – how moved we all are in the parish office – at the completion of you protecting the future of the church and its people. The last of the blocks has sold and the money will be coming through once the paperwork is done. But with the tax office, charity commission and the diocese offices all involved, I am led to believe it will be many moons until we actually receive it.’
Bonnie sat in the fading linen of her armchair, blushing. ‘Oh, Father, I have told you many times, if these funds help keep the church as the religious and moral centrepiece of Lagunes Bay, I am only too glad to be able to offer it to you.’ Her chair creaked as she looked out her front window at the Paradise Fields Estate sign across the street. ‘It has been many years since we first spoke of this – many years – and that land of mine was only sitting there going to waste. Besides, I won’t mind having some new neighbours.’
‘That is lovely to hear.’ Conor McIntyre glanced again at the shiny brochure full of ‘SOLD’ stickers on her table and grinned as if God himself were patting him on the back. Just as he had anticipated over the past year or two of watching the deal finally come together, given the rise in Lagunes Bay’s popularity, the blocks had sold like the sugary hotcakes Bonnie Rose and her cronies sold at the church fair. He did wonder for a moment whether Terry Moon would see a problem with his calculations on the division of labour.
‘I’ll have to buy you that special bottle of sherry I keep talking about,’ McIntyre said, rolling his eyes as he rose to grab his keys.
‘Oh, Father, you needn’t do that.’ Bonnie straightened her blouse. ‘Father, I understand the police have been questioning you, as they have me, about what has happened recently.’ McIntyre saw her look over at where the picture of Hayley used to sit. ‘All of us in the parish have spoken again of our unwavering support of you and the church. Those rumours that seem to have persisted in some of the less holy corners of the town – we’ll have none of it, don’t you worry. And the land, well, that is my gift to the church.’
At that point, Conor McIntyre closed his eyes and smiled as deeply as he had in a long time. As far as he was concerned, he was the church. And Bonnie Rose – well, she was the gift that kept on giving.
His phone buzzed in the pocket of his robes and he dug it out, staring at the message on the screen.
Father, I need to talk through some things. Can we meet tonight?
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Then
Tate was the second of the two to enter the tent but left the door unzipped, just for safekeeping. And for the sake of the Lagunes Bay rumour mill. Camp was nearly over for another year, and he and Hayley had spent more time together than ever.
Hayley Rose settled into her sleeping bag and pulled her doona up around her chin.
‘You going alright?’ he asked, his voice gentle. He placed his warm hand on her leg.
Hayley yawned. ‘Yeah, I’m alright.’ She put her hand on his, the wind blowing the flaps of the tent in and then out. They both heard feet crunching past on the gravel road outside and waited for them to pass. Noise travelled at night.
‘Everything okay with the op and all that now?’ They still had never used the word ‘abortion’.
Hayley looked away and closed her eyes in the dark. ‘Yeah. I’ve told you already, Tate – I feel fine. But I just can’t help but think…’
Tate leant forward and brushed her hair back from her face. ‘Think what?’
‘Think of what it might have been like if I had kept it.’ She opened her eyes wide and Tate felt the distance between his heart and his mouth grow ever shorter.
‘Don’t, Hayles.’ There was a muted shuffling nearby and he turned his head slightly to hear more clearly, but the gentle crash and hiss of the waves was all that came back to him. He let his head rest back on the pillow they shared and looked at Hayley in front of him, her deep dark eyes wet and warm and needy. He’d never had the urge to kiss someone like he had right then, despite everything. ‘You can’t think like that. You had to do it. You had to have it gone.’
Hayley nodded and closed her eyes again. As Tate heard her breathing go from shallow and tethered to deep and calm, he raised himself carefully and pulled the doona up over Hayley’s shoulders. And just for a moment he wondered if Luther was doing the same with Brylie.
As he carefully slid the zip down to leave, he missed the soft crunch of shoes on gravel creeping away towards a tent nearby.
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Now
‘Not you bastards again?’
Mick Hillman had his shirt off despite it being no more than ten degrees. The detectives had the address of the Hillmans’ worksite for the day and had arrived just as they were finishing up. Luther was at the truck, washing down the screeds.
The detectives were keen to get back to Luther after their discussion with McIntyre that morning at the church. They needed something more convincing and tangible that would allow them to act on their suspicions.
‘G’day Mick. Thanks for the welcome.’ McCoy tried to play it jovial. ‘Just here to ask Luther some more questions about the girl that was found. Hayley Rose.’
Use her name, every time.
‘That’s nearly been a couple of weeks, hasn’t it, Detective? You still getting nowhere with that? Jeez, they need to train you pricks better.’ Mick threw a sledgehammer over near the truck. ‘What more can he tell ya about her that he hasn’t already?’
‘It’s not what he can tell us about Hayley Rose, Mick, it’s what he can tell us about others that are connected with her.’
This seemed to satisfy Mick for the time being.
‘Yeah, righto. Well, we’re finished now. Just don’t hassle the kid – he’s been right off today.’
Lewis figured it was a result of the altercation with Conor McIntyre the night before.
‘Okay, Mick. We’ll be careful,’ McCoy said.
Mick gave them a nod. The detectives looked at each other and raised their eyebrows, surprised at the relative civility Mick had brought to the table.
They walked over to Luther, who glanced up when they were close and shook his head, slamming the screed down in the back of the truck.
‘Fuck me. Just fuck off, will ya?’
Apparently, Mick’s civility wasn’t extending to his first-born today.
‘Sorry, Luther. We’re not here to give you any trouble, we just want to talk about something you said last night.’ Lewis knew the only way they’d get anything from him in this mood was to play good cop.
‘You’ve got five minutes and then I’m off home. Got a bottle of Jack to get through.’
Lewis had been around Lagunes Bay long enough to know what this might mean for his contribution to the football match the next day. McCoy clearly thought the same.
‘Don’t you have the big match against Coleridge tomorrow? You can’t roll up under the weather, mate.’
Luther looked at McCoy, something like respect flashing across his face. ‘I’ll be right.’
Lewis figured his description of ‘right’ would be different to hers.
‘Luther,’ McCoy started, ‘yesterday you called Conor McIntyre a paedophile. Now, we know you don’t like him, but we are here to ask you whether that was just a general insult or if there was something more, uh, concrete to it.’
Luther gritted his teeth, clearly missing the pun.
Lewis was spellbound by his stillness as she watched him hold his emotions in check for as long as his barbed-wire fence would hold. But soon enough, she saw the cracks forming. ‘It’s okay, Luther. Take your time,’ she said.
Luther looked over to where Mick was watching him from a distance. He put his hands behind his head and took a deep breath. ‘I never knew for sure, but some kids were talkin’ about it back when we were at the camp.’
‘What kinds of things, Luther?’ McCoy pushed gently.
‘Dunno exactly. Always getting too close to girls, stuff like that. Givin’ ’em the jobs where he’d be with ’em, alone, you know.’
‘Getting too close is one thing, Luther – abusing them is something different altogether.’
‘Yeah, like I said – I don’t know.’
‘Who would?’
Luther clenched his teeth. ‘Fuckin’ Tate.’
‘Why him, Luther?’
‘Well, he’s the fuckin’ golden child, isn’t he? The one everyone always came to with their shit. He’s the one who told me about it.’
‘If you guys thought this might have been going on, why didn’t you come to the cops years ago, Luther?’
‘Good fuckin’ question.’ Luther shrugged.
‘Brylie?’ Lewis pushed now. She needed to be sure, of everything that love as a dictator could do.
‘What about her?’
Harper Lewis kept her eyes on Luther’s, kept them soft like a mother or a sister, not like a cop. And slowly, almost imperceptibly, Luther Hillman nodded. An unanchoring of allegiance.
A release.

‘So are we gonna bring the padre in?’ Lewis felt the surge that came with getting close to solving a case.
‘We certainly need to do that soon, Lewis.’ McCoy had his hands on the wheel, the engine idling as they watched Luther drive away in his truck. ‘But I think we need Tate to corroborate what Luther just told us – get it straight from the source, yeah?’
‘Yeah. Get everything straight and hit him with it all at once.’ She thought about it a bit more. ‘I’ve been thinking, McCoy – you know, about the blood type thing with Tate and his parents.’ McCoy nodded, his mind elsewhere. ‘Well, I was thinking about the dates the McIntyres were in town that Wilson sent through. And that if we think he is bad enough to do this to Hayley, we have to consider that he might be relevant there, too?’
‘What? You think he might’ve got one away with Glenys Moon? Jesus, Lewis, that’s a long shot. We know there’s another father, but why would it be him?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. Conor was here around the time Tate was born and conceived – and then left. We know now that he has very questionable moral and physical boundaries, he made that odd quip about Glenys being so important to the church…’
McCoy nodded, almost apologetically. ‘Maybe you’re right, Lewis. I wouldn’t put it past him, but we’ve got bigger fish to fry. That is secondary by a long way. Let’s try and catch Tate first thing tomorrow before the game – but that’s gonna be about the Hayley stuff. That has to be our priority.’
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Now
Conor McIntyre looked across at his daughter as she sat tapping away at her laptop, headphones in and tongue darting across her lips. He sipped his whisky and sighed, thinking about how perfect she had turned out to be, despite everything. And he was mostly responsible for it all. He allowed a fraction of warmth to creep into his chest. DNA, circumstance, creator… what did any of them know about raising a child on your own?
He thought about how losing his wife had left Brylie alone with him; about their slow familial dalliance since Eden had died, their closeted interactions and the soft pockets of remiss that sat among the sacrifices he’d made for her. And how he’d do it all again in a heartbeat, given the chance, if only the peripheral things that had snowballed might have been handled a little differently.
He looked up to his God and closed his eyes. Those damn peripheral things… they might still be forgiven, to clear his own slippery conscience, but it didn’t mean they could all be undone. Didn’t mean his rights would ever have a real chance to one day outshine his wrongs.
McIntyre sloshed his tumbler clean in the sink, hearing the drops from the glass on the drainer race the taps of her slender fingers on the keys, beating briefly in unison as if some kind of synergy, of togetherness, was still possible, given what else that room held and knew.
He thought of that long drive back from Stanthorpe. Of the deep thinking he’d done: swings and roundabouts, risk and reward. He still wasn’t completely sure that the end would justify the means. Somewhere, sometime, he had principles that mattered. But those bastard native urges – they could be quelled, but never abolished. There was no shame if you won.
And there was no prize if you lost.
Brylie sensed him there, and she turned and smiled. A simple, perfect, lucid movement that was so easy that McIntyre wondered how it had become so difficult, so rare. So precious. How that movement deserved to be seen, to be felt across the room that mostly held a silence that was cold and closed. But at least it was theirs.
Moments later, his socked feet whooshed on the hard floor as he walked past and ruffled the top of her hair, its softness catching his breath momentarily, but long enough to recall memories and feelings that had once been more than enough. More than he needed. Maybe more than he deserved.
As he sat in his office, he recalled the day when it had all changed.
For the McIntyres, the Moons; for the Macreadys.

When that assistant treasurer had come to him, she told him she had noticed funds being diverted every month from the church accounts. It had been Eden’s spending that had caused it all – her faults had quickly become his problem – and he’d had no choice but to squirrel some of the church’s proceeds every month to keep the credit card from exploding.
‘Father. Bonnie seems to think it all adds up, but I’ve got to say there is some money unaccounted for over the last few months.’
Conor McIntyre had looked at her with a mix of gentle pity and adoration. Was Glenys Macready as innocent as she appeared, or had she sought to find a way to come to him? In any case, McIntyre gave it all he had.
‘My dear, you are indeed correct. How lucky the parish is to have you in this role.’ He remembered her blushing. ‘But, my dear, I do so wish I didn’t have to lay out the real story here – for you, especially.’ Her face went from blushing to confusion. ‘You see, we have been watching your father closely for some time after each service and, well, he seems to have a new God. We have seen him repeatedly take from the coffers. I, myself, have spoken to him about it, but he seems to have a vice like no other.’ McIntyre remembered watching her face as he shook his head in disappointment.
Had often wondered since whether he had seen her brain begin to shift from pure white to flecks of grey.
‘This gambling business is such a blight on our community.’
And when Albert had come to him and argued vehemently, aggressively, McIntyre had simply stood his ground and assured him how the community would see it. Just as he had stood and accepted Glenys’s approaches when she was looking for comfort and reassurance. When he replaced Albert as being the centre of her universe. And quickly moulded comfort into love; reassurance into lust.
The only snag had been that McIntyre’s conscience, still just beating way down there somewhere, had stopped short of completing Bonnie’s offer of donating her land to the church back then. He knew that despite Glenys keeping up appearances with her marrying Terry and parading their beautiful baby boy around town, she was still the assistant treasurer and had proven that she was sharp enough to notice what he otherwise had planned for the proceeds of the land. And he couldn’t risk lightning striking twice.
Before he and Brylie had left three years ago, he had noticed that Glenys was becoming increasingly odd; forgetful. And as he and Bonnie talked on the phone in those intervening years, and she told him just how much Glenys’s condition had worsened, he knew his chance was presenting. Just like when Bonnie had brought her granddaughter into church that day those years ago, when he had to stand for a second and catch his squeezing heart. For, just like Christ had risen, so had Eden returned. As Hayley had stood there, her face too innocent to curse and too pretty to touch, Conor McIntyre almost found religion again. Only this time he could get ahead of the curve and anticipate her every move.
His very own new Eden. Who would help him to recall what he knew of love, or at least what he imagined it to be.
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Now
Luther waited outside near the frosted window of the bathroom of the McIntyre house, where he knew Brylie came to do her hair and teeth before bed every night. He saw her silhouette, long and lean, as he sent her a text. Watched the form of her reaching for her phone, saw her head turn, then wind out the window a fraction.
‘Hey,’ he whispered. ‘Come out here. I need to talk about some shit.’
Brylie hesitated. ‘Okay, I’ll be right out.’
The room went dark and he heard the floor creak as she made her way towards the front door. Luther Hillman took the last deep breath he would dare before saying what he needed to say, and what he thought she needed to hear. As she came around the corner, he waved her over towards the low bluestone wall where he often sat, even during the years she had been gone. She sat next to him on the ground, crossing her arms against the frigid air that wrapped around them, her hoodie bunched at the back of her neck.
‘What is it?’ She sounded annoyed. He wondered if it was because she could smell the Jack on his breath.
‘Bry, there’s been some shit going on since you’ve been back and I just needed to see where you were at.’ Luther found himself searching her face – for emotions, for a read on how she might react. For any marks left by what her father might have been doing to her. But he just saw how perfect she was all over again. ‘These detectives have been asking around about Hayley – they spoken to you?’
‘Yes, of course they have. There’s nothing I could tell them.’
Luther nodded, but wondered if she had said more to the cops than she was letting on. Remembered how much her seeing Tate with Hayley had mattered – how much he knew it had hurt her.
‘Well, they’ve been askin’ about fuckin’ Ben, too.’ He kicked at a rock by his foot. ‘I’m just checkin’ to make sure you’re still okay with it all?’ He waited, but she didn’t look at him.
‘Yeah, I’m okay.’ She kept it short.
Luther felt his anger begin to rise, as he knew it would. ‘Well, maybe I’m not fuckin’ okay with it anymore, Bry. I mean, that shit eats away at you after a while.’
Again, Brylie stayed still, her voice seeming to come from somewhere deeper than those sweet lips he remembered. ‘Why now, Lu? I mean, it’s always been okay. We both know there’s nothing we could’ve done. It was no one’s fault.’
Luther snorted. ‘Why now? ‘Cause these cops are sniffing around and I feel like they’re gonna find out, Bry. Think maybe we should get out of here. Just you and me – before anything turns up.’
Brylie kept her eyes on the ground in front of her. ‘Nah, we’ll be alright. Leave it alone. No one will ever know what happened but you and me.’
Luther shook his head and took a swig from the hip flask on his lap. ‘You and me. Ha! You and me. What the fuck does that even mean, Bry?’ And he heard the blistering silence that meant nothing and everything, depending on where you sat. ‘What the fuck does that mean, eh? You and me?’
Brylie shuffled her backside on the wet grass, moving slightly away from Luther. ‘Who cares, Lu? I’m back, you and Tate are still here. Why can’t we just go back to the way we were, before all of this shit happened?’
‘Are you serious? Are you fuckin’ serious? The fact this shit did happen is why. Things haven’t been the same from that day up there at Signal Peak – for any of us. And they’re never gonna be the same.’ Luther felt the gap appear that he had always known was there – that he’d ignored and pretended was just thicker air, not more distance. He felt his last semblance of opportunity fading fast.
‘You know what people are sayin’ about your fuckin’ dad?’ The words spat across the darkness, tumbling and writhing into Brylie’s ears. ‘That he’s a pedo, Bry. That your dad is a fuckin’ pedo. That he hurts kids.’ Luther felt a surge of emotion that he’d never known: that final plunge into the water when air wasn’t enough anymore. ‘That he might have been the one who did all of that to Hayley.’
Brylie stood, turned and kicked hard at the gravel, spraying his face as he brought his hands up to protect himself. She glared at him. ‘You arsehole, Luther Hillman. You complete fucking arsehole. You think I care what you say? You think I give a shit if people want to say stuff about my dad? Well, I don’t! You can take your bullshit with you, take it all and just fuck off back to your own shithole with your dad. Because I don’t care. I don’t need you anymore.’
Luther felt everything buckle and twist; felt things sink and hollow out that used to be full.
‘Dad wanted to come back here. And you know what? I did too. For Tate. That’s why. I came back here for Tate. And you need to hear the truth, Luther. I’ve tried so hard to make it obvious, but you just don’t get it, do you? Well, there it is. Now you know. I love Tate Moon. Now you know the truth.’
He stared at her; watched her face morph from what he had always seen to what it always should have looked like. ‘The truth, Bry? The fuckin’ truth? Yeah, because that’s always been important to us.’
And Luther Hillman rose, stepped over the low bluestone wall and walked off into the cold Lagunes Bay night, looking for the only way left to satisfy his wrath.

An hour later, Luther was sitting silently, his back against the cold, hard interior of the same low wall and a half empty beer by his side. Holding the fob watch up in front of his face, he moved it slowly, the reflection catching his eyes. Back and forth; dark and then light. He felt the weight in his hand, heavier than he had ever remembered. He watched until the light in her room went out and kept watching, waiting, wanting to see something move. That bastard brought her back here, just to hurt him again. Soon enough, a shadow swept across the windows from the kitchen to the hallway, its robes flowing freely. Luther wiped his tears away and let his imagination carry him to where he’d aways wanted to be. He raised one final toast to her, to what he had done, and what he would do, then he buried the fob watch deep under the wall that protected the church.
The world was finally going to pay its dues.
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Now
Lewis checked her watch. 6am. They’d all agreed to get an early start to make sure they would cover the ground they needed to today.
‘So what’s the go with Moon? We getting out there pronto?’ McCoy raised his eyebrows at her.
‘As soon as we can, McCoy.’ Lewis was still trying to make clear for herself all of the other, broader details she wanted to seek out – the best way to directly link McIntyre to Hayley’s death, exactly what was happening with McIntyre and Bonnie’s land project, what the story was with Tate’s real father, and how much Bonnie Rose might really have known about McIntyre and Hayley. There was still something there that had never felt right.
‘Yeah, let’s—’ McCoy was cut off by the phone ringing at the front desk. ‘Wilson, you getting that?’
‘Yo!’ Matt Wilson strode in with a bag of muffins and placed them on the desk next to Lewis. ‘Snack boy, administration assistant and mister bloody 0055 Phone Sex Fiend extraordinaire!’ he quipped as he picked up the receiver.
Lewis guffawed, happy for the building tension to be stifled momentarily.
‘Lagunes Bay Police Station, Constable Matt Wilson speaking.’ Wilson suddenly sounded more formal. ‘Yes, Alby, it is.’ He furrowed his brow and covered the mouthpiece. ‘Body. In the dunes,’ he whispered, pointing to the phone in his hand.
Harper Lewis looked at Dean McCoy across the office and felt her stomach churn all over again.

Lewis stood back from where she had already taped off the scene in the dunes, knowing the others were on their way after they had arranged for Crime Scene Services. She held her mouth closed, feeling her warm breath through her nose, and surveyed the scene she knew was too cute to be anything but staged.
The body of Conor McIntyre lay half buried in almost the identical place Hayley Rose’s body had been found just those couple of weeks before. But instead of a king tide uncovering him, the alarm had been raised by a fisherman who had taken his kelpie for a walk along the sand, unable to get out through the massive swell that morning. Just like Hayley Rose, McIntyre was naked and had a cross carved into his chest. This cross, however, was much more crude and larger than the one that had adorned Hayley’s.
As Lewis had first crouched to get a closer look at his body, she gasped when her torch stopped on a piece of wood that had been inserted into his rectum. Lewis knew immediately that this would be the aspect of the scene they would withhold from the media. She had placed a tarp over him until forensics arrived.
She heard McCoy’s Commodore shudder to a halt and his door shut hard.
McCoy strode over to her. ‘Alright, Lewis, what have we got?’
‘Well, I can tell you it’s Conor McIntyre. He’s got a couple of significant head wounds, at least a dozen puncture wounds to his chest and abdomen that I can see with the way he is lying, and…’ She peered at McCoy in the darkness lit only by the headlights of their cars they’d left on and the torches they carried. ‘A cross carved in his chest.’
‘Fuck it.’ Dean McCoy kicked the sand and scrubby brush under his feet. ‘I fuckin’ knew it, God damn it.’
Lewis knew McCoy giving away too much information in his media piece about Hayley had rankled with him, and now it might really matter. But she needed him to be at his best.
‘Wait, McCoy – there’s something else. Something that I think will swing it our way.’ She handed him his coffee as another car parked near them and Matt Wilson got out.
‘G’day, Wilson. Can you grab the tape out of my boot and mark off a perimeter?’ Lewis shone her torch around the area she needed protecting and then back to Wilson.
‘Sure, Sarge. No problem,’ he said, seemingly glad to have something to do.
She shone the beam of her torch onto the coffee sitting on her bonnet. ‘Oh, and that’s for you.’
‘Thanks, Sarge.’ Wilson raised his thumb to her in a genuine thanks. Lewis thought about how she hadn’t rated his approach when they had been here with Hayley’s body, but the last couple of weeks had seen him impress her. Work rate, smarts, follow-up – he had proven to her that he was a decent egg when it counted and the coffee would say it all for her.
She turned her attention back to the crime scene. ‘Okay, McCoy. Let me show you.’
Lewis flashed her torch to the blue mound of tarpaulin. Stooping, she peeled back the tarp, with McCoy keeping his torch directly on what lay underneath. He deliberately sipped his coffee – like the dead would notice his indifference – as the body was revealed, half buried in the sandy brush covering the moderate plateau running at the top of the dunes. She watched him take in the pale long limbs like roots of a tree and the bare chest with the cross crudely ripped deep into the skin and flesh. She knew McCoy would immediately recognise that it was larger and much less refined than the one that had been carved into Hayley. He flashed his beam to the face and she saw again the anguished discomfort she had stared at when she first arrived. Lewis pushed away any sense of satisfaction that the priest’s final seconds might have been as terrifying as it appeared.
‘Here, Sarge – take a look.’ She nodded at the base of McIntyre’s lower back and shone her torch on where she wanted him to look, beyond which the legs and the pelvis were rotated to the left relative to the torso. He crouched and brought his own torch to the same spot, kneeling onto the wet cold sand to see more closely.
‘What the fuck?’ McCoy craned his head further forward as the reason for the offset of the pelvis to the torso became apparent to him. ‘Is that a stick up his coight?’
Lewis choked. ‘Don’t reckon that’s how Hughesy will describe it, but yes, I believe it is.’
‘Fair way to end for a dirty old man,’ McCoy said.
She nodded.
‘If he was dirty, I mean.’ He paused. ‘God, I hope he was. But how the hell will we ever know now? This is only gonna make things harder and uglier, Lewis.’

After the three of them dealt with Crime Scene Services and returned to the office, the first rays of the weak autumn sunlight had breached the horizon. They sat around McCoy’s desk, ready for what the day now demanded. Lewis knew the others would feel what she did: a mix of sorrow, anxiety and – despite the uncouth way it had appeared on their doorstep – perhaps, opportunity. The second round of coffees were in front of them, Wilson’s muffins now just wrappers and crumbs.
‘Righto, CSS will get most of the relevant data to us by the end of the day, but I think we can already get a couple of obvious lines of thought and planning around this,’ McCoy said. She could feel the eagerness he brought now, and she could see it on Wilson’s face, too. ‘We don’t know for sure, but this looks like a copycat thing. Buried in the same place, but poorly – rushed, shallow, the cross is all different. So we’ve got to look at the same damn people again – Hillman, Moon and Brylie. Lewis and I will get to each of them asap. Matthew, we will feed back any details that we need checked, cross-checked, analysed – anything. And we want this shit pronto.’
Lewis took over. ‘So, we’re looking for alibis for each of them. Wilson, find and feed back CCTV from anywhere around the dunes at Battery Hill as a starting point and then expand back into town depending on what that footage shows up. We’ll see what we can get from the three main persons of interest McCoy has given us. As soon as Crime Scene get us some more accurate information around the time of death, we can narrow it down further.’
‘Ah, you know, Sarge,’ Wilson said. ‘There are a couple of bigwigs with houses down along Griffiths and Gipps streets that will have some private cameras, no doubt. I might hit them up as well.’
Lewis pictured the big houses she figured Wilson would have walked past, and probably envied, growing up here.
‘Yeah, that’s great, Wilson.’ McCoy sounded like he wanted to get things moving. ‘Now if you get anything else here today, you pass it on to Murnane or Coleridge or wherever the hell you can pass it on to, yeah? You make it clear it is not a priority and get back to what Lewis and I are asking, you got that?’
Wilson nodded.
‘Righto. Go and get yourselves some breakfast, it’s’ – McCoy checked his watch – ‘7.35am. Lewis, you and I will be out to the McIntyre residence in half an hour. Wilson, you’ll hear from us not long after that.’
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Now
Brylie McIntyre sat at the table and ate her toast, wondering why her father wasn’t there preparing his breakfast and hounding her again about staying away from Luther and Tate. The blanketed sound of the wind rushing and roaring through the eucalypt canopies outside made her feel safe, as did the fact that the house appeared to be otherwise empty. She let herself drift back to the journey that had returned them to Lagunes Bay just a few weeks before.
She remembered lying back in the passenger seat, looking at the side of her father’s face, full of deep pockmarks and greying stubble, letting herself wander carefully through the feelings that had started to surface in the past year or two. Realised that in among the torment the world seemed to heap in steaming piles at his doorstep and the glitches that showed through in his own character, he’d looked after her. Roofed, clothed, fed her. Fathered and mothered her as best he knew. Even loved, if she looked for it hard enough, in the dark corners of her life she had previously tried to stay out of.
Almost enough to completely push away the feeling that he might have his own reasons for coming back.
As she had hers.
Barrelling along the Newell Highway in the softening, southerning light, back towards her own version of nirvana, past the flat, dry paddocks, as baked and hard as the asphalt their worn tyres howled across, her eyes had darted over the parts of her father that she had seen morph in Stanthorpe. Flecks of things that had grown softer, fairer; less dense, less harrowed. And flecks of things that had shrunk, atrophied with the warmth and separation; the tight hard nodules of worry, brittle tensions. Things she had almost forgotten. Things she hoped he might finally have left behind.
If Brylie had a god, she would’ve prayed that this next place would be the last stop, even with all of its juvenile modesty and idle desperation. And that her dad would let his good bits shine through and leave the rest of him somewhere else.
But Brylie didn’t need a god. She just needed to know that, in the end, her father would understand her. And that he would return here, just for her.
Chewing the last bit of her toast, she heard a knock at the door.

‘Okay, so this kid is gonna be pretty upset. We’ve gotta be careful here, Lewis.’
Harper Lewis heard McCoy’s tone and she agreed. Brylie McIntyre had just lost her father, although she didn’t know it yet.
‘What are you thinking, Lewis?’
She knew how highly McCoy rated her intellect and her intuition. ‘Well, I’ve got to say that it’s someone who held something pretty strong against him – let’s say around the recent accusations that have come to light, or maybe the Hayley thing? And if you factor in who knew about that stuff and the kerfuffle at The Stump, I’m finding it pretty hard to go past Luther Hillman.’
McCoy nodded. ‘Agreed. But we’ve got to include Tate in there – he was Hayley’s boyfriend, after all. He also knew about the camp stuff that’s been alleged more than anyone, as far as we know.’ Lewis saw him rub his hand across his forehead, somewhere between confused and interested. ‘And there’s something around this property thing with Bonnie, Lewis. Anywhere that kind of money is involved, there is every chance of motive. Fucking, frauding or fighting – we’ve still got all of that on the table, don’t forget.’
Lewis bumped up the entrance to the church car park, pulled in near the front door and killed the engine.
‘Let’s do it carefully, Lewis. Maybe you lead, eh?’
She knocked on the door and heard soft footsteps shuffling from inside. The door swung open and Brylie stood there, looking both tired and surprised.
‘Brylie – Harper Lewis and Dean McCoy. Do you mind if we come in?’ She avoided the formalities.
Brylie nodded, her confusion morphing into concern as the detectives brushed past her and headed for the lounge room adjacent.
‘We presume you haven’t heard the news this morning?’ Lewis watched Brylie’s face carefully. ‘Unfortunately, a body was found in the dunes this morning. We believe the deceased is your father, Conor McIntyre.’
Brylie’s tears fell gently, and then with a rush, and she howled silently as if not to wake the feelings she was trying to supress. There were the quick looks at the detectives in between the heaving of her chest and all of the usual apologies, which felt unnecessary like they always did. Lewis felt for a moment like she did when Roger had finally succumbed to the disease he’d battled for so long, but knew that somehow this might be a different kind of release for Brylie. Maybe a different kind of relief. Was a dad always a dad? Was their loss always a visceral one, no matter what had gone before? Whatever, Lewis felt what she saw was real, even if it was a different kind of real to her own. She let Brylie go, waited for her to settle before she went on.
‘We need to ask you a few questions if that is okay. We know this is never a good time, but it’s often when we can get the most valuable information for the case.’ Lewis saw Brylie start to gather herself.
‘How… how did he die?’ Brylie forced the words out between those involuntary sobs like hiccups.
‘It appears as though he was killed by someone. Stabbed.’ Lewis held on to the rest, for now.
Brylie averted her eyes, staring at the base of the kitchen bench across the room. Like she was thinking.
‘Do you have any idea who might have a motive to do that?’ Lewis hesitated, but finished what she needed to. ‘The capacity to do that?’
Brylie shook her head. ‘No… God, no!’
‘And you were here at home all night?’ Lewis had to ask.
Brylie nodded.
‘Did you hear anything? Any fighting? Your dad leaving?’
Brylie shook her head at the questions. Lewis left some space, but McCoy filled it for both of them.
‘Just this week, there have been some accusations that your father was involved in activities with minors that might be unlawful.’ He looked across at Lewis as if to check that he was being careful enough. She nodded to him. ‘Something like this can get people’s emotions running pretty hot. Is this something you were aware of?’
Brylie shook her head again, but Lewis noticed she didn’t seem as completely surprised as she might have expected, like the movement of her head was disagreeing with her conscience. McCoy motioned that he was going to take a look around the house.
Lewis continued. ‘Some of the people who have brought these allegations to our attention, Brylie, they are people close to you – Luther and Tate. The fact that your father has been assaulted and murdered at the time of these allegations being made means we are likely to draw inferences as to possible offenders. We understand you likely wouldn’t know if they were involved, but I would like to know whether you think this is something either of them would be capable of?’
Brylie glanced up at Harper Lewis, who now saw in her face what she had missed the first time they had talked with her: how young she was, and just how much she might have carried. Brylie shook her head again, the tears continuing to flow.
‘Okay then. We’ll need you to formally identify the deceased, Brylie. We have arranged someone from Family Liaison to be here with you in the next half an hour and they will steer you through all of that. We will be in touch across the next few days to see how you are going. See if there is anything more you might think of that might help.’
As Lewis left the lounge room, she saw Brylie reaching for her phone on the table in front of her. McCoy met her at the entrance and they closed the door quietly behind them.
‘Was that just sadness there?’ McCoy was always happy to hand over the primary judgements of emotion to her.
‘Maybe not just. Maybe some thinking. Maybe even some relief?’ Lewis still wasn’t sure herself, but after everything that had occurred she needed her own time to process everything. She sat in the driver’s seat with her door open, the cold air a godsend after the stuffy few minutes they had just spent in the McIntyre home.
McCoy sighed heavily across from her. ‘Families, huh? Makes you wonder what she might have heard. I mean, neither Luther nor Tate told her as far as we know. But it didn’t hit like it should have, did it?’
Lewis shook her head. She thought of Brylie reaching for her phone and wondered who she would contact first.
‘Satisfied she was telling us the truth?’ McCoy asked.
‘About her being at home?’ She tilted her head in thought. ‘Well, I do think that was genuine surprise we saw about him being dead.’
McCoy nodded in agreement. ‘No dirt under her nails, no clothes on her floor. And no mess or discarded clothing in the laundry or either bedroom.’
They knew killings of passion always left something to find: a calling card of the emotion that had generated the action.
‘As much as he was some piece of work and she’s got her own hang-ups, I don’t think you murder your own father then sleep in until the cops come to your door,’ McCoy finished as his phone started ringing, the vibration in his pocket making him scramble. He answered and put it on speaker. ‘Wilson, what you got?’
‘A couple of things, Sarge. First, the CCTV from one of the big houses on Griffith Street has something – a red Volvo station wagon heading slowly towards Battery Point, about half past eleven.’
Both detectives immediately looked at the car up near the residence. Lewis raised her eyebrows at McCoy, suddenly unsure of their conviction regarding Brylie’s innocence.
‘Does that match up with TOD?’ Wilson queried.
‘No time of death yet, mate,’ McCoy said hurriedly. ‘Should have that later today. No other cars up that end of Griffith all night?’
‘No, Sarge. A few kids walking past, throwing bottles into the river, but as far as cars go, just the red Volvo. Couldn’t get a full plate with the angle, but it started with FFF-1, something.’
Lewis glanced again at the car near them. FFF-167.
‘It came back the other way just after 1am. I traced it back – the only other footage of it is coming past the car park on Beach Road, near Lowell Island, about five minutes before.’
Lewis felt a surge coursing through her veins.
‘That’s on the way from the church, yeah?’
‘That’s right, Sarge. To get to Battery Point. Generally, people who aren’t from around here go straight down Bank or Lupine, but locals use Beach Road.’
‘That’s great, Matt. Anything else?’
‘Yeah.’ Wilson paused, as if he’d rather not continue. ‘Well… it’s Mick Hillman.’
McCoy stiffened.
‘He just phoned – something has happened at his place. All he said was that he only wanted you to come. And Sarge… for Mick Hillman, he sounded rattled.’
‘Okay, Wilson, we’ll be right there.’ McCoy paused. ‘Look, obviously the media is on this – the official line is that it is exactly the same as the Hayley Rose thing, you got that? Exactly the same.’ He terminated the call and looked over at Lewis. ‘We’re going to have to wait on Brylie and the car angle for a bit.’
‘Why? If that’s the damn car that was used, surely that is priority number one – before she can do anything else to it? Clean it? Shore up her story?’
‘Ordinarily, yes. We’ll phone CSS and get them over here pronto, but at this stage, she doesn’t know we know.’ McCoy motioned for Lewis to start the car. ‘If Mick Hillman has something for us, I’m banking on that being pretty damn important.’

Lewis stayed in the car, surveying the tiny uncovered porch she and McCoy had stood on when they had first spoken with Luther Hillman. Now Mick Hillman stood there, arms crossed over his chest, moustache thick and bristling. She saw the same hardness, the same upthrust of the chest, but Mick appeared a little narrower than last time; more pale. His eyes were hanging and threaded, like they had seen something truly tragic.
Like maybe they had seen enough.
Lewis got out of the car as McCoy approached the porch.
‘Fuckin’ said just you, copper,’ She heard Mick’s voice bark at McCoy before she had closed her door.
McCoy nodded at her to proceed to the porch with him. ‘I know, Mick. But that’s not how this works, mate. You want to tell us something?’ McCoy left the situation open – no mention of the discovery of Conor McIntyre that morning.
Mick went to talk, but stopped and pointed to the single garage, where the door was ajar at its bottom edge. ‘In there…’ His voice petered out.
The detectives looked at each other and then at the door. They could see it had already been opened that morning, the thick dew that coated everything else running down the door in stripes as it had been lifted and put back down. Later, Lewis would wonder how long Mick had left it up, standing there and looking at what was in front of him.
Now, McCoy walked over to the garage. Lewis followed him and unholstered her gun.
‘We’re not going to get hurt if we open this, are we, Mick?’
Mick shook his head. The door was only a third of the way up when both detectives saw the feet dangling.
‘Fuck.’ McCoy motioned for Lewis to put her gun away.
Together, the detectives sighed and bowed their heads as the door rose the rest of the way to reveal the limp, pallid body of Luther Hillman hanging from the rafters. Now there were two dead, both of whom had the heavy pall of sadness and suspicion hanging over them, which might now never be determined.
They stepped inside the garage. Lewis felt the air cold and compressing. McCoy began taking photos of the scene with his phone, starting with the chair that Luther had kicked over in the act. He had Lewis phone the Crime Scene Services team for the third time in a few hours; at least they’d be able to come straight over from Battery Hill once they’d finished there. The car at the church would have to come third.
Once they had finished their initial survey, the detectives walked back to the porch and used the scene tape from the car to form a secure perimeter from the street. Cops at the Hillmans always drew a crowd.
‘You want to go inside, Mick?’ Lewis motioned with her hand towards the open security door. Mick nodded as he tried to shake himself out of his grief stupor.
Sitting in the tiny, dark living room, Lewis could smell the great, unwashed lives of the Hillmans seeping out of every thread and pore the room contained. A clotted mix of dirt, oil, fried foods and cigarette smoke. And now the pall of death stunk over the lot of it.
‘What happened, Mick?’ Lewis needed to keep this tight.
Mick leant forward, his hands clasped between his thighs, as if ready to retch. ‘Just went out to grab a few things from the fridge out there about an hour ago. Opened the fuckin’ door and there he is – me boy. Fuckin’ hangin’.’ He sniffed hard and turned his head quickly to the side, away from the thin light that tried not to push through the curtains.
She studied Mick closely. ‘When had you seen him last?’ She still needed to treat this as suspicious until CSS told them otherwise.
‘Just after six yesterday evenin’. He chucked down some food and pissed off out the door. I was half-cut and he wasn’t home when I went to bed about eleven. Never heard him come in.’
Lewis expected ‘half-cut’ for Mick was a very loose term. She figured he wouldn’t hear much on any given night once he turned in.
‘How did he seem?’
‘What do ya mean?’ Mick looked keenly at Lewis, as if he were hoping she might give him a reason for what had happened.
‘Was he his normal self?’
‘Well, he did seem pretty off yesterday. He pissed around at work, had the shits all day. You were there when he was packin’ up, remember?’ Pangs of the closest thing Mick Hillman had probably felt in his life to guilt began to rack him. ‘But I wouldn’t a’ thought he’d do somethin’ like fuckin’ this.’
‘Mick, have you heard any other news this morning?’ Lewis knew small-town talk travelled fast and that the finding of Conor McIntyre’s body would already be whipping around on the bush telegraph.
Mick’s dark eyes fixed on her, as if he was searching for what he was meant to say. ‘A chippie that works with me texted to say they’d found that priest dead somewhere down the beach.’
Lewis nodded. She could see Mick fighting hard to understand what she might have been inferring. Or perhaps fighting hard to not understand it. But she left it; left him with one set of grief and guilt for the morning. For now.
But then Mick Hillman surprised Lewis. ‘How’s the girl?’
She pulled her head back a little. ‘Brylie?’
Mick nodded.
‘She’s okay, I guess, all things considered.’
‘He bloody loved her, you know.’ Mick shook his head.
And though Harper Lewis heard it, she didn’t absorb it like she might have.
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Then
Tate felt the sun beat hard into his chest and stomach as he lay on the grass out the front of Brylie’s tent. It was the last day of the camp for the summer; Luther had already packed up and gone home to help his dad with some new jobs he’d picked up from some new locals – those who had spent a fortune on a shack and wanted to make it a palace. He could hear Hayley Rose and Penny Bullard talking and giggling from where he lay, and he guessed he was probably part of the conversation.
‘Hey, Tate.’ Brylie had finished getting herself ready for the beach as she pulled the flap across at the front of her tent. Tate turned onto his stomach and looked at her as she came out. He caught his breath as she finished tying up her bikini, all deep suntan, too much skin and nowhere else to look. He got that strange stretching feeling inside his chest he had when Hayley was near him, and wondered if that space could ever be big enough; or full.
‘Hey.’
‘Beach?’
‘Yeah, sure.’ He stood up and flattened down his shorts, pretending to brush when he was really adjusting.
‘Oh, you actually mean you’re coming down with me?’ She flashed him a furtive smile; enough to know she was half-joking. They walked down together, closer to each other than any random two teenagers, but slightly further apart than they might have a year ago.
They spent ten minutes in the water, by now as warm as it might be for the summer. They paddled, floated and stood, leaning into the small waves that bubbled past them. There was no splashing, no dunking and no shoulder rides. As they came back up the beach to their towels, Brylie reached across to grab the sunscreen from Tate’s bag and her arm brushed against his and Tate stopped just for a moment; feeling that charge of electricity, almost too much to bear. He lay on his back and put his sunglasses on and tried not to watch as Brylie smeared the lotion across herself, apparently unaware of the rabid commotion she was capable of causing. When she lay down on her back, they let the sound of the waves and the gentle breeze wash across them, and the surges of intensity dissipate to a ripple that never would go. Eventually Brylie spoke, her voice clear but soft across the clean summer air.
‘You ever wonder what rich people dream about, Tate?’
He looked across to his left, shielding his eyes even behind his glasses. He saw her there, looking straight up, her sunglasses also in position. He had to force himself to breathe, and turn back to where he had been.
‘Not really.’ He thought that they didn’t really have many people in that sphere in their lives they could ask. He wasn’t sure he cared.
‘Well, I do… in a way.’ He heard her turn her head and he knew she was looking across at him. He wondered if she caught her breath the same.
‘I mean, they talk about dreams, you know, as if they are what happens at night. Like, real dreams. I don’t know about you, but if I’m talking about dreams – aspirations, places I want to go, who I want to be – that’s stuff that happens through the day. My imagination; daydreams.’
Tate listened closely. It felt like she’d been saving this up, for him.
‘And dreams – like, at night – well that is just a lot of weird stuff. I’m in places I don’t know with people who are mostly strangers. Sometimes someone comes into those dreams from years ago…’ She stopped as a seagull screeched overhead, and Tate wondered if she ever dreamed about Ben. ‘But I often think that, if we could dream at night what we dream about through the day, just how amazing that would be. You know, to be just on a beach with the sun hitting your back. The sound of waves rolling in and seagulls mooching for chips. To do that at night – that would be a dream, don’t you reckon?’
Tate let the sound of the waves do the talking for him, for now.
‘But you know the funniest part? Those kinds of dreams can come true. We can go and do that any time; like right now.’ She rolled over onto her front and let the sun hit her back. ‘So maybe it’s because we can actually do it that we don’t bother dreaming that stuff at night.’
Tate heard another bunch of people from camp walk past, talking about things he didn’t want to hear any more. He looked over at Brylie and he couldn’t help but let his eyes stay there. He watched her lips move as she finished what she wanted to say. He wondered why anybody would need a God when they had someone like Brylie.
‘And maybe the big ones – the dreams we really long for – remain so out of reach that they are, like, too bright to come to us at night. So, they stay too far away. To not be cruel.’
Tate let his own head rest back and thought about what Brylie had said. He thought about Hayley Rose. He thought of his mother and how she kept forgetting all of the wrong things.
And he realised he’d let the idea of those kinds of dreams go a long time ago.
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Then
Tate looked across at Luther sipping from a flask on the other side of the small campfire next to the low bluestone wall in the church ground. The low hiss and crackle of the flames provided a gentle backdrop as he felt Brylie near him, sitting just a few metres away.
Since Hayley’s disappearance they had all fallen in closer again, Luther and Brylie’s combative uncertainty becoming slowly less apparent for Tate. It wasn’t like it used to be, but maybe it never would. Maybe this new normal would work out okay. The offhandedness they’d had still annoyed him, but he understood it had been him that had been the one to separate. He hadn’t told either of them what Hayley had been through in the months before Christmas. Hadn’t told them how she said it had happened. Couldn’t say how she had been so weird about it, especially when Brylie was around.
‘Never heard anything about your chick, Tatey?’ Luther threw a small grenade across the fire as he gulped from his flask. Tate glared at him as Brylie looked away.
‘She’s not my fucking chick, mate. I’ve told ya,’ he said, shaking his head. It still stung that Hayley had just gone without a word. And it stung that no one else seemed to care – even old Bonnie.
‘Yeah, yeah, so you keep saying.’ Luther poked some more. ‘She a friend, like us?’
‘That’s all, mate.’ Tate kept looking at the fire. He plucked at the grass between his legs and saw Brylie looking at him out of the corner of her eye.
‘She is definitely hot, though – you know I think that. I think Brylie does, too.’ Luther raised his eyebrows at Brylie, who rolled her eyes at no one in particular. ‘Oh well, for chicks like her, friends aren’t enough, Tatey. She must be off into the next shithole town, pegging someone else then, mate. Just like the kind of chick everyone always said she was.’
‘Lu, if you’re gonna be like that, why don’t you just fuck off?’ Tate stared him down, but Luther only laughed and drank some more. Tate pushed thoughts of Hayley away as Brylie came over to him and rested her head on his shoulder. Felt how that suddenly made it easier to forget how he’d only just started to see a smile creeping into the corners of Hayley’s thin lips before she disappeared. Started to see the glint of something resembling happiness in the very backs of her eyes. But he wondered if what Luther had said might be right. That Tate hadn’t counted for anything more than any of the others everyone always said she’d had. And now that she was gone and hadn’t bothered to contact him, it was hard to think otherwise. Hard to think that maybe he had ever really mattered to her at all.
‘Or maybe she finally bought into those rumours about Ben,’ Luther said. ‘About what might have happened up there at Signal Peak.’ He grinned, all pissed and aloof. ‘Can’t believe they never found him, hey?’
Tate stared at him. Brylie did the same.
Luther didn’t seem to notice. ‘You think that’s why your mum has started to go a bit… you know?’
‘Lu, what the fuck, mate?’ Tate felt his anger boil to the surface.
‘I’m just saying, it fuckin’ sucks, mate. First, she loses a son and then her mind starts to go soft like margarine, you know?’ Luther upended his flask – it was empty.
Tate jumped up and went to walk over, but Brylie stood and held him back. ‘Luther, just shut the fuck up, will you?’ she hissed across the fire.
‘Alright, alright, I was just—’ But before he could find what would have been more of the wrong words, Brylie picked up a handful of stones and dirt and flung it across the fire, hard into Luther’s face and chest.
‘FUCK! Jesus, I was only—’
‘Just piss off, Lu!’ she screamed.
Both of them watched as Luther rose and staggered away from the church grounds, off into the darkness beyond. Brylie turned to Tate and hugged him tight, burying her face in his t-shirt. ‘I’m so sorry, Tate,’ she whispered.
‘Don’t apologise for him, Bry.’ He watched the flames for a few seconds, knowing this felt different with Brylie; the way she held him, the way the embers danced high before they fizzled out, the way the wind blew her hair softly up onto his shoulder.
He felt Brylie’s hands low on his back, warm and damp from wiping her eyes. He caressed her hair, feeling her face on his chest. Her hands moved from his back to his stomach and started to rub the skin there. He immediately went hard but didn’t dare move. Her hands started to move further down, and he waited a second or two, feeling that wild, suffocating, dizzying ecstasy surround him. He reached down and held her hands, uncertain what to do with them. Still unsure what she really wanted.
‘He’s such a dickhead.’ Her voice was soft and quiet, like she was thinking. Pulling away, she looked up at him. ‘Do you want to come inside?’
They pushed through the door of the house and Tate felt its stillness. Brylie walked to the kitchen and pulled out a couple of beers from the fridge.
‘Dad’s gonna be out for a while at some stupid community meeting. Wanna come to my room and listen to some tunes?’
Tate hesitated, the thoughts of Hayley and the words of Luther still rolling around in his head. ‘Yeah, sure.’ He took a big swig of the beer and followed after her.
‘You know, Tate, when Hayley was around…’
He heard Brylie’s words and felt what was coming.
She sat on the bed. ‘It was hard for me and Luther.’ Her eyes went another shade of brown as Tate felt her eyes on him again and wanted more. ‘Especially me.’
‘Yeah, I figured it would have been.’ He tipped his beer up and felt it wash through him hard and fast, then looked down at her as she lay back on the bed. ‘It wasn’t easy for me, either.’ And he meant it. It still wasn’t.
But right then the heater was on, the house was otherwise empty and memories of Hayley – for both of them – were fading enough to almost dismiss. They played Tame Impala’s Currents as they lay on their backs and laughed about people and things and life, just like they used to; Tate on the floor, Brylie on her bed. They played Uno for twenty minutes and made sure they slapped each other’s hands just hard enough not to be cute as they sipped another beer whilst Tate talked about his mum and Brylie wished she had one.
Soon enough Brylie laughed and pushed her hair back over her ear and looked just that moment longer as Tate finished his sentence that she wasn’t listening to anymore anyway. She rubbed her lips together and pushed some pillows behind her, lounging back and putting her arms over her head.
Tate rose and sat on the edge of the bed, not daring to break the spell she had held him in for as long as he could remember. And he hoped she had felt every bit as enchanted as he had, for as long. He felt her soft, warm hand sit on his shoulder and tug him, gently but surely towards her, laying back onto the cushions that would hold everything that was about to happen. Brylie giggled, giddy with raw, pure happiness as she turned Tate’s body towards her, taking his t-shirt off and resting her hand on his cheek. Tate slowly peeled her top over her brown shoulders and kissed her neck, all sweet and soft as he felt the magic of whatever this was surround him.
He couldn’t let himself look away.
But neither of them heard the Volvo crunch across the gravel car park of the church, the fleeting, blessed touch of hot skin and sweet warm lips swallowing them whole. And the spell was broken when the bedroom door was flung wide open by Conor McIntyre, who stood and erupted, all profanities and flailing limbs.
Brylie pushed Tate away and he scrambled to get his t-shirt back on.
‘What the devil do you two think you’re doing?’ McIntyre went a shade of scarlet Tate hadn’t seen before.
‘Dad, I wasn’t—’
‘Brylie – get your clothes on and get out into the kitchen!’ McIntyre turned to Tate, who stood motionless and nauseous next to the bed. ‘And Tate Moon, if I ever see you in the company of my daughter again, there will be trouble. Trouble like you have never seen before. Your mother… if she ever…’
But Tate didn’t want to hear what he had to say. He walked quickly out the front door, juggling his full heart and his crowded mind. He wanted, needed, to remember how this had felt, and would make sure that the next time was soon, and it wouldn’t be interrupted. With Hayley gone and Brylie showing him what she really wanted, the world was finally telling him what he should have known all along.
That love needs no god.
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Then
Tate Moon walked past the McIntyre house the next morning like he always did on his way to school, where Brylie would wait for him on the concrete steps with her bag. And this morning was going to be different; it was going to be the morning they would always look back on as the day their real life began. But as he approached the church house warily, he saw she wasn’t there. The red Volvo wasn’t there, either. He waited another twenty minutes, hoping she would walk around the corner and push him, grab him. Hold him. But the house stayed silent and still, with no sign of Brylie or her father.
When he got to school, only Luther was waiting for him. He remembered what a prick Luther had been the night before, but knew he wouldn’t worry about that. Probably wouldn’t remember it. Tate felt his legs heavy, like they didn’t want him to go over there.
‘You hear the news?’ Luther spoke across the few metres that separated them.
‘News?’ Tate queried, stepping closer.
‘Brylie and her dad are fuckin’ gone.’ Luther looked at him accusingly.
Tate stared at him. ‘Gone? What do ya mean gone?’
‘Just fuckin’ gone. One of the teachers told me – her old man phoned the school this morning. Had to go to another church to cover somebody or something. Up north – Queensland or somewhere. Didn’t even fuckin’ say goodbye.’
Tate reeled. Suddenly every breath felt like a torment, every limb like it was broken and crooked, and it was only his skin holding him together. Was the world still telling him something?
‘She say anything to you about going?’ Luther sounded like he knew she would have.
‘Nah, mate. Nothing at all. When I left, she was going to bed,’ he lied. ‘Well, if her dad got a job interstate…’ Tate was too busy thinking, hurting, to try and make sense of it.
‘But, like, she could have fuckin’ told us, you know?’ Luther spat. ‘We were only with her last night.’ Last night. Luther and Brylie. Dark and light. Happy and sad. Tate scowled on the inside – it was as if Luther had nothing to be ashamed of. He let it go.
‘Yeah, well I’ve had no texts, no calls – nothing.’ Tate spat the words out as he tried to stop his head spinning.
‘I never thought she would do that to you.’
‘Me? Why just me?’ Tate looked across at Luther as the other kids ran past, the school bell ringing wildly around them to start the day. ‘We’re all mates.’
‘You and her, you’re just… different.’
‘What do ya mean, different?’ Tate wanted, needed to hear Luther say it; make it official.
‘You and her, when you’re around each other…’ He knew Luther couldn’t bring himself to say it.
‘We’re all just mates, aren’t we? That’s what makes it work.’ He carried on the charade for Luther’s benefit.
They started walking to class, shoulder to shoulder. ‘You know, Tate, when you were with Hayley all the time, Brylie was different with me.’
Hayley Rose.
After lying with Brylie last night, consumed by the thoughts of what they would soon get to do with each other, Hayley Rose hadn’t been on his mind. For the first time in three months, thoughts of her hadn’t kept him awake, hadn’t made him scour the crowd at school. Hadn’t been the one he wanted.
Hayley Rose really was gone now.
‘What do ya mean, different?’ Tate repeated the same question for a different reason.
‘You know, you fuckin’ chose her.’ Luther spat again, still avoiding saying it outright. ‘You chose Hayley and—’
‘Brylie chose you.’ Tate quietly finished what Luther Hillman could never say.
‘Until she fuckin’ didn’t.’
‘Well, it looks like neither of us meant enough to say anything to about going.’ And he felt that hit him hard.
‘Tatey, I’m not sure how we’re gonna go without her.’ Luther was walking faster now, like he was trying to win some type of race.
‘We’ll be fine, mate.’ But he knew he didn’t sound convincing. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to be.
‘Yeah, maybe.’ Luther pushed the door open and went to sit in the last seat remaining in the back row.
Tate made his way forward, lurching into a room that suddenly felt like all that was left inside were strangers.
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Now
As they pulled up to the Moons, Lewis turned to McCoy and saw his face tight and thick with the intensity of what lay around them. She was glad he looked the same as she felt.
‘Righto, Lewis. I might take the lead here if that is okay with you. We’ve got to dig around the padre’s death. Either Luther did it and couldn’t hack the aftermath, or Tate is the one.’
‘Or Brylie?’ But Lewis wasn’t simply asking a question.
McCoy shrugged. ‘Yeah… that too. But if it was Tate, we should know by the way he reacts in the next ten minutes. And he won’t know about Luther – are we gonna break that to him?’
Lewis thought long and hard. ‘Maybe. Let’s see how it plays out.’ She glanced up at the living room window as the curtains moved. ‘Don’t look now but we’ve got a welcoming party.’
The detectives walked together up the few stairs to the verandah. Terry Moon answered the door before the detectives had a chance to knock.
‘Hello, officers.’
Lewis was struck by how dour his face looked; ashen and hollow.
‘We’ve heard the news. Terrible.’ Terry stepped back and kicked his muddy yard boots towards the wall as they passed.
The two detectives entered the living room to find the Moons sitting in silence. The homely smell of a suburban breakfast, all burnt toast and instant coffee, flooded around them. Albert and Tate nodded solemnly to them as they shuffled to the middle of the small room and stood awkwardly, not sure which way to face. Lewis settled on Glenys, who was being stiffly comforted by Albert, his big hand around her slender shoulders. She seemed to be taking it the hardest of them all.
‘I can see you have already heard the news,’ McCoy said. Lewis watched them all, knowing they hadn’t yet been hit with the second bout. ‘And I am sorry, but we are going to have to talk to Tate about last night. You are welcome to stay if you like.’
Glenys and Albert nodded, sitting huddled, while Terry stood at the archway.
‘So, Tate,’ McCoy began, ‘Conor McIntyre was found dead this morning, over in the dunes at Battery Hill. Principally, we are looking to confirm your whereabouts and whether you have any information regarding motive for anybody you believe might have been involved.’
Tate looked hard at McCoy, as if he knew how the truth should look. ‘Well, I went up to Signal Peak. With everything that has happened in the last couple of weeks, I felt like I needed to go back up there.’ He shot a look towards Glenys.
‘On your own?’
‘Yeah, on my own.’
‘So no one can vouch for your whereabouts?’ McCoy pressed.
The fact Tate had been back up to Signal Peak was certainly of interest. Ben’s vanishing was somehow still relevant in all of this.
‘Well, not between about seven when I left and two in the morning or so when I got back.’ Tate looked thoughtfully towards the couch. ‘Pa Albert was up having a whisky when I returned, he’ll tell you that.’ The detectives saw Albert close his eyes briefly in confirmation.
‘Are there others who might have wished some harm to come to Conor McIntyre, Tate? His death was particularly brutal – stabbed many times, hit on the head. We know about the allegations at the camp.’ Lewis came in strong now, still withholding the news about Luther. ‘That kind of thing could get anyone angry enough to do something like this.’
‘It could, for sure.’ Tate sniffed hard and wiped his eyes with the back of his wrist. He looked at Lewis, no doubt wondering where they had received that information about McIntyre. ‘But I don’t know anyone that would do something like that. Not for any reason.’
‘You are aware that Conor and Luther had a physical altercation a couple of nights ago at The Stump?’
‘Yeah, Luther told me about that.’
She held his gaze. ‘We understand that he shared your suspicions about Conor McIntyre potentially being involved in serious misconduct with minors – kids – at the camp.’
Tate nodded and stared at the ground.
‘You understand what I am suggesting here, Tate? Do you know where Luther was last night?’
‘No, I don’t.’ Tate lifted his eyes to meet hers. ‘But I will say that there is no way Luther would kill Conor.’ His voice was strong and clear, almost like he had been practising.
‘We will take that on board. But there is some other news we need to relay to you regarding Luther.’ She decided he needed to hear all of it in order for her and McCoy to decide where he stood.
Tate Moon took his time looking up at Lewis, completely at her mercy. She thought he looked ready to submit. To let the world push him under.
‘Tate, we have just come from the Hillman house. We got a call this morning from Mick.’
Tate furrowed his brows, confused. They all knew Mick Hillman didn’t deal with cops, let alone invite them over.
‘Tate, Luther Hillman took his own life sometime between six o’clock last night and eight o’clock this morning.’
Tate put both of his hands across his face and bit hard into his index finger. It stayed there for a while, Lewis hearing him grinding into the sinews, before his eyes slowly returned to hers.
‘You think he killed Conor and then did that?’ Tate’s voice was cracked and thick with mucus.
‘You can see how we might see that as a likely scenario. But we intend to look at all avenues, including corroborating your whereabouts Tate, using traffic cameras and…’
Albert interjected. ‘Well, if that bastard did something as low as what you are suggesting at the camp, then some might say he had it coming.’ He let Glenys sink under his arm again. ‘Could lead to all kinds of people wanting to see him suffer.’
The ticking of the clock filled the silence that rang out again.
Eventually, McCoy spoke. ‘As well as those accusations, Conor may have been involved with some kind of serious financial deception – embezzlement. We are also keeping that line of enquiry open at this stage.’
Albert looked sharply across at McCoy.
‘What does that mean?’ Glenys’s voice was thin and moist, barely enough to move the air across the dark lounge room.
‘Oh, just that he was probably taking money from the church, Glenys. Nothing you need to—’ McCoy was interrupted as Glenys stood and turned to Albert.
‘My goodness, you were right all along!’ she said through her tears. Albert bowed his head, rubbing his hands roughly across his face. ‘It was him! Just like you said, Dad.’ She leant into the old man who stayed sitting on the couch, tears also streaming down his face now. ‘It was him all along…’
Albert stood and hugged his daughter. ‘Shoosh, shoosh.’
Glenys buried her head into Albert’s chest. ‘But… he and I, we…’ She stepped back and turned towards Tate. ‘And…’ Glenys pointed at her son, who had a look of confusion on his face. She howled and turned back to Albert, her face again buried deep in the soft mustiness of his cardigan.
‘Love, it’s been a big day. Let’s grab a cuppa.’ Albert let his daughter lean against him as they shuffled into the kitchen.
McCoy raised his eyebrows at Lewis, and she nodded towards the front door.
‘Okay, Tate,’ she said, wrapping things up. ‘It’s hard news to take, but we will need every bit of information we can to help Brylie find some justice for her father. We’ll call back in the next day or so once we have gathered more information.’
Tate sat in silence on his own, Terry having made his way down the hallway into the rear of the house.
‘And Tate?’ Lewis added quietly, jerking her head towards the kitchen. ‘Make sure your mum’s alright.’
As the detectives walked back towards the front door, Albert’s boots came clomping down the hallway.
‘Terrible business, all this.’ He shook his head ruefully, putting his hands on his hips.
‘That it is,’ Lewis said respectfully. ‘Is Glenys okay?’
He sighed. ‘Yes, she is fine. Just a lot to take in. For all of us.’
‘Albert, Tate’s story that he was out last night – that he went up to Signal Peak. Is that true as far as you are aware?’
Albert nodded.
‘Any idea why he might have gone up there? I mean, now of all times?’
‘That’s where he lost his brother… it gets to him sometimes. Think maybe he feels like Ben might still be up there in a way – his spirit, you know? Feel that bit closer to him.’
Lewis pursed her lips. ‘He says you were up when he got home – is that correct?’
‘Yes, darlin’, it is.’ His light blue eyes rested on Lewis’s face.
‘He seem okay when he returned? Not agitated or anything like that?’ Lewis fished for any discrepancy, any hint that Albert might be giving Tate a false alibi.
‘No, not agitated. But he did seem—’ Albert caught himself. ‘A little sad.’
‘Sad-angry, or sad-relieved?’
‘Just sad-sad, love. I mean, what he said he’d been doing, where he’d been – it fit with how he looked, how he spoke. That’s all I can tell ya. That place has a lot of bad memories. A big part of this family went missing up there and never came back that day, not just Ben.’
Lewis nodded. ‘Say, Albert – do you have an alibi for last night?’
He threw his head back and laughed. ‘Only a bottle of Jameson’s that Tatey got for my birthday. And a bloody decent one at that!’
They all heard Glenys still howling from down in the kitchen.
Albert shook his head. ‘I guess I could say my daughter could vouch for me, but I’m not sure how reliable her testimony might be. Her memory is shot, you know? I always hope she forgets the right things, but I’m never sure she does.’ His eyes squinted and he looked down the dark hallway before turning back to face them. ‘Do you know, I often think she wishes it was Tate that disappeared.’ He shook his head again as he looked at the worn decking boards under his feet.
Lewis stepped closer and almost reached out to hold his hand; visions of Roger playing on her mind. ‘Albert, do you think Tate could have been involved in what happened to Conor in any way?’
She saw his face go all soft as he spoke. ‘My love, we often judge the boy before we know the man.’

Albert Macready lay in bed that night on his back, like he always did. Hands across his belly, his breathing more wheezy and strained than usual, he heard the plovers scream their wild goodnights as they raced over the roof, and the ticking of the clock that sat on his bedside table. He looked across: 2.15am and he hadn’t slept a wink.
Thoughts to make him weep; memories to make him bitter.
But a daughter, after all of these years, that had come back to her own flock.
Chosen Dad over Father.
And for the first time in many years, he felt like things were right.
Albert Macready wanted to storm into the church. The day before, his latest argument with his daughter had been the last straw.
‘Thousands of dollars? He says I took it? Why the bloody hell would I do that?’
‘Gambling.’ She had looked at the form guide sitting on the arm of his chair. Albert had shaken his head, speechless.
He remembered how she had looked at him recently; how she had looked at Conor. How she spoke quickly to Albert, like he was only worth one breath. How she sat nearer the front at church, took communion most days alone with Father McIntyre. How Terry had made comments that had made him wonder about her pregnancy. About her faith.
But this day, just now after he had come to set things straight once and for all – to ask that she simply listen to him – her admission fell out, right onto his chest, and through it. He remembered that splitting feeling as he felt himself crack on the inside, knowing what she had done. Her complete commitment to the fact that it would not be undone. That the baby would stay, no matter how he had come to be.
He had stepped back from Glenys. And Albert Macready knew then that family was no match for blind faith, of any kind.
And from that moment, he decided that the only way to cope was to get on with things. The past could never be undone, or forgotten. It could only be remedied with an ignorance so vast, it would have to blanket his soul and, perhaps mercifully in time, her memory.
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Now
Lewis watched McCoy scan the front page of the Merrimack Gazette on his desk. It promised to be a lazy Sunday morning for most of the town, but not for those at the station. He glanced across at her. ‘See they beat Coleridge? Moon kicked six goals.’
Lewis looked over the desk divide. ‘Can’t believe he played. Can’t believe any of them played, to be honest.’
Yesterday had been a long day for them – gathering information, crime scene reports, searching for evidence to match up movement timelines of all of those involved as best as they could. But they still had work to do. She had read the story concerning the death of Conor McIntyre, pleased Wilson had been explicit in suggesting that the murder of the priest had been identical to the one involving Hayley Rose.
‘Yeah, now we need the bloody autopsy result. CSS has already phoned. The dunes were definitely not the scene of the murder,’ McCoy said. ‘Said there’s fresh blood in the back of the station wagon and surprisingly little blood and bodily fluids around the burial site.’
‘So there was some time between the killing and the burial?’ Lewis asked.
‘Correct. They are certain he was disrobed at the dunes, but no sign of the clothes at this point.’
‘Wilson get any further with that CCTV of the car?’ There was little hope in Lewis’s voice.
‘Nah, too dark, too grainy. Definitely only one silhouette in the image from the car park, but no way to tell who it was – even if it was male or female.’
McCoy flicked to the real estate pages of the local rag. He laid it open and tapped his index finger on the Paradise Fields Estate advertisement. ‘And Hughesy tells me that the stick in his ring – it’s a boundary peg, used in marking out blocks of land for developments.’
Lewis looked at him in a heady mix of surprise and disgust. ‘Someone could have just removed it and taken it for purpose, but it seems more likely it was a weapon of… convenience.’ She paused, narrowing her eyes in thought. ‘And considering that’s the land Bonnie donated to the church which he was messing around with, you’d have to say it’s likely to be relevant.’
McCoy nodded and pulled his jacket down over his stomach. ‘The gang in forensic finance came through last night with some information, too. The vendor was a trust in the name of Caligula Pty Ltd, acting on behalf of the blessed parish of St John’s Anglican, Lagunes Bay. The blokes I spoke with said it had been set up to divert the proceeds to a private holding, even though at first glance it looks like the church is the recipient. They reckon it was set up well – really well. Once the money got through, only a real boffin would know how to trace it. Whoever did it didn’t want to share – or be found – that’s for sure.’
Lewis shook her head. ‘Bloody Conor McIntyre.’
The conversation was interrupted by Martina Wang’s name appearing on McCoy’s phone. He slid the answer button across and put it on speaker.
‘Hi, Doc. Sorry to push you with this one.’
‘That’s fine, Detective. Pleased we could get this through to you so quickly.’ Wang’s voice, always pleasant but direct, took Lewis to the cold, sterile office she spent most of her day in; all silver benches and the pungent stink of formalin.
‘What have we got?’
‘The victim was stabbed seventeen times in the chest and abdomen. Wounds suggest significant force with a blade around 12 centimetres long, serrated. The force was sufficient to penetrate through bone before striking viscera. Right-handed assailant, somewhere between 176 and 184 centimetres tall.’
Lewis recalled Hughes’s brief on the other death that weekend. ‘Luther was 190?’ she whispered to McCoy. He nodded and frowned.
‘And the stick?’ McCoy asked, grimacing slightly.
‘Inserted while alive – or at least not completely dead. Fissuring and bleeding in the lower colon suggests his heart was still beating when it was done. It pierced the colonic wall in multiple places and almost punctured the diaphragm.’
McCoy whistled. ‘That’s some force, hey, Doc?’
‘Correct, Detective. Strength or passion – or both.’ This was as close to speculation as Lewis had heard from Wang.
‘The cross in his chest?’ McCoy went on.
‘That was done by a similar stick – not the one inserted into the victim, but the same type of implement.’
McCoy covered the receiver. ‘So we’re looking for a boundary peg with blood on the tip,’ he whispered to Lewis.
‘Thanks, Doc.’ He went to end the call, but Lewis grabbed his arm and pushed it away.
‘Doctor Wang, this is Detective Lewis.’
‘Hello, Detective. Is there something else you are after?’ There wasn’t a hint of annoyance in her voice – this was all process.
‘Yes, as an aside – what is the victim’s blood type?’
McCoy looked at her with a reverent smile.
‘The victim’s blood type is, ah… let me see…’ They heard the fine clicks and scrolling wheel of a mouse through the speaker. ‘Ah, here it is… B positive.’
The detectives ended the call and smiled at each other.
‘Same as Tate’s father,’ Lewis said.
‘Fuck me, Lewis. You might be right on the money with this. Let’s get back over there and sort this out.’
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‘So, it’s possible – even probable – Conor and Glenys had something back then?’ Lewis feigned retching as they drove once more to the Moon house.
‘Well, if it is, those two kids need to know.’
‘Do we need to ask if it was consensual?’ Her head was swimming with all of the information they needed to prioritise and sort out. ‘And who knew?’
‘Look, our number one thing here is to complete the current murder investigation, being Conor McIntyre. Look for holes in Tate’s story – any inconsistencies we see, we pounce on. If he’s clean, then Hillman did it. Anything beyond that, we’ll see how it’s feeling, yeah?’
‘The height of the assailant Wang gave us isn’t a problem?’
‘Nah, Luther still stands out. Error measurement is always a factor in these things. He has motives from every angle.’ McCoy shrugged. ‘It’s only the money thing that would discount Luther at this stage.’
‘Well, Tate is not entirely in the clear – his phone and car rego pictures both show they were where he said he was, but there’s no proof it was him in the car or with the phone. Could have been someone else on both counts, so not a complete tick yet.’ Lewis tossed some alternate ideas around. ‘Could he have arranged it with Luther then put the screws on him, threatened to sell him out? Could have framed his suicide even?’
McCoy shrugged again. ‘Nah, Hughes was as certain as I’ve seen him that Luther acted alone in his own death, and I take that as gospel, no pun intended.’ He killed the engine and they stepped out into the frigid air that buffeted them. ‘But someone else could have driven Tate’s car with his phone, thinking it would create a watertight alibi – it’s happened before.’ McCoy looked across at her. ‘On your toes here, Lewis.’
Lewis strode up the stairs in front of McCoy, and knocked.
Tate opened the door and Lewis noticed that he still had a single piece of black electrical tape running around his left upper arm. She had little doubt which of the two deceased it counted for.
‘Well done on yesterday, Tate,’ she started.
‘Yeah, I guess,’ he said, absent-mindedly rubbing his right index finger over the shiny tape.
‘Tate, we have further questions regarding the murder of Conor McIntyre. Is it okay if we come in?’
‘Ah, yeah. Sure.’ Tate put his arm out to invite them in. He turned into the living room and the detectives followed. Albert was already there, sitting in his chair.
‘Hey, Pa,’ Tate said. ‘Just the police back again.’
‘Mind if I sit in, darlin’?’ Albert enquired gently.
Lewis nodded with a curt smile. She could hear the clink of dishes in the kitchen. ‘Tate, we’d like to talk to you first, then we may need to speak with Glenys and Terry. Are they both in?’
Tate nodded. ‘Mum’s in the kitchen. Dad’s out somewhere.’
‘So, Tate. We have found your phone and car were where you indicated they would be on Friday night. But that doesn’t necessarily confirm that you were in possession of either of them.’ She saw that he knew what she was getting at. ‘Have you talked to Brylie since we were here yesterday?’
‘Not directly, no. We had a few texts yesterday about everything, but I had footy, and to be honest I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.’ Tate spoke how he looked: flat and lifeless.
‘Brylie also has no alibi for Friday night. We are looking for ways to help you both clear yourselves as suspects, but at this stage we are unable to do that.’
‘Well, she sure as shit won’t have killed her own dad.’
Lewis heard a hesitation in his voice.
‘Tate, what we do know is that whoever killed Conor McIntyre used Conor’s own car to transport him from wherever he was killed to where they buried him at Battery Hill. We will find DNA in that car of whoever it was.’ Lewis locked eyes with Tate. ‘We are here to give you the chance to tell us anything you know, Tate. Whether it was you, whether it was Luther Hillman or…’ She let the pause hang. ‘Brylie? Anything else you might know, you need to tell us right now.’
Tate glared at her and Lewis saw the anger his eyes carried. ‘You know what, Detective? Fuck you. Fuck you, fuck Luther, fuck Brylie. I don’t know what happened and I really don’t give a shit. But you know what I do know? I know I’m glad that prick is dead. I’m glad someone finally did something. And I hope he fucking suffered.’ Tate shook his head. ‘’Cause you know what? Sometimes the world knows what to do and the right people get what was coming to them.’
Lewis looked at Albert who sat with his eyes closed. They all let the air settle for a bit before McCoy stepped forward. ‘Tate, we understand your anger at what you believe Conor did. We understand Luther probably felt the same. We think Luther might have murdered Conor, motivated by the accusations around him at the camp, and then struggled with the guilt. We understand that might be hard to accept – that your mate was capable of something as brutal as this. But what you have just said, that makes it all the more likely, given how Conor McIntyre’s alleged actions made you all feel.’
Tate sat still, unmoved. Lewis watched him and felt there was another card to play in this.
‘Did Brylie and Luther have a thing, Tate?’ This angle counted. ‘Could Conor have got in the way of that, maybe?’
‘A thing? No. There was a time when they were closer. But Brylie never…’
‘Never saw Luther like that?’ Lewis wanted to be sure of what she felt; that beauty really was still a bully. ‘Because she was holding out for you, Tate?’
He shrugged and nodded.
‘Well, why weren’t you and Brylie ever a thing?’ She hoped this was the case, given their suspicions around Glenys and Conor.
‘Well, we almost were but then her dad found us… walked in on us in her bedroom.’
Lewis looked at McCoy. ‘When was this, Tate?’
‘The night before they left for Queensland, right before her dad got that stupid posting.’
That part all made sense now, Lewis was sure. McCoy cleared his throat and widened his eyes, urging Lewis to bring it back to the present enquiry.
‘So you weren’t driving the car – the red Volvo station wagon – Friday night, Tate. Is that right?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you and Luther Hillman were not together on Friday night. You didn’t associate at all in any way?’
‘Not at all, no.’
‘Okay. Let’s go back to Hayley Rose. I want to update you as to what we think.’
Tate kept his eyes to the ground, but she saw him floating somewhere between fear and anticipation.
‘We think Conor McIntyre raped Hayley Rose. We think he did it more than once, and we think he was the one who got her pregnant.’
Tate’s shoulders shifted just a fraction, but he didn’t look up.
Lewis continued. ‘We think he killed her when he found out she had an abortion. What do you say to that?’
‘I think you might be right. But I don’t know for sure.’ Tate kept his head down.
‘Jesus Christ, are you sure?’ Albert Macready leant forward in his chair, eyes wide open.
‘We’re not certain, Albert, but it seems the most likely scenario. And now we may never know,’ Lewis said mournfully. ‘And anyone else who thought that to be the case might have a pretty good motive for doing what they did to Conor McIntyre on Friday night.’ She shifted her gaze towards Tate, hoping to see something change.
It didn’t.
Lewis mouthed the words ‘blood type’ to McCoy, and raised her eyebrows. He shook his head. She was annoyed but relieved; she didn’t have the heart to bring this up in this house – not now. She could already feel the walls creaking with the strain of what had gone on.
‘Okay, we will get what we need in the next forty-eight hours, Tate. We will get to the bottom of all of this and I hope we don’t find something that you could have helped us with.’
Tate kept staring forlornly at the carpet, but Albert was watching her closely.
Lewis headed down the hallway, following McCoy. As they stepped onto the verandah, she heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Albert in tow.
‘Yes, Albert?’ Lewis had talked enough. She wanted him to leave the detectives to their work.
‘Ah, it’s all a bloody mess, this – isn’t it?’ He pulled both of his hands down his face, his grey stubble just long enough to sway in the south-westerly whipping its way through the open door.
She thought she saw an intensity that he was trying to stifle, his eyes sparkling as they squinted against the wind. ‘It is, Albert. What I said to Tate before, that goes for you too. You think of anything, you let us know, yeah? Conor McIntyre gave a lot of people reason to want to get at him in this town.’ Lewis zipped her jacket up and went to move down the steps.
‘Do you have a family, Detective?’ Albert asked thoughtfully.
‘My mother is over in the west, but no – I don’t have a family of my own.’
There was more bubbling to the surface, the old man’s eyes now moist with something more than the wind. She saw a little of Roger Lewis in the crevices beside Albert’s eyes and felt herself lurch between sad and sharpened.
‘Maybe one day, eh?’ Albert shook his head. ‘You think you can always make them better, but sometimes your best falls short of what you thought you could do. I’ve never done much for my family – not when it counted anyway. And really, when it’s all said and done, your best only ever needs to be the whole truth.’ He looked down the hallway then back to the detectives. McCoy stood with his arms folded, unmoved by Albert’s musings.
‘The whole truth, though – it’s often harder than you think it’s gonna be.’ Albert smiled, speaking softly as if almost to himself. ‘Tate’s a good kid, you know? He’s been through a lot… he’s been through enough.’
The wind buffeted his words back inside, just enough to reach those who might need to hear it.
‘You know, Detective, there is one thing I don’t get.’ Albert’s voice was steady now; sharp, despite the look of confusion on his face.
‘Oh, yeah, Albert – what is that?’ Lewis said.
‘Well, the paper said it was exactly the same as the murder that involved young Hayley?’
‘That’s right, yes.’
‘Exactly?’ Albert peered at her.
Lewis nodded again to be clear. McCoy stepped forward ever so slightly.
‘Well, I don’t get that. I mean, if it was McIntyre who killed Hayley, how could it all be the same when McIntyre himself got it this time?’ He scratched at his cheek, his bunch of dirty nails audible against his stubble.
‘Ah, that’s a good question, Albert.’ Lewis looked at McCoy as she spoke with the slightest lift in intensity. ‘One we have to try and figure out.’
‘I’d hate to think there might be two people around here that are that brutal. But that Hillman kid…’
‘Well, we think he might have been involved. Might be the one.’ Lewis gave him some rope.
‘I mean the savagery. The cross in their chest, the burying in the dunes.’
The detectives nodded. Albert put his hands behind his head and laughed.
‘And the stick up the arse – that is a statement, isn’t it?’
Albert stood firm as the detectives’ faces dropped. They both moved to him as his legs started to melt.
And Harper Lewis saw it in Albert’s eyes – the world he had survived in and kept secrets from starting to churn around him, and she grabbed his arm before he crashed into the old timber boards beneath him.
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Lewis and McCoy had walked through the Paradise Fields Estate scene to finalise what had transpired from Albert’s admission in his interview. How he had walked with Conor there and tried to have him confess; come forward and admit what he had done at the camp and to Hayley. But how ultimately, when Conor played his usual self, Albert had seen there was only one way justice was able to be served – with a roughly-metred combination of his fishing knife and a boundary peg or two.
Now the detectives walked across Lagoon Road; from the burgeoning to the desolate.
Bonnie’s footsteps that pattered down the short hallway were different from the ones Lewis had first heard two weeks ago when they had been there to talk about the first body found in the dunes. Then, those footfalls had rhythm and strength – a purpose. Now they were flat and lifeless; like she was heavier but carried no will. The door opened slowly, and her face showed a placid resignation as the soft autumn light brushed across it.
‘Hello, Bonnie,’ Lewis said gently.
In the lounge room, the detectives relayed the information they needed to regarding the land and the money. They spoke of Albert’s confession and the accusations around the priest’s behaviour at the camp and how that would be investigated thoroughly. Lewis saved until last the information she thought would bring closure for Bonnie.
‘Bonnie, we need to tell you what we have come to understand about what happened to Hayley.’ The mention of her name seemed to bring the woman back a fraction from wherever she had run to. ‘We believe that she was raped by the same person who killed her.’
Bonnie turned her eyes from the floor to look at her, and Lewis saw that they had a vacancy, a shielding that coated them.
‘We believe that she was killed because she chose to abort the pregnancy that came about from the rape… from the rape that occurred more than once.’ Lewis gazed deeply at Bonnie and could see that she didn’t want her to continue. Afterwards, despite everything, Lewis held on to the fact that it was for the reason she’d hoped. She had to. ‘We believe that person was Conor McIntyre.’
And nothing broke.
Nothing moved.
Nothing changed.
Bonnie Rose clutched at her rosary beads and moved her lips, her eyes now locked on the cross that loomed large over the archway.
And Harper Lewis finally understood, as sure as the gravel would crunch and squelch under her heavy footsteps back to the car, that Hayley Rose never stood a chance.
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Brylie McIntyre rested her head on the pillows, snug in the bedroom where her deepest, fondest memories resided. But the tears that flowed from her now were rich and thick. She looked at her delicate hand that had held the gun that day; so skittish and tense.
Spooked by the boy who shouted; longed for the boy who ran.
Held by the boy who stayed.
She lay there knowing now that you couldn’t owe anyone when there was no one left. No two boys; no yin, no yang. No conflict, no peril. Heaved when she thought about how close she and Tate had been to making it real that night before they’d left. Understood now why they had left; why they had to go. Heaved again when she thought of what those detectives had told her about who he was, where he had really come from. She’d scratched her skin raw, her face streaked and blotchy, but she couldn’t scratch away the love and the want she knew she had felt.
If Brylie McIntyre could scratch off her armour, she would. That skin that others looked at; those long limbs she hauled around, heavy like worry and constant like the weight of the cross that used to swing across her father’s chest. That fucking beauty they all adored and envied – she’d peel it off like a snake and leave it to them, if only they would understand who she was. She would make all of this be better; go away somewhere. Surround herself with people who would love her for who she is, not what she is. Or who she was.
Just drive, up that dry grey asphalt where the pale blue sky seemed stuck to the brown earth below. Maybe back to Stanthorpe, or away to where no one would know her, where you could check your DNA at the door. Avoid places that were familiar and real so they couldn’t hurt. Maybe run her own flock like the farmers she used to watch up there in the back country as they rammed up the Newell Highway, fleeing for reasons like they did that hurt more now than it did then. Live in a big, flat, wide open space where you could see who was coming, and had fences to keep them out anyway.
And maybe find out whether someone’s privilege might mean getting a better start or a better end. Because when she thought of Luther, and of Conor, she still wasn’t sure it mattered.

Even after all that had happened, Tate Moon still felt it, stronger than ever on the drive from his home to the highway and then on to Signal Peak – that great, crowding restlessness. That familiar, suffocating suburbia; where sometimes short was far too long. Where friends melted into pools of quiet competition and envy; where family morphed from a safe haven to a desperate lunging for attention; and where the intense intoxication of things you once loved slowly idled into a sense of duty and finite resources.
Tate Moon had taken the letter from his car and walked slowly to the giant granite boulder that sat in the clearing where everything had happened. The club president had handed it to him when he arrived for the game the day before; found it stuffed under the door at the footy clubrooms. He knew who it was from, but after reading the first paragraph, he’d put it back in the bottom of his footy bag until now. Wanted to read it here.
Figured he had to read it here.
He opened it as a strong southerly gust blew through, flipping the envelope out of his hands, scattering it across the clearing. But Tate held the letter tight, fingering the tape that was still circling his arm. He’d waited until his mum had been taken to the hospital before leaving to come up. With his Pa at the police station and his dad back down the pub, complaining bitterly about being stuck here forever now, he’d packed a bag for more than just overnight and left his home hushed and alone, save for the rattle of the kitchen window and the torment it would always carry.
Tatey.
I’ve fucked up. We all fucked up, but, as usual, me worse than anyone. I know I haven’t done a lot of things right, but I haven’t done that much wrong, either. Honestly. But there is something I need you to know.
Something bad that happened. I think you’ll know what I’m talking about.
I want you to know what really happened that day up at Signal Peak.
I know you’ll believe me, even if others don’t. The fact you’re reading this means I’ve got no reason to lie anymore.
And I want to say thanks for never asking, if you thought you knew.
Thanks for being my best mate, fuck it, the best man I ever knew, Tatey – and that’s the fuckin’ truth, too. Would’ve been the truth if I’d lived for a hundred years.
When I tell you this, I don’t want you to think any less of Bry or me, either. Especially her.

Shit, Bry. What the FUCK?’
Luther Hillman put his clammy hands behind his head and felt like he was going to throw up. He looked over at Brylie who hadn’t moved; just watched Ben lay there and let the arm with the gun hang loosely by her side.
He ran quickly to where Ben lay, sprawled awkwardly and deathly still, and put his hands on his chest. It was warm but it didn’t move. He placed his hands behind Ben’s head and pulled it up towards him. ‘C’mon you little prick!’ He slapped Ben’s face hard and rattled his head forward and back. There was no response. He looked at the sharp edge of rock Ben had smashed his head against in his panicked scramble when the gunshot had whizzed past him.
‘Holy shit. Holy shit. Bry… He’s… fucked!’ Luther ran the couple of steps to Brylie and grabbed her hard around her arms. She flinched, but didn’t look up at him. He brushed her soft, dark hair behind her ears and then held her arms again as he stood back a step and looked at her; seeing an opportunity in amongst the dry, barren landscape he otherwise resided in.
Luther Hillman felt his moment had arrived.
‘But… I didn’t shoot him. I didn’t mean to… it just went off.’
‘I know, Bry, but it scared him and he slipped and fell.’ Luther looked across again at Ben’s body so still. ‘We are gonna get through this. You and me. Yeah?’
She nodded but wasn’t looking at anything but where Ben Moon lay. ‘You mean, he’s…’
‘Yep. Cooked, Bry, and we need to move quick here.’ Luther grabbed the gun from Brylie and put it on the ground, next to his backpack.
‘Bry – listen to me. We’re gonna say the gun went off – that I did it, that I was just fuckin’ around – and Ben shit himself, okay? That the little fucker just ran off. No rock, no fall, no smashin’ his head – nuthin’. Yeah? Just fuckin’ ran.’
He looked around wildly for somewhere to go – a short-term solution to a long-term problem. Brylie looked up at him, squinting, trying to take in what he was saying.
‘That he ran off and we just can’t find him. Won’t ever find him.’
For this; for her, Luther could make sure that would happen.
‘I’m gonna put him somewhere now, real quick, okay? Before Tatey gets here.’ He looked over in the direction of where he knew Tate would soon enter the clearing. ‘Tell him I ran after Ben, okay?’
He thought for a moment.
‘If he beats me back here, tell him I went that way,’ pointing across the clearing to the south.
Brylie stayed still, and silent.
Like Ben.
‘Bry – fuckin’ listen. I’m gonna do this. I’m gonna get us through it, but you gotta stay with me, yeah?’
She nodded, as Luther saw the heavy weight of what was about to happen pushing her down hard, towards the hot, bitter dirt of Signal Peak.
‘We can do this, Bry. You and me. I’ll take care of it.’
Luther Hillman scooped up the limp body of Ben Moon and kicked wildly at the dirt to scatter any debris that might have gathered. He pointed to the rock Ben’s head had hit when he fell and shouted, ‘Rub some dirt and shit on that!’ as he ran at full tilt off into the bush that would save them.

Tate Moon took a minute to let his tears run, and then stop. Heard the birds chitter above him as the trees swayed in the Antarctic wind; let his heart strain and distil the worst that he could feel.
Then he took the lighter from his pocket and held it underneath the letter that flapped wildly in the wind, watching the flame lick and then flare.
He knew he would never be back.
And he knew for sure that the only faith he’d ever needed was what he carried in his heart.
She was the only thing that ever should have mattered.
And now he’d be the one to go missing. Bury himself under everything he used to think mattered, that he now knew to be porous and counterfeit, just like the shifting sand in the dunes at Battery Hill.

As he heard nothing but the white noise of his howling tyres on the highway asphalt, he thought of Luther. Of the gaping hole left in Tate’s own fabric that could never be sewn together. Of the knowing without looking, of the feeling without touching. Of the loyalty that still felt like it counted.
And of how, for people like Luther, the means rarely justify the end.
Tate slowed to a stop at the signpost to Lagunes Bay and let the hot tinkle of the engine mark time. He wondered how he would feel if, as the car picked up speed, the sign, the town, and all it held and ambushed him with was in his rear vision mirror, slowly turning dark in the cold autumn evening.
And if the town and everything else looked better in his mirror, somewhere in there would be Brylie McIntyre with the heater on, waiting. She would have cleaned everything in the small house and rubbed her knuckles bare, scrubbing away the things she had heard others around Lagunes Bay say. Things she had always been able to push behind her when Tate was around.
And, for the first time she could remember, Brylie McIntyre might even have felt safe.
She would just never be sure that feeling safe was worth the feeling of being alone.



If you’re ever passing through this way again, the door’s unlocked and I’ve always been waiting.
–Christopher Coleman
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