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			For Simon – I love you so very much.

		


		
			 

Sometimes Mattie would think about who she’d been, before.

			She’d liked to count things. The number of jumps with a skipping rope until she’d snag her foot. The number of lollies she could sneak from the bowl laid out at a classmate’s birthday party without some dobber noticing and calling to a parent that she was hogging them. The bricks in her front-yard pathway. The freckles on her mum’s nose compared to those on her own. The number of sleeps before her birthday. The number of sleeps until Christmas.

			(The number of steps from the basement to the door. The number of steps from one side of the basement to the other. Her own fingers. Her own toes. Her legs. Arms. The strands of hair on her head. Her eyelashes. Her breathing. How many days it had been. How many more days it would be. How many more days how many more days how many more days how many how many how many.)

			She’d liked to draw. On pieces of paper with crayons that snapped when she put too much pressure on them, leaving smears on her hands and arms. Alongside her mum in the studio, on a discarded canvas, a paintbrush unwieldy in her hands. With chalk on the brick pathway out the front, sketching a four-square game and hopping from wonky square to wonky square, shouting at her dad that it was his turn next. Using her finger, in the air, tracing the shapes of clouds, creating animals from amorphous blobs of white dotted amid the blue.

			(On pieces of paper with the last remaining biro that was running out of ink, and no one would replace it because they’d stopped the pretence of continuing her school lessons; she’d dig the pen into the paper so hard that she’d tear through and rip it to shreds, but this wasn’t enough to get the anger and frustration out. Then with her fingernail, scraping into the cement until it snapped off and her fingers bled and left smears dotted on the floor.)

			She’d hated to go to sleep. While the others in kindergarten curled up and slumbered peacefully, there she was, shifting and squirming. Older, and, ‘Just five more minutes, just ten more minutes, just a little bit longer.’ Older, and, ‘I’m just reading a chapter, I’m just drawing a picture.’ A lump under the covers, a book light, and her mum sweeping the duvet off, exasperated, loving, ‘It’s almost ten o’clock, you have school tomorrow, go to sleep!’

			(Night-time, eyes wide open. The never-ending passage of time. Night-time, too long. Daytime, too long. Night-time and daytime melding into one, and the changing of the light out the window – bright, dim, dimmer, dark, bright, dim, dimmer, dark. Hours ticking over. Not tired. Never tired. On the couch, staring at the television. On the bed, staring at nothing. The light out the window – bright, dim, dimmer, dark, bright, dim, dimmer, dark.)

			She’d hated to be grounded. She’d been caught stealing by her mum at age seven – not a conscious decision, just a small hand grabbing a chocolate bar from a shelf near the cashier, clutching it to her chest, knowing vaguely she’d done something wrong but not feeling it was a big deal until her mum discovered it when they got home and marched her back to the shop, made her return it. Then her mum had told her she couldn’t go outside and play, couldn’t see her friends, had to stay in her room for a whole day, and she cried and her mum cried. It lasted half a day before her mum was pulling her out into the backyard, and she was promising never to steal again and running back and forth like she’d been cooped up for years.

			(Remember when you said you didn’t like to have to keep me inside? Remember when you said being free was the most important thing? Remember when you said it wasn’t fair? Remember when you said it was important for me to be able to go out and do things and be with friends, and it wasn’t fair never to go outside or see anyone, and it wasn’t fair for you to choose because kids should have their own thoughts and opinions, and remember that you said all that, do you remember Mum do you remember Dad, do you remember you said it you said that it wasn’t fair, YOU SAID THAT IT WASN’T FAIR.)

			Sometimes Mattie would think about who she’d been, before.

			It was always tainted by what was to come.

		


		
			One

			The cat had been back again overnight.

			Matilda Andrew scowled at the small clothes horse she’d left out on her porch. The hanging shirts had been tugged down from where she’d draped them to dry and scrunched by unwanted paws into a bundle that had clearly been napped in. There was a fine dusting of black fur across the fabric and – as Mattie lifted one shirt up – a few errant claw marks that had pulled at the cotton.

			She blew out an exasperated sigh, tossed the shirt back on the ground and straightened up. ‘Listen, arsehole, if you’re still hanging around, here’s your last warning. I catch you, and you’re going straight to whatever the cat equivalent of a pound is.’

			There was, of course, no answer. Nothing but the soft twittering of early morning birds in the trees around her, a noise she was thankful for because it meant the bloody stray cat hadn’t scared the birdlife away – yet.

			The garden was waking up, the morning dew clinging to the lawn and the bushes, a chill lingering in the air from the night before, and weak rays of the rising sun chased away the greyscale of the night. Mattie moved from the clothes horse and plonked herself into the old rattan outdoor couch, with its huge, sinking pale green cushions, settling herself into the groove well worn by countless mornings and evenings and sometimes middle-of-the-nights spent in that spot. There was a tiny wooden table, perfectly elbow height, next to the couch, where she placed her warm coffee. She tucked her legs up underneath her and took a moment to simply breathe.

			The place that Mattie had called home for the past two years was the first place in which she could recall feeling something close to peace since she was about eleven – which, given she was encroaching on thirty, said something about the state of her life thus far. It was her own little perfect private oasis.

			Well, semi-private. It was a granny flat, built on someone else’s property, right behind their house. The ‘someone else’, in this instance, was Violet Pennicott.

			Violet had married young and married rich to a husband, Arnold, whom she’d once described as having a ‘bulging wallet that just barely made up for the rest of him’. That joke, spoken in a flippant tone, was at odds with the hard-as-flint look in her eyes that hinted at something darker than Arnold just being a douchebag. Vi was, Mattie had learnt, good at speaking of things flippantly in that very practised way of someone who had taught themselves – or had been taught by others – never to complain, and to always pull themselves up by their bootstraps and plod on in life. Mattie could relate.

			Vi and Arnold had had one child – a son named Keith, who’d moved to Melbourne at eighteen, got married and blessed Vi with the granddaughter Mattie had spent the past two years hearing about. If Vi’s stories were anything to go by, Melanie Pennicott – whom Mattie had never met but sometimes felt as if she had – was beautiful, smart and athletic, had run several marathons, studied business at university, graduated top of her class, founded her own successful start-up, bought a house at twenty, volunteered at the local dog rescue, had a musical voice and perfect hair, and had never had a dental filling.

			Mattie – who lived in the backyard of Melanie’s grandmother’s property, had never gone to uni, consistently had no money and had had three dental fillings – needed to work very hard not to hate Melanie.

			Mattie was Vi’s first tenant. Almost twenty years after Arnold passed away – ‘A heart attack,’ Vi had said, with a dismissive shrug – she had rented out her granny flat. It seemed that in her late seventies, after two decades pottering around in her five-bedroom, two-bathroom mansion alone save for her three dachshunds, Vi had decided she might be a bit lonely. She had eschewed her son’s urging to move to Melbourne to be closer to her remaining family – ‘This place is huge,’ she’d told Mattie. ‘I live like a goddamn queen. I’ll die here, see if I don’t.’ While the idea of sharing her actual home with anyone aside from her beloved dogs revolted her, she saw renting out the flat as a pleasant alternative. Her tenant was not so near that she couldn’t ignore them if she so wanted.

			From where Mattie sat, drinking her coffee, she could see the great big expanse of the back of Vi’s mansion. She’d only been inside once or twice for dinner. The mansion was Vi’s space, and stepping into the interior felt weirdly intimate; Mattie only knew the vague layout. She pictured, now, the hallways and staircases and rooms with no one inside, and it wasn’t too hard to imagine that behind Vi’s bravado of hating to have people around her, she might have been just a touch lonely.

			Mattie took a sip of her coffee – it was instant and it was cheap, but it did the job – and wrinkled her nose. Yeah, loneliness. She could relate to that.

			She had stumbled across the advertised granny flat about a week after she’d been fired from yet another job. It had also been four days after her housemates at the time had informed her the rent was doubling and if she couldn’t pay – ‘what with being unemployed now and all’ – she would need to be out in two weeks. This hadn’t been too surprising – Mattie was sure they’d been waiting for a valid excuse to get rid of her, probably because they found her to be, she’d overheard them say one day, ‘Fucking weird and a huge bitch.’ Apparently, keeping to herself and not wanting to participate in group dinners translated to her being antisocial and not, say, just a private person and fucking tired most nights.

			And so Mattie, scrolling for hours through real estate listings on the free computers at her local library, had slowly been coming to terms with the idea of sleeping in her beat-up 2000 Toyota Corolla (again), when she’d looked on Gumtree and seen Vi’s ad. The rent had been ridiculously cheap for a fancy suburb, the description sparse, and the photos accompanying the ad incredibly amateur and slightly blurred, with the shadow of a finger obscuring two corners.

			But at the viewing, Mattie had been blown away. The flat was set behind the house, out of sight of the road, and the entire property was surrounded by towering fences wreathed in overgrown vines; the effect was such that the flat felt like a refuge from the rest of the world. Vi’s garden was a glorious mix of bushes and flowers and trees, with a lush, well-tended lawn. There was a koi pond to the left of the flat, with a tiny bridge over the top, and a gazebo with a table and an outdoor couch. It was like the fairy gardens illustrated in books Mattie read as a child. It was The Secret Garden. It was, basically, fucking perfect.

			Mattie finished her coffee. Stood up. Stretched and looked around. The place remained fucking perfect, even with the bloody cat that kept intruding on her peace. Sometimes she was afraid of how much she loved it there. If her past had taught her anything, it was that her life usually didn’t go well when she loved things.

			She headed inside the flat to get ready for the day. The space was small, but there were floor-to-ceiling windows in the lounge room, big glass doors, a skylight, and massive windows in the bedroom, allowing the maximum amount of sunlight through. The flat had been constructed to be Vi’s ‘studio’, though a ‘studio’ for what exactly Mattie had never been entirely certain – there were no signs of Vi being an artist around the flat or anywhere else, and Vi’s relationship with exercise was flighty at best. Mattie got the sense that ‘studio’ was a catch-all term and in reality Vi had escaped to the flat whenever life with her husband got to be too much. It was self-contained, with everything a tenant could need – save for a washing machine. Any resident would either have to fork out for a laundromat or use the main house’s machine. ‘That’s fine by me,’ Vi had said at the first viewing, ‘as long as it’s not on a Sunday morning, because Sunday mornings, darlings, are for languishing and lamenting only.’

			That day, she was draped in colourful fabrics, and she tinkled and jangled with chunky gold jewellery. She wore oversized bright-pink framed glasses, and her white hair was like a puff of clouds around her head. She spoke two volumes too loud for any room she was in, always accompanied with the most expansive of gestures.

			There were seven other people viewing the property. All of them spoke at length with Vi, while Mattie took herself to the bridge, alone, and stared at the koi in the pond. The only words she spoke to Vi were ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’. Mattie would have bet anything she had no chance of securing the lease.

			Less than an hour after the viewing, Vi called to say that Mattie was her chosen tenant. It took Mattie six weeks to ask why Vi had selected her, with her meagre funds, lack of a job, and spotty credit and employment history.

			‘You didn’t try to lay it on thick, pawing at me.’ Vi sniffed. ‘As if I couldn’t see right through that! Besides, you were quiet. I like my peace, my dear. I don’t want some loudmouth blabbering on, disturbing me at all hours of the day.’

			Mattie had organised to move in within a week. Briefly – thinking of the garden, the granny flat – she’d allowed herself to feel a modicum of pleasure. She’d even shown one of her almost-former-housemates the ad, only for them to wrinkle their nose and proclaim it ‘dodgy as hell’. ‘It’s probably a scam, you realise. They get you in on the cheap rent and then keep raising it. Or the old lady is just a front – some skeezy guy actually lives there, and he just wants to perve on chicks.’ The almost-former-housemate had said all this as if they weren’t part of the reason Mattie was essentially being made homeless, as if she’d had any choice other than taking what she could get her hands on.

			They had then asked if the knives and forks she was packing into her cardboard box were ‘actually hers’. ‘Because, like, I bought some too, so I just wanted to check those are your ones or if they might be mine, you know?’ The day she’d left, Mattie had emptied the cutlery drawer into her bag; she’d taken every single butter knife, steak knife, fork, tablespoon, teaspoon and spork with her as a last fuck-you. So she was pretty sure she’d come out on top.

		


		
			Two

			As the sun lit up the granny flat, streaming through the windows, Mattie gathered her clothes for the day. She turned on the shower taps and briefly debated whether she could be bothered washing her short dark hair; as usual, she decided she couldn’t, chucking it up in a ponytail before she jumped under the water. She showered quickly and finished with a blast of cold water to the face, in an effort to chase away the tiredness from a night of patchy sleep.

			Patchy sleep was the norm for Mattie. She’d been awake since well before four, because staying asleep was something she sucked at. So was falling asleep. She existed in a permanent state of semi-exhaustion. At least now she had Netflix to keep her company through the long nights, courtesy of the old laptop Vi had given her after having purchased herself the newest and most expensive model – despite using it only for looking up classmates to see if they had died yet.

			Mattie got dressed in her work clothes, a black T-shirt and black trousers. (They didn’t differ greatly from her everyday clothes, where she swapped the black trousers for black jeans.) It was going to be a sunny spring day, according to the weather app on her iPhone – another hand-me-down from Vi, who had treated herself to the most cutting edge of phones but kept complaining to Mattie that she didn’t know how to use it. Prior to receiving Vi’s generous gift, Mattie had been lugging around a Nokia from the early ’00s that was barely clinging to life, so she could offer little help.

			She was a proud person, but free shit was free shit. And Vi had the uncanny ability to help her out, give her things she needed, without making her feel as if she were a charity case. It helped that Vi was rich and had a relaxed attitude; she would shake her head, wave her hand, dismiss any protestations. She almost made it feel as if Mattie was doing her a favour by taking the old thing off her hands.

			Now dressed and showered, Mattie checked the time on her phone. In an hour, she would need to leave for her job, but first was the breakfast routine established at around the three-month mark of her life in the flat. It hadn’t taken long before she’d realised that Vi didn’t want a ‘loudmouth’ living in the flat mostly for fear that they would compete with her as a talker.

			Vi both loved and loathed company. When she didn’t want it, the woman would vanish into the many rooms of her house, lock all the doors and text Mattie: DO NOT DISTURB. But when she did want company? She’d be at Mattie’s door and could talk for hours without needing a single contribution. Mattie generally felt an intense dislike for people who talked in abundance, but she’d found that she didn’t much mind when it came to Vi. This was only forty per cent because the woman controlled her rent; it was sixty per cent because there was something endearing about Vi.

			A few weeks after Mattie had moved in, the woman had messaged her asking if she wanted to have breakfast on the back veranda. She’d been confused and also wary that declining would cause Vi to kick her out, so she’d said yes. Vi had chattered, and Mattie had quietly eaten because it was free food so why the fuck not. A week later, another invitation. Then another three days after that. Then two, then one. Gradually, it’d become every day. Mattie actually enjoyed it – even, she’d admitted to herself, looked forward to it.

			She never had to buy breakfast ingredients: Vi had a pantry filled with cereals, a fridge filled with yogurt and fruit, fresh bread every week and eggs from the farmer’s market. This was, Mattie surmised, solely for her benefit, because all Vi had for breakfast was black coffee, a grapefruit and a cigarette.

			The cigarette was the reason they ate on the veranda, rain or shine, rather than inside. Vi, on her own, only occasionally sat out on the veranda; it faced directly towards Mattie’s flat, and there seemed to be an understanding that if she sat staring into Mattie’s home, it would be slightly off-putting. Every so often, though, close to midnight, Mattie would smell the acrid smell of a cigarette, peek out her window and see the glow from the veranda. She would wonder at what drove Vi out to smoke at such a late hour and then figure it was the same sort of thing that kept Mattie staring at a flickering screen until her eyes were tired enough to close.

			She put on her shoes and left the flat, shutting the door behind her. As she peered across the garden, she clocked that in the time since she’d gone inside to get ready, Vi had emerged. The old woman was parked in her usual chair, which meant the table would be set up with food and coffee. Walking across the lawn, Mattie caught the faint whiff of a cigarette.

			Vi had only taken up smoking in the past few years because, in her words, ‘It hardly matters anymore, the whole cancer thing.’ She’d adopted a devil-may-care attitude, seeming to follow every whim as if rebelling against a lifetime of being told what to do. There was the spending, of course, and the smoking – and the time she had, a few years ago, apparently given serious thought to a breast enhancement because she’d ‘always wondered what it would be like to have a bigger bosom’. She had settled for a facelift that had shaved precisely nothing from her seventy-odd years but had given her eyebrows the appearance of being permanently raised. Somehow, it suited her.

			As Mattie stepped up onto the veranda, she let her eyes adjust to Vi’s outfit of the day. Despite the early hour, the woman was dressed to the nines in a kaleidoscope of clashing colours. Mattie had yet to see her wear anything but her absolute best and absolute brightest. Today’s colour scheme was red, yellow and turquoise, all mingling in her kaftan and scarf combination, with bright green pants, pink sandals and bright orange nails. Her face was fully made up, with eyeshadow and shaded-in eyebrows and bright red lipstick that bled into the puckered lines around her mouth. Her big fake teeth gleamed white with every inhale of smoke.

			She was tucked into one of the stylish grey outdoor chairs. It was pushed slightly away from the glass table – spread with fruit, yogurt and a carafe of coffee – and nearer to the veranda railing, atop which balanced an ’80s heavy glass ashtray.

			‘Morning, darling!’ Vi waved a hand, inadvertently sending smoke in Mattie’s direction.

			Mattie couldn’t help but offer a smile in return. There was something about Vi that Mattie simply clicked with; she supposed it was that for all of Vi’s company-seeking behaviour, she respected boundaries. If she was able to text Mattie, DO NOT DISTURB, then Mattie could tell her the same – and Vi got that. More importantly, Vi knew never to ask about what Mattie thought of as The Dark Years, just like Mattie knew never to ask about Vi’s late husband.

			‘Things in the past,’ Vi would tell her, ‘can stay there as far as I’m concerned.’

			And that was the crux of why she and Vi gelled.

			Mattie had come across so many people who didn’t agree. For example, Dr Joan Prean, the therapist she’d been made to see when she was fourteen through to seventeen, paid for by her Aunt Yvonne and Uncle Milton. Dr Jo, in her prim-and-proper pencil skirt, square-heeled shoes and neat bun, had coined ‘The Dark Years’ to refer to the shitshow that had been Mattie’s life from ages eleven to fourteen. The therapist had said it so earnestly and Mattie had laughed so hard at its ridiculousness that she’d decided to use it ironically forevermore.

			Dr Jo had believed that Mattie was showing early signs of ‘compartmentalising her trauma’. This had sounded like an incredibly effective way to get through life, but according to the therapist, it was very unhealthy. ‘Imagine your memories are like life buoys. You can force them underwater, but when you lose focus they’ll slip from your grip and come shooting to the surface.’ Dr Jo had loved figurative language geared to ages ten and below, despite Mattie being a teenager. The therapist had probably thought there was no way Mattie’s education had given her the cognitive skills to comprehend terms like ‘repression’. And sure, Mattie’s education had been sporadic, but, Christ, couldn’t Dr Jo have given her some credit?

			She now had to concede that the therapist hadn’t been wholly off the mark with that particular analogy. The sudden rapid resurfacing of memories was a recurring problem that had seen Mattie cycle through seven jobs in the eleven years since she’d turned eighteen and joined the workforce. ‘Unreliable,’ some called her. ‘Unpredictable,’ others said. ‘Unstable,’ a co-worker had yelled at her. ‘Batshit crazy,’ she’d overheard one colleague whisper to another, who’d replied, ‘Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? After what she went through.’

			She had found that there was a right and a wrong way to be after an experience like hers. There was, apparently, a way to cry without making people uncomfortable, a way to be silent without unnerving everyone present, a way to try to connect with others without coming off as too much, and a way to break that didn’t inconvenience anyone else. How exactly to do any of this, no one had bothered to explain, so she’d long since stopped even trying. Fuck them all, she’d decided very early on, and that was the motto she’d lived by ever since.

			On Vi’s veranda, after sitting in her usual chair with a thump, Mattie reached for the carafe of coffee. She poured herself a healthy mugful, added milk from the jug and took a gulp, despite having finished her first coffee fifteen minutes earlier. Caffeine got her through the mornings.

			She spooned yogurt into a bowl. ‘That cat was back again. Used my shirts as a bed.’

			‘That so? Well, sounds like you put an invitation out, and they just took it.’

			‘It’s not funny.’ Mattie frowned. ‘Cats are a danger to wildlife. They’ll start attacking the birds.’

			‘Have they attacked any yet?’

			‘No, but –’

			‘So maybe they’re not interested in that.’ Vi took a drag of the cigarette, exhaled. ‘Maybe they’re just interested in a warm bed for the night.’

			‘On my shirts.’

			Vi chuckled. ‘I’ll let the dogs have a run this morning in the garden, get them to put their scent around the place. Maybe that’ll deter the cheeky bugger.’

			Maddie scoffed internally at the idea that Vi’s dachshunds, Beethoven, Mozart and Chopin, would ‘run’ around the garden. All three were getting on in years, their muzzles dotted with grey, and much like their owner, they were big proponents of a life of rest. Their hobbies included lying on the couch with Vi or sprawling in sunlight on the many window seats in her mansion. Much more catlike than doglike, they usually had to be forced on their daily walk – a task often delegated to Mattie because, indeed, Vi was a lady of leisure. But the scent of the dogs could possibly deter the night-time invader of Mattie’s oasis.

			She’d tried to lure the cat indoors a few times before, using food, hoping she could scoop it up and deliver it to the local shelter come daylight. In the mornings, however, the food would be gone and the cat nowhere to be seen. ‘Smart little fellows,’ Vi had said. ‘More going on upstairs than my lads.’

			One of her lads, at that very moment, was sitting at the window that faced the veranda, licking the glass for no apparent reason.

			Vi smiled affectionately at him. ‘Bless dogs,’ she said, stubbing her cigarette out in her glass ashtray. ‘Did I tell you about my Melanie’s volunteer work at the dog shelter?’

			She had, but Mattie shrugged noncommittally because Vi wasn’t really looking for an answer and would keep talking about her granddaughter regardless of what Mattie said.

			‘She has a way with dogs, that girl. Must be that they can sense her beautiful spirit. Dogs are good judges of character, you know – very discerning.’

			Mattie watched the dachshund sneeze, spray the window with mucus and then, after a beat, lick it back up.

			‘Even the biggest and toughest dogs, Melanie can charm them. The shelter team will bring in an aggressive rescue, and they’ll know – they’ll say, “Call Melanie!” And then she walks in,’ Vi was becoming more and more animated, her face lighting up, ‘and what a reaction she gets. She’s tiny; takes after me – petite all over. And her hair … Have I mentioned her beautiful hair? Like I had. Long, black. Gorgeous. Nothing like her mother’s. Not that I have anything against Christine, but blonde hair is so passé. Melanie once talked about dyeing her hair blonde. I tell you, I almost had a heart attack. I said, “You’ll kill your grandma if you do that, my girl. Not your gorgeous hair.” Anyway, where was I?’

			‘Big, tough dogs.’ Mattie finished the last of her yogurt.

			‘Yes! Big, tough dogs. In comes Melanie, tiny little thing, swans up to them. A few gentle words … Her voice, have I said? Musical, naturally so. Didn’t get that from me – can’t hold a tune to save my life. Dogs respond to voices like hers. She can get them to calm down within minutes. Miracle worker, that’s what she’s like around dogs, absolute miracle worker. I always said she should have been a nurse, got that giving spirit. But still strong! Strong enough to handle that kind of environment.’

			Mattie drank her coffee, sitting back to look over the garden as Vi waxed lyrical – the woman never let facts stand in the way of a good story. Many people didn’t, but Vi was just an old lady fondly talking about her granddaughter and not, say, a journalist writing lurid articles filled with made-up bullshit about someone else’s life.

			Mattie pulled her lips hard against her teeth then released them. Felt the rage bubble into her veins, dispersing like an effervescent tablet back into a simmering, ever-present heat.

			She sighed. Sometimes she was gifted a day of detachment, a sense of floating in her body. It was the closest she could feel to peace and contentment – existing in the world, moving through it, but feeling nothing, registering nothing. She could’ve placed her hand on a candle and watched the flame sear her skin, and no pain would have reached her.

			But those days were rare. Most of the time she walked around sparking like a live wire. Patience razor-thin, triggers too close to the surface. She was rough-hewn, with jagged edges, scraping and bumping and rubbing people the wrong way. Mulish, belligerent, too blunt, bad in social situations, bad in one-on-one situations – bad in every situation, apparently.

			She took another sip of her coffee. She felt tired, more so than usual. Last night she’d dreamt of pacing from one wall to another until her head was spinning. A door had appeared in front of her, but there’d been no handle. She’d beaten her fists against its surface, and with every strike it had grown larger, and the bones in her hands had snapped and broken. Then a handle had appeared, but when she’d grabbed at it, her broken fingers had uselessly flapped and flopped. She’d screamed in the dream – let me out, let me out, let me out – and maybe in real life too, because she’d woken up with a sore throat.

			‘… all right there, dear?’

			Mattie blinked herself back to the present.

			Vi was studying her keenly. ‘You zoned out a bit.’ She sipped her own black coffee. ‘And began grinding your teeth quite extraordinarily hard.’

			Mattie relaxed her jaw. The unclenching of muscles hurt. ‘I’m fine.’

			Vi didn’t push, because that wasn’t Vi’s nature. ‘You’ll want to be careful with those back teeth, my girl. Grind them like that, you’ll end up with a set of falsies like mine. Oh, they look shiny and white, I know, which is a right sight better than my old teeth. None of that whitening paste in my day. Would that there had been, I’d have smiled a lot more.’

			Mattie checked her phone, letting the talking become a pleasant hum. It was almost time to get into her beat-up old car parked in the garage alongside Vi’s bright red Mustang – which she used four times a year, if that – and drive the thirty minutes to work.

			When Mattie put her coffee mug on the table and unfurled her fingers from the handle, they were white from gripping it so hard. 

		


		
			Three

			Mattie worked in admin for a small marine insurance company. She had been at the job for six months, which meant, based on her track record, she had another six left before something happened that would see her fired or – if her employers were particularly gentle – ‘let go’.

			The old office building was the kind with carpets that had absorbed decades of smells and stains. There was no lunchroom, only a kitchenette, and every day Mattie ate alone in her car with the windows down. She had yet to forge a single connection within the cohort of fourteen employees, but that was fine – she knew the job wouldn’t last.

			Once upon a time, she’d been more social. Not a social butterfly exactly, because she’d always been considered somewhat different by her peers. Her mum didn’t shave, did school pick-up in lightweight, sheer hemp dresses, had paint splatters across her arms, and refused to use products with chemicals in them, which meant the family washed with herbal ingredients that didn’t budge the grease in their thick hair. Still, before the age of eleven, Mattie had friends. She remembered Tina, with tight blonde ringlets and a sweet tooth. Remembered sitting on Tina’s back patio eating ice-cream from a cone – a treat Mattie was never allowed at home – and the smear and mess of the dessert across the girl’s face. Mattie had played at school with Tina and other girls and boys, whose names escaped her but whose faces she could picture: red hair, freckles, a dark brown bob, skinned knees, the one boy who always buttoned his shirt wrong. These were good memories, nice memories.

			Sometimes – not often, because she couldn’t see the point of indulging in melancholy thoughts of what-if – but sometimes she wondered about the person she might have become, if she hadn’t been removed from her peers at the age of eleven, if she’d continued to interact with others her age. Would she have friends? Would she be able to insert herself seamlessly into group conversations? Would she have a romantic partner?

			Would she be normal?

			That was about the time she would stop wondering and roll her eyes. Of-fucking-course she would be normal. She had been wholly shaped by everything that had happened into the person she was: less human and more a bundle of trauma, PTSD and neurosis covered by a layer of anger and resentment, with shit social skills to boot. Sitting around thinking about who she could’ve been wasn’t going to change who she was.

			So Mattie didn’t linger on regrets or what-ifs. She just survived the best she could and hoped each day would be good – not that she would enjoy it, but at the very least that she would get through it without any shit happening.

			Somehow she knew that today was not going to be a good one.

			She stood in the communal staff kitchenette, making her third coffee in a very short amount of time. As she stared vacantly at her steaming cup, she was mustering the motivation to log in to her computer and start working on things she did not give a fuck about, when she smelled something.

			The scent made her nose twitch before it trickled up her nasal cavity. Her eyebrows drew in, furrowed, and synapses fired in her brain; it was like a finger poking around, waggling and wiggling. Questions started up: What is that smell? Why is it familiar? Where is it coming from? It grew stronger, nearer. She turned from her coffee, face scrunched.

			A co-worker entered the kitchenette, offering her a polite smile as he made his way to the fridge. The smell wafted off him, filled the air. His cologne, Mattie realised.

			And then, an epiphany: his cologne.

			The man shut the fridge, straightened up. He looked at her and started slightly.

			She realised she was staring at him.

			‘Uh, morning, Matilda,’ he said.

			She couldn’t stop staring at him. Her body had seized up, her breath was trapped in her chest, all of her muscles had pulled taut. That cologne. That fucking cologne.

			The man looked uncomfortable.

			A self-preservation instinct kicked in, and her lungs, seemingly of their own accord, sucked in a breath before she passed out. The intake of oxygen allowed for some semblance of rational thinking. She needed, she knew, to get away from this man and his cologne – that fucking cologne.

			She forced her limbs to move. Stiffly, almost robotically, she marched past the man, walked down the corridor to the toilets, ducked into a cubicle and sat on the closed lid. Then she took an unsteady breath, let it out. Took another, let it out. Lifted her head, looked around and began the exercise.

			Dr Jo Prean had explained the exercise when Mattie had told her that she sometimes felt like she was being swallowed whole by memories and unable to breathe. For once, Dr Jo had actually delivered helpful advice. ‘Let’s do a grounding exercise. When a helium balloon starts to drift away, we anchor it to the ground. You’re being filled with emotions and memories, and you need to be pulled back to reality. I recommend the five, four, three, two, one method.’

			Five – things Mattie could see. Her hands on her knees, with a tremble in her fingers. The white tiles. Her plain black sneakers from Kmart. A torn bit of toilet paper on the ground. The cubicle door.

			Four – things she could touch. Her hands clasping each other, fingers intertwining, steadying the tremble. The lid of the toilet beneath her. A nudge of the paper with the tip of her shoe. Her body leaning to one side so she could rest her head to the cubicle wall.

			Three – things she could hear. Her own breaths. The chatter of some colleagues in the hallway. The heavy whir of the bathroom ventilation fans.

			Two – things she could smell. Disinfectant. The scent of toilet paper.

			One – thing she could taste. The remnants of the coffee from when she was on the veranda with Vi, safe in her own space.

			She unclasped her hands. Her body had unwound, the tension ebbing away. Whatever flashback had been creeping into the edges of her vision had receded. The cologne was gone from her nostrils. She was okay. She could get through this. Everything was going to be fine.

			She got to her feet, limbs rubbery from the tension, and gave her body a shake as if to reboot it. At the sink, she splashed her face then wiped it with a paper towel. She wondered if, somewhere out in the office, the man was telling everyone else about her intense staring.

			It should have upset her. It didn’t. Fuck them all. That was the motto.

			When Mattie finally went back into the kitchenette, nostrils flared, seeking remnants of the cologne that had long since faded, her coffee remained on the kitchen bench, stone cold, a milky film gathered atop the liquid, and someone had stuck a Post-it note next to it: Gentle reminder: clean up after yourselves in the kitchen! There was a smiley face beneath the words. Mattie scrunched it up, tossed it in the bin, spun on her heel and left the full mug where it was. That was the key to mottos after all; you really had to embody them each and every day.

		


		
			 

Sometimes she’d remember who her dad had been.

			Her dad had smelled of cologne. He sprayed it on every morning before he went to work, even when his dark blue cargo trousers and hi-vis shirt bore dirt stains that wouldn’t ever come out – Randolph could look dirty but never smell dirty. People will remember me, Randolph would tell his wife and daughter, the electrician who smelled nice, and when I start my own business they’ll join the dots. People will remember me. (Oh, people would remember Randolph Andrew all right.)

			He kept spraying the cologne when he started homeschooling her, walking into the spare bedroom dressed like a teacher with ironed slacks, a button-up shirt and sweater vest. This is very serious, Matilda, we’re going to do this properly, education is important. But the giggles – the jokes and the giggles – and it was all so much fun. Who knew learning could be so much fun? Randolph the jokester, Randolph and his sense of humour. Randolph, her funny, funny dad, until he wasn’t.

			(Her dad had smelled of cologne. She would never tell anyone this out loud. She knew what people would think. How close was he standing to you that you know how he smelled? It wasn’t like that. Why was he wearing cologne when he was there with you? It WASN’T like that. Why did he put you down there did he sleep in the same room did he sleep in the same bed? IT WASN’T LIKE THAT.)

			Her dad had loved to eat bananas. He had one, every morning, in slices atop his Weet-Bix. Six Weet-Bix, because he was a growing boy, he would say, and she’d giggle. She’d eat her Corn Flakes, her own favourite, with brown sugar sprinkled on top, then coconut sugar sprinkled on top, and then no sugar sprinkled on top because sugar was addictive and sugar was toxic and sugar was rotting her teeth, her brain, her insides. And Randolph ate six Weet-Bix and then four and then two and then just a banana because it was healthier, because it was better for his heart, his brain, his insides – and you should have a banana, Matilda, you should have one. But she didn’t want a banana, she had her Corn Flakes.

			Then one day she came downstairs for breakfast and went to the pantry for her Corn Flakes. Corn Flakes, gone. Baked beans, tinned spaghetti, gone. Muesli bars, gone. Everything gone, everything missing, great big empty shelves. She just wanted her Corn Flakes and her sugar, and first there was no sugar and now there were no Corn Flakes. And then Randolph, in the doorway, looking tired. Always looking tired lately. We’re not having Corn Flakes anymore, Matilda. From now on we’re having fruit for breakfast. Holding out a banana.

			She felt impossibly angry. Suddenly she couldn’t stand it anymore, slapping the banana out of his hands onto the ground. She stamped her foot, the banana squished under her toes. I want Corn Flakes! I want Corn Flakes! Grinding her tiny heel into the banana. I want Corn Flakes! I want Corn Flakes! And she wanted baked beans and muesli bars, she wanted to see her friend Tina and she wanted to go to Tina’s house again, and she wanted to go to school and she wanted to go to the park, and she wanted –

			Randolph grabbed her arms, pinning them to her sides, his face so close to hers, and his breath smelled of bananas, and she felt the fruit between her toes as they clenched. Stop shouting! We do not shout in this house. You understand me? We do not shout. She needs her sleep! STOP SHOUTING.

			Sometimes she’d think of who her dad had been.

			It was getting harder, though.

		


		
			Four

			The remainder of the workday passed in much the same way it always did, now the blip of her almost-flashback had passed. Mattie sat at her desk. Mattie typed on her keyboard. Mattie clicked her mouse. Mattie turned her insignificant cog in the machine just enough to meet the arbitrary standards thought up by a manager who probably couldn’t even remember what her job title was. She didn’t speak to anyone, which was how she liked it. She even left the landline on her desk slightly off the hook in such a way that no one seemed to notice, so she never had to pick up the communal phone line.

			When she’d started working at the insurance company, she’d been shown the ropes by Aimee, who was bright and friendly and smiled while she talked. She took Mattie around the office, introduced her to everyone, and patiently talked through what the daily tasks would be. Then she invited Mattie to have lunch with ‘the gang’ at the cafe across the road. Aimee was just trying to be friendly, but Mattie was exhausted and couldn’t think of anything worse than spending her lunchbreak struggling to make small talk; she told Aimee she’d brought in her lunch and couldn’t afford to eat out. Aimee assured her that the cafe didn’t mind if patrons ate their own food at the table, as long as at least a few people bought something. It was clear that the woman would counter any argument until it became some sort of ‘thing’ – and, Christ alive, this was Mattie’s first day, and she figured she could try not to fuck things up immediately. So she went to lunch with her co-workers. She barely spoke and didn’t enjoy it; the group was loud, the cafe even louder, enough to make Mattie’s ears hurt.

			But Aimee seemed to think it had gone well. Afterwards, she was persistent. Mattie had to give the woman credit for trying to be a good person, even though it felt entirely too much. She managed to escape the lunchtime invite for two weeks by hiding in the toilet around midday, but on the Friday of her second week, Aimee finally cornered her and insisted – in her bubbly yet inoffensive way – that Mattie had to come to the social drinks that evening. Mattie said no. Aimee said, ‘Just one drink!’ Mattie caved, in the interest of peace.

			At the bar she ordered a Diet Coke, planning to scull it and leave, when one of the men cornered her. ‘So, you’re that Matilda Andrew, right?’ he shouted in her face. ‘We’ve all been wondering, because you kinda look like the pictures but kinda not ’cause you’re older now. It’s definitely you, right?’ Aimee said, ‘Fuck’s sake, Mick. You can’t just ask that,’ and he said, ‘Nah, you fuck off, Aimes, I was just wondering. I bet she gets asked it all the time, right, Tilly? She’s probably used to answering all that shit now.’ Aimee said, ‘Ignore him, he’s so annoying,’ and the conversation around them quietened, attention turning, ears perking.

			Mattie repeated the words in her head – We’ve all been wondering – and felt frustration build. Why in the fuck had she been trying not to screw things up when everyone around her had been thinking, whispering, knowing, wondering anyway? This was why she just didn’t bother with trying to make friends.

			Mick chose that moment to lean in close, and his breath was hot and smelled of hops and yeast and chicken parmigiana. He was so close. So close. Was he getting closer? ‘You can’t blame me for askin’ – seriously, I bet everyone asks.’

			Mattie said, ‘Back up.’

			Mick said, ‘Have you listened to the podcast about you?’

			Mattie said, again, ‘You need to back up.’

			Mick said, ‘It was the podcast that was done by that journalist dude. It was super fucking cool … Did you listen to –?’

			Mick loomed huge in front of her, and she shoved him back and shouted, at the top of her lungs, ‘I SAID BACK THE FUCK UP, YOU FUCKING FUCK.’

			The pub went quiet, even beyond the other co-workers. Aimee looked horrified. Mattie looked down at her hands then up at Mick. He seemed, suddenly, much further away – even accounting for her push. She finished her drink in a few swallows and left the pub.

			Aimee, unsurprisingly, never invited her to lunch or social drinks again. Since then, her co-workers offered her polite hellos and goodbyes, and they only talked to her when they needed to – save for Mick, who never talked to her and went out of his way to avoid being in her vicinity. It was the same shit, different bucket. Unstable, unpredictable. Batshit crazy.

			Dr Jo had called them ‘episodes’. Mattie had had a few as a teen, back when it was far more acceptable for her to be experiencing PTSD. Everyone had been entirely sympathetic towards her. Nowadays, people seemed to think that fifteen years was ample time for her to have stopped pulling this crap in public. It was sometimes a sudden spike of rage, a seemingly disproportionate reaction; she might scream in someone’s face or shove them. Other times it was a panic attack, with her vision tunnelling, her heart rate escalating, her breathing growing erratic, her hands tingling from lack of oxygen – and an inability to grapple her body back under control. On rare occasions, she would be gone, lost to a memory, and blink back to herself sitting somewhere on the ground with minutes or hours having passed. Worst were periods of what Dr Jo had called ‘depression’ but what Mattie called ‘I’m just fucking tired, okay?’ – when she couldn’t muster the energy to leave her room, to eat, to function, to exist.

			The triggers could be either boringly predictable – enclosed spaces, elevators, small rooms, handles that didn’t turn – or frustratingly random – certain smells, certain tastes, the air being a bit too muggy, a face that looked too familiar, certain sounds. That she couldn’t avoid some of them, often because she didn’t know what the fuck they would be until they happened, meant that she’d experienced many ‘episodes’ at work.

			The impact on her employment had been significant. It turned out that employers were empathetic and understanding until the point that it inconvenienced them. Then those who preached work–life balance and ‘family-like’ atmospheres mentioned her dwindling sick leave and her problems with co-workers; while carefully avoiding words that would open them up to HR nightmares. But it was okay. She’d get through it. Everything was fine.

			Every so often, she came across someone who challenged her fairly solid hypothesis that humans were shit. There was Vi, of course. At Mattie’s third job, a woman named Edna had sat with her during lunchbreaks but never forced her to make conversation and sometimes brought her homemade baked goods. Nicholas, in her fifth job, had asked if she’d turned to God to help her find peace and had invited her to visit his church. Although she suspected he’d cared more about converting her to Christianity than being her friend, he had still been genuine in his kindness when she’d repeatedly declined to ‘find religion’. Even Aimee, in the beginning, had pushed for friendship. The best part about all of them was that if they had known who Mattie was – and more often than not, people figured it out – they’d never said a word.

			So there had been good people, just not enough of them and not very often. Now Mattie expected nothing and wanted nothing from anyone. There was some peace to be found in that, even if it was a little shitty.

		


		
			Five

			The next morning, Vi put out toast and two types of jam – blueberry and strawberry – with a pad of butter in a small ceramic dish. She ate her grapefruit, drank her black coffee, smoked a cigarette and told Mattie about a television show she’d watched the night before. ‘Why do men look like boys nowadays? Where’s the scruff? The young man took his shirt off, and you could’ve slid down that surface – frictionless! Smooth like a surfboard waiting for a wax. Where’s the hair, I ask you? Nothing wrong with a little bit of a wolfman.’ She told Mattie about her hairdresser coming around that day – ‘Kenneth says I should try to dye the white dark again – preposterous! I’d be fooling no one. I’m going to tell him I want to go bright purple instead, just to see the look on his face, the man will have a heart attack. Did I ever tell you about the time Melanie told me she wanted to go blonde?’

			Mattie ate two pieces of toast – one with strawberry, one with blueberry – and nodded and half listened and drank two cups of coffee, one more than usual. Vi noticed this with a raised eyebrow but didn’t comment, and Mattie felt grateful because she didn’t think she had it in her to speak that day. She’d hardly slept – the phantom scent of the cologne had filled her nostrils and made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. She’d struggled for almost two hours until, at midnight, she’d taken her blanket and pillow and lain on her front porch, curling into a ball on the hardwood. Finally, outside the confines of walls, she’d fallen into a fitful sleep. At some point, she had felt the weight of a small body curl itself at her back and felt the thrum of a purr; too tired to shrug the creature away, she’d let it sleep there. By the morning, of course, the space behind her had been empty.

			After breakfast, Mattie left for work. The day dragged impossibly long, and her mind drifted at regular intervals. She made several errors in her work that she couldn’t bring herself to care about, too busy freaking out about the lapses of time. Counting time was something she did almost obsessively, tracking minutes, hours, days, weeks, years. Was it comforting? She wasn’t really sure. Time had lost all meaning during The Dark Years – there had been no clocks, no calendars, and nothing to track the passing of the days except the light outside the window – and ever since, she had been determined not to lose it again.

			She tried to ground herself at her desk but kept losing track – five, her computer screen, four, her computer mouse, five, her computer screen … and what number was she at? Where was she? How had ten minutes passed?

			At almost three o’clock, she realised that she hadn’t had her break. She sat in her car and realised she’d forgotten her food. The hour felt like seconds. As she walked back to work, she stared vacantly ahead. Then her gaze unintentionally locked onto someone standing out front of the office building.

			The woman looked to be in her early twenties. She resembled the women Mattie saw on the newsfeeds of her co-workers’ phones when they scrolled them next to her: glossy blonde hair, impossibly smooth skin, and a neatly pressed outfit of trousers and a blazer. But this woman seemed a bit uncomfortable – fair enough, Mattie thought, considering she’d been staring intensely at her for maybe a minute now. Mattie looked away and entered the building.

			The day ticked on. Her co-workers began standing and picking up their bags and Mattie realised it was home time. She looked at her unread emails – one from her manager about the errors she’d made today. Mattie resisted the urge to send back, But did anyone die? Her head hurt, her stomach rumbled, and she shut down the computer without exiting or saving anything. A wasted day, all because of the smell of cologne twenty-four hours ago.

			Tomorrow would be better, she tried to tell herself as she gathered her things. She would go home, eat something, take Vi’s dogs for a walk, then go back out and walk and walk and walk until her legs trembled and her body felt heavy with exhaustion, so she would have no choice but to fall asleep. Tomorrow, things would be better. Everything would be okay. She’d get through this. Everything would be fine.

			In the cool, fresh air outside, Mattie stretched out the stiffness from sitting frozen at a desk all day. Maybe the next job – and there would be a next job, because there was always a next job – she would try for something a little less sedentary.

			Dr Jo used to ask Mattie what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. The therapist was big on telling her to be ‘future-focused’, which maybe was just her way of telling Mattie not to wallow in the past. Christ, weren’t therapists confusing? You had to deal with the past but not dwell on it and look to the future but not push the past away. Mattie had told Dr Jo she hadn’t really thought about what she wanted to be. She’d been too busy just getting through every day as it came, although she hadn’t added that, because Dr Jo would have looked very serious and started asking her to describe her struggles. Open a fucking newspaper, she would have told Dr Jo, you can read them all there.

			The therapist had brought up the topic of future careers more firmly when Mattie was seventeen, the end of school approaching. ‘What kind of job do you see yourself in?’

			Mattie tried, because Dr Jo had been wearing her down. ‘Maybe a horticulturist.’

			‘Oh. Oh. Well, the entry requirements for the university course … Perhaps you could just be a gardener? Or, if it’s the idea of working outdoors –’ a knowing glance ‘– we can look into labourer positions.’ She might as well have said: I don’t think you can get into uni.

			Mattie decided not to offer any career ideas again. None of it mattered – grades, careers, uni – and when she turned eighteen, all she wanted was to get away from everything. She moved out of her aunt and uncle’s house and took the first full-time job that would have her.

			Outside, now, the air had taken a chill, but the sun was still up. Spring was in full force – her favourite season, when she could spend her whole weekend out in Vi’s garden. Dr Jo had been semi-correct: Mattie had ended up a gardener, as an unpaid hobby for her elderly landlord.

			She rolled her shoulders. The longer she stood outside the office, enjoying the spring weather, the worse the traffic she’d have to battle home. She ran a hand through her hair and made to walk towards the nearby public car park, when she felt a prickle across her skin, a sensation of being watched. She turned her head.

			Someone was staring at her. It was the blonde woman from earlier. Their eyes locked.

			Mattie’s mouth pulled into a frown of confusion. Why was this woman still there?

			With a big smile, she walked towards Mattie. Her teeth were very white and very straight, her lips freshly glossed and shiny-slick. She walked with exaggerated confidence – Mattie could almost see her reminding herself with every step to keep her shoulders back, her head high, and her stride purposeful. ‘Hello! I’ve been waiting for you.’ The woman held out a hand. ‘I don’t mean to ambush you, but I couldn’t find another way to speak to you. My name is Gemma Hannick.’ She had begun in an upbeat feminine tone before her eyes had widened in seeming realisation; her tone had then become deeper and more serious.

			Mattie felt amused and mildly intrigued.

			‘I’m a freelance journalist,’ Gemma said.

			Mattie exhaled loudly. Now she was just annoyed.

			The journalist didn’t skip a beat. ‘I’m currently working for The Fizz.’ She emphasised the name as if it meant something.

			Mattie just stared back.

			A tiny frown curled Gemma’s lips. ‘The Fizz of course being one of Australia’s top media companies, specifically aimed at women.’

			Perhaps Gemma assumed Mattie would be impressed by this; Mattie was not. ‘Cool story,’ she said. ‘See ya.’ She sidestepped Gemma and headed towards the public car park.

			It took a few seconds for Gemma to reappear at Mattie’s side. Her heeled boots clacked and clattered on the footpath as she tried to keep up. ‘Sorry, as I said, this isn’t meant to be an ambush. If you let me finish, I’m actually reaching out to you for comment –’

			‘And I’m actually not interested.’

			‘I’m doing this as a favour to you.’

			Mattie stopped abruptly. She turned to Gemma. ‘A favour?’

			Gemma faltered before she composed herself, put her shoulders back and deepened her voice further. ‘I’m reaching out to you about something I’ll be publishing for The Fizz. This is a courtesy, as there isn’t any need to request comment in this instance. I want to give you a chance to say your part.’

			Mattie stared at Gemma again. She stared at Gemma and felt hot in her chest and kept her mouth shut because she knew if she opened it, she would scream into the woman’s face – and that never went down well with journalists. Violent outburst – that would be how they’d write it. Unprovoked attack – if they were feeling particularly vindictive.

			None of this made the anger go away, and she clenched her hands into fists. Grounding exercise, she thought, do your grounding exercise. Five –

			‘I understand,’ Gemma continued, ‘that you’ve never spoken to the media, but I thought we could work together on my story, if you would be open to sitting with me and listening –’

			Five – times Mattie would punch this woman in the face. What story? She swallowed back the urge to shout. It had been over a decade. What more could there possibly be to write? A podcast, that’s what it had to be. Some fucking popular podcast would release an episode about the case, and all of a sudden a bunch of pointless articles would be published for the sole purpose of cashing in on the clicks and the wave of people googling the details.

			Fuck the grounding exercise, and fuck this woman. As Dr Jo would have put it, Mattie would remove herself from this situation. Without another word, she resumed walking.

			‘– would need it,’ Gemma was still talking, ‘by close of business … oh. Sorry, excuse me, Matilda? Miss Andrew? Miss Andrew?’

			Miss Andrew. Matilda Andrew. Poor little Matilda Andrew. She stumbled in her stride. Poor Matilda Andrew in the basement, and her terrible mother and her terrible father.

			Mattie reached her car. Put a hand to the surface, steadied herself. Vision tunnelling. She shook her head, blinked. Terrible mother and terrible father, and what did they do to her? She would not break down here, in front of this woman and her fancy blazer and white teeth and fucking story. Five – things Mattie could see: her car, her hand, the car park, her reflection in the car window, the bird shit streaking across the car roof. Four – things she could touch.

			‘Sorry, did you hear what I said about the end of the business day? Miss Andrew …?’

			Three – things Mattie could hear: this woman and her shiny hair and matching pants and shirt and her persistent chattering and … The exercise was not working.

			Mattie shook her head again and jammed her key into the lock. She faintly heard Gemma say something else, but she tuned it out, got in and slammed the door shut behind her.

			Gemma stared at her through the window.

			‘Fuck off,’ Mattie said, making sure she enunciated it enough that Gemma could read her lips. Then she pulled into a too-fast reverse and drove away.

		


		
			Six

			‘You’re not eating this morning, love?’

			Mattie stared at her bowl of yogurt topped with a swirl of honey. She held a spoon between her fingers but made no move to use it. It took a moment before she raised her head to see Vi watching her. She looked from Vi to the bowl, then let the spoon slide into the yogurt. ‘Not as hungry as I thought I was.’

			Vi cocked her head but nodded, accepting this response. ‘Ah well. Don’t force it down. Best to listen to your body, honour what it’s telling you.’

			This was not Vi’s usual way of speaking, and Mattie was certain this talk of being in tune with one’s body was the result of Vi’s sudden new obsession with yoga.

			As she’d enthusiastically told Mattie, she’d risen early to do an online class. She was in a fluorescent-pink leotard and a baggy pale green jumper, sagging at her shoulders. Ruched white socks and sparkling white trainers completed the ensemble. Mattie guessed it had been bought within the past few days, solely for the purpose of this newfound passion. It was unclear what had sparked Vi’s interest in sun salutations. She’d said something about ‘keeping limber’ and ‘getting the blood flowing’ and that she had seen the women in some reality television show do headstands and crow poses and was convinced she could do them too.

			Mattie was used to Vi’s flights of fancy. The enthusiasm for yoga seemed similar to the time the woman had decided to run a marathon, the brief foray she’d made into salsa dancing, and the plan she’d hatched to turn the backyard lawn into a putting green. She’d be all in for about two weeks, then grow bored and abandon the idea.

			They sat in silence, and Vi took a drag on her cigarette – none of her health pursuits involved quitting. She cut a sideways glance at Mattie, looking as serious as she could beneath the bright pink eyeshadow that matched her outfit, because of course she exercised in full makeup. ‘And it’s just the appetite, darling, not anything else bothering you?’ she asked.

			Mattie picked up her mug of coffee. She thought of Gemma Hannick and her perfect hair and trousers that looked like they’d never seen a crease. ‘I might call in sick to work today,’ she said in lieu of answering.

			Vi nodded sagely. ‘That’s what sick leave is for. Use it or lose it – that’s what I always say. I always tell Melanie to use hers. “What are you saving it for?” I ask her. “Company won’t fall apart if you’re not there for a day.” Although, you know, she’s quite important. They do love her there, and she keeps the place running smoothly. Such pressure for someone so young! I always tell her she needs a holiday. Get the weight off those shoulders. Ridiculous how people come into work when they’re sick, thinking the world will collapse if they spend the day on the couch. The lazy generation, that’s what all the old fogies say, what they call you lot – I tell you, I don’t see it. I don’t see it at all.’ She took a final drag, exhaled a plume of smoke, then stubbed the cigarette out. ‘So, darling, are you calling in sick because you’re not feeling well here –’ a gesture to her body then one to her head ‘– or because you’re not feeling well here?’

			Mattie studied her coffee.

			‘Or,’ Vi said, ‘should I just shut up and leave well enough alone?’

			Mattie shrugged.

			‘Okay.’ Vi accepted the response with ease. ‘I’ll just say – if you ever need to talk, my girl, I’m here.’

			‘I know,’ Mattie said.

			‘Good,’ Vi said.

			There was another pause.

			‘If someone named Gemma comes by,’ Mattie said finally, ‘can you say that I don’t live here?’

			‘Gemma, huh?’ Vi arched an already high-sitting eyebrow. ‘And Gemma is …?’

			‘A journalist.’ Mattie put her mug back on the table. She braced herself.

			Vi loved to complain about the state of the Australian media landscape, partly because she herself had once harboured a dream of becoming a reporter only to be told in her early twenties that, ‘as a woman’, she was better suited to simply being a ‘typist’. She knew how to hold a grudge; she had nursed this one for many years. 

			Sure enough, in response to hearing about Gemma, Vi huffed, grumbled, threw up a hand and shook her head all in one movement. ‘A journalist! You don’t need to tell me twice. What passes for journalism these days! You know Melanie wanted to be a journalist too – I told her, “That is a dying industry right there.” Gone are the days of real investigative work. Now it’s all sensationalist. Disaster this, catastrophe that. I told her – Melanie, I mean – I told her that her soul was too pure and precious for her to sell to the likes of that lot.’

			‘Right on, Vi,’ Mattie said, without much feeling, and got to her feet. Her bowl was half filled with yogurt, her coffee unfinished, but she was ready to leave. ‘Thanks for breakfast.’

			Too tired to indulge Vi in her long-held grievances, Mattie was ready to retreat into her granny flat and momentarily block the world out. She waved a hand goodbye to Vi, who was still talking but who waved a hand back as if having an audience to her rant wasn’t essential – and sometimes for Vi, it very much was not.

			As Mattie walked across the garden to her flat, she texted her manager. Employees were supposed to call if they were reporting in sick, but none of them did, and the manager didn’t seem to care.

			Mattie wondered if Gemma Hannick would be hanging around the office again. The woman might approach Mattie’s co-workers, trying to elicit information from them. Mattie groaned internally. Mick would tell Gemma that Mattie had shouted in his face. Maybe another co-worker would chime in: Once she just stared at me in the kitchen while I was making a coffee – like a full-on serial killer glare!

			It had long since stopped surprising Mattie what people would do for their moment in the sun. The last time she’d been caught off guard had been when she’d seen her old school friend Tina pop up five years ago on the news. The show had been delivering a recap of the events of The Dark Years, because the house had been sold for the seventh time since going on the market in the aftermath, this time to some landlord over east who was planning on renting it out for twice the amount it was worth. Tina had been talking to a reporter about how hard it had been for her as Mattie’s ‘best’ friend and how she had just known ‘something was wrong’ but ‘nobody had listened’. Tina had never tried to call the house or come around during The Dark Years; she had never tried to call or contact Mattie after The Dark Years.

			Once Mattie had vanished from public view, she’d been forgotten easily and quickly, only to be remembered once her family had been plastered everywhere. Then people had been very quick off the mark to tell anyone who would listen that they’d ‘always known’ something was off about Randolph and Sandra Andrew, and they’d ‘worried constantly’ about Matilda Andrew’s safety, and how awful it was that the broken system let this slip through the cracks.

			I raised it with the principal, a teacher had told a reporter, I said, ‘I haven’t seen that girl in a while – we should check in on that family.’ I had a feeling, you know? I just wish someone had listened to me. Mattie had never seen the teacher before and had never been in one of their classes.

			Back inside her flat, Mattie discarded her work clothes, pulled on her pyjamas, put on the ceiling fan and opened the bedroom window as far as it could go, before she slid beneath the covers. She cocooned herself in her blanket and took her laptop from her bedside table, opening it up. Curiosity overwhelmed her and, with no small amount of resentment, she googled ‘The Fizz’.

			The website was touted as ‘for women’ and ‘champions of feminism’. But it was one of several media subsidiaries run by a conglomerate that was, of course, owned by a man – a fact the ‘About’ page glossed over in favour of hammering home how the site reported on issues that really, truly mattered to women. The Fizz – the main banner screamed in bold black font – for women who want to know what’s popping! Pictures accompanied every bold black headline: women’s faces, generic stock photos, artistic cartoonish figures. Article titles leaped out at Mattie.

			‘I was stalked by a man for seven years. Now he’s marrying my cousin.’

			‘My top 20 fashion finds for this summer!’

			‘I used eyeliner on my eyebrows for a week – here’s what happened!’

			‘My sister’s body was found on a beach. I don’t feel how you’d expect.’

			Mattie lifted her eyes, blinking for a few moments. Whiplash made her brain reel. The duality of life, she supposed, the light with the dark – she didn’t begrudge people that. She couldn’t deny, though, that some of the clickbait headlines left a sour taste in her mouth. The worst of the human experience reduced to fifteen words or less.

			She imagined what Gemma might have pitched for her article about Mattie’s life:

			‘His wife got diagnosed with cancer. You won’t believe what they did next.’

			What would be the accompanying photo on this pale pink page? Plenty to choose from. Photos of younger Mattie, pixelated in concession to her age. Except the one tabloid article that had circled her in a year 5 group school photo supplied by a classmate. The tabloid had replaced the photo with a blurred version an hour later; the damage had been done, however, and fresh-faced Mattie existed on the internet forevermore. Eighteen-year-old Mattie did too – legally an adult and up for public consumption. There were photos of Sandra. Of Randolph. One photo of her and Randolph, which a distant cousin from Sandra’s estranged family had given to the local newspaper: Mattie was six, sitting on her dad’s lap, and he had an arm around her to keep her steady. It had been used, later, in an online article. The comments had flooded in: look at the creepy way he’s holding her, can anyone see where his hand actually is, this is disgusting, what a pervert, of course he did, he must have, there’s no way he didn’t. She missed the days when news was largely confined to physical print copies, and speculation was limited to exchanges between family, friends and co-workers, not plastered where everyone could see.

			Mattie backtracked out of the website to Google. She searched for ‘Gemma Hannick’. At the very least she would see what Gemma was likely to write, check out her style and her approach. A LinkedIn page appeared as the first search result, which Mattie, with no account herself, was blocked from seeing. There was a public Instagram profile that she scrolled through. It was filled with photos of Gemma in white linen pants and beige tops, posing in a lounge room with a white couch and beige floors, interspersed with the occasional shot of a beige-filtered beach or white mug of coffee. It was impossibly boring in a way that was entirely enviable. Gemma’s life seemed clean, sleek, stylish, understated, muted and uncomplicated.

			Mattie hated her even more.

			Below the LinkedIn and Instagram search results, there were links to three different articles. One was about an item at Kmart that had ‘gone viral’ and was ‘flying off the shelves’. (Mattie looked, and it was, in fact, a shower caddy.) The next was about the twenty items that every cat owner should buy. (Confusing, given that Mattie couldn’t locate a cat on Gemma’s Instagram page.) The third article was about how to style the same white shirt six different ways. (This was the best of the bunch, which didn’t say much.)

			Mattie found nothing else written by Gemma. Her brow furrowed. That gave her even less confidence in what The Fizz had commissioned from the woman.

			Mattie shut the laptop. She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling.

			Articles, journalists, podcasts – they were an inevitability. She’d had to accept that. It was going to be part of her life forever, especially if the true crime trend continued. People would recognise her. See her name and remember an old case about those fucked-up parents and that poor little girl. People would write about her. About Randolph. About Sandra. They would hypothesise. And then they would share these groundless theories with the world. All they had to do was throw in ‘alleged’, and they could say whatever shit they liked on a podcast.

			Mattie had decided long ago never to read or listen to anything about her life. There was no point in denying every single unfounded claim bouncing around. The case was closed, the police one hundred per cent satisfied, yet people would still ask questions. Scepticism was as much a part of human nature as anything else.

			She worried, sometimes. About the people out there. Digging. Asking their questions, probing around in the shadowed crevices of The Dark Years and of Mattie’s mind, where she rarely even allowed herself to tread. Pulling back the curtains and peeking through the window at her late-night self to listen in on the stories that she whispered only when she was sure no one else could hear.

			She breathed out slowly. It was okay. She’d get through this. Everything would be fine. A journalist who had written about a Kmart shower caddy was not someone who should worry her. Gemma was harmless.

			Mattie crossed her fingers, like a child. Gemma was harmless.

		


		
			 

Sometimes she’d remember who her mum had been.

			Her mum had smelled of sweat. Not the sour tang of an unwashed body but a comforting mustiness permeating through the natural deodorants Sandra insisted on wearing, never powerful enough for someone who sweated as much as she did. She ran hot, she’d tell everyone, and she did, but she also never sat still. She was always changing something in the house or planting something in the garden, always reading something new – she needed to replace the couch because its dyes might contain heavy metals, or she needed to throw out all the plastic and replace it with glass. Sandra, and her smell, and her hemp clothing, and the art studio of half-finished pieces and paint spills on the ground.

			(Her mum had smelled of sweat. Pungent. Rotting. In a dark room, windows shut tight, curtains drawn, with nothing but a bed. It was stripped to sheets made of organic fibres – and did that really matter when they were filthy because the person who lay in that bed was too sick to move? Fingers wrapping around her arm, cold and clammy and brittle. A tug, feeble, to come closer. ‘Matilda? Is that you?’ And she couldn’t answer. Wouldn’t answer. Darkness and the overpowering scent of sweat, and, ‘Please, I don’t want to go in there, she scares me, please, PLEASE, PLEASE.’)

			Her mum loved to eat lettuce. Cold in the fridge, the leaves torn from the head, washed thoroughly under the tap and then placed in a bowl, glistening, a pile of them curled over one another. Sandra would pluck each one from the bowl and crunch it between her teeth. She liked the crispness – she liked her snacks to break and snap. She would lower her voice, a hushed whisper of a dirty secret, to speak of food she used to love: chips, pretzels, things that cracked and shattered as she chewed. Now, too many ingredients, too many numbers and preservatives she didn’t recognise. She replaced them with lettuce leaves, but sometimes she would steal just one chip. And they’d gasp and giggle in unison, and Sandra would crunch and chomp and put a finger to her lips, their little secret. One day they planted lettuce in the backyard. The store-bought had pesticides, was handled by other people, was toxic. No one remembered to tend to the lettuce in the yard, and nothing ever grew.

			(Her mum loved to eat lettuce, but Sandra wouldn’t finish her bowls of leaves. Soggy and limp, they would be scattered into the yard. Composting. Returning to the earth. She would push away bowls of chips and pretzels and ask for them to be eaten somewhere else. She’d say she couldn’t stand the sound of chewing. Couldn’t stand the smell. ‘You’re breathing poison into the air, Matilda, when you eat and exhale. You’re killing yourself, Matilda, when you eat. Do you want to die, is that it, DO YOU WANT TO DIE?’)

			Sometimes she’d think about who her mum had been.

			In some ways, it was easier to remember her death.

		


		
			Seven

			That afternoon, Mattie went to her local Woolworths. Her weekly grocery shopping trips were small and quick, because she barely had any money or needs. This was the only shopping she regularly did. Clothes? She wore them until they practically fell to pieces. Shoes? She had her Kmart black sneakers and a pair of black thongs, also from Kmart. Electronics? Her rich landlord had supplied her with the basics.

			Mattie didn’t go into Woolies with a list of ingredients. Growing up, she hadn’t been taught domestic skills like cooking; Randolph and Sandra had been far too busy giving her lifelong trauma, then Aunt Yvonne and Uncle Milton had tiptoed around her. This wasn’t to say she had no clue how to do domestic shit; she wasn’t a completely useless adult. It did mean that the first time she’d lived in a share house at the age of eighteen, she’d pressed the wrong button on the washing machine and sent her clothes through a two-hour cycle. But as time had gone on, she’d picked things up or made an effort to teach herself – everything except cooking.

			She supposed Dr Jo would say that food was a complicated area for her. Many of Sandra’s neuroses had been tied up with ‘toxins’, and much of her exertion of control over the family had involved monitoring and limiting what they’d put into their bodies. But Mattie didn’t like to give her mum that much credit. Cooking just sucked: no psychoanalysis required.

			She loaded up her trolley with frozen microwave meals, half of them the cheapest, most cardboard-adjacent options and the other half – in a small nod to avoiding malnourishment – the more expensive, health-conscious brands. She grabbed frozen vegetables then tins of tuna and packets of microwave rice for her lunches. She wasted no time and didn’t succumb to impulse purchases. Her method was to get in, get out.

			Cooking wasn’t the only thing that sucked. She wasn’t a big fan of supermarkets either – the fluorescent lighting, the lack of windows, the air conditioning blasting year-round, the clusters of people, the incessant jangle of music.

			Vi had introduced her to the world of online ordering, and Mattie was infinitely grateful. But while she wasn’t a completely useless adult, she was an extremely inadequate one, and that meant she often forgot to place an order before her kitchen ran bare, forcing her to return to the overly lit hell of Woolies. She knew that she could ask her landlord for food – especially for a single night or day – but she didn’t want to take more than Vi had very generously given.

			It was particularly crappy timing that afternoon. Mattie’s senses were on hyper alert. Her brain rattled with lurid headlines on a pink website, and her thoughts cycled around themselves. She’d see magazines near the checkouts, and her eyes would snag on the bright lettering; for a second she’d think she was reading ‘ANDREW’ or ‘MATILDA’ or ‘SANDRA AND RANDOLPH’. Her heart would skip a beat, before she’d blink and realise it was nothing but a headline about a celebrity scandal or wedding. She hated feeling jumpy and jittery, like her skin was prickling.

			Gemma was harmless, she’d told herself that day, over and over, as she’d lain in bed and streamed Netflix on the laptop. She wished her brain would hurry up and believe it. But all the questions kept her from fully relaxing. Like, how had Gemma found out where she worked? What was the woman’s article about? What was so important about this article that she had tracked down Mattie, ambushed her, and thrown ethics and morals out the window to demand a comment?

			Harmless, Mattie chanted in her head as she pushed her trolley. Harmless, harmless, harmless, she told herself and turned down an aisle, heading for the checkout to buy her shit and get going. Harmless. It’s okay. You’re going to get through this. Everything’s fine.

			She glanced to one side at the shelves she was passing. Cereal aisle. She was in the cereal aisle. There was Corn Flakes, and there was Weet-Bix, and she had frozen.

			Cologne. Why could she smell cologne? She could taste Corn Flakes and see a kitchen table and her dad and her mum, and she could smell coffee and cologne, and she was happy, they were happy, then the cologne was drowning her, and her mouth tasted of bile, and she was going to be sick, and she was so scared, so scared, and Randolph was screaming in her face. She felt phantom fingers on her arms, we don’t yell, and she needs her sleep, and –

			‘Excuse me,’ a voice said, ‘can I just –?’

			Mattie’s hands sprang from her trolley. She whipped around, throwing them up, almost hitting the woman who had come up behind her – wanting to hit the woman, only missing by pure chance, luck, a fucking miracle. ‘LEAVE ME ALONE!’

			The woman reeled back, her mouth open in shock, body cowering away.

			Mattie was in the present again, and her face was wet, heart thundering, breath stuttering and snagging. She felt dizzy and sick and didn’t know where she was. Her body shook, and she felt almost wild with the movement, like she needed to escape. Everything in her mind was tumbled and tossed until a single crystal thought fell out: Fuck.

			She backed up from the woman, who looked terrified. Self-preservation kicked in. Mattie abandoned her trolley, walking as fast as she could without it seeming like a run. She would get fresh air, she would drive home and be safe in her granny flat and the garden, and she would do all this before the woman alerted security. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!

			Mattie climbed into her car, lowered every window and started the engine. Her hands were shaking violently around the steering wheel, and her teeth chattered. She closed her eyes, pressed back against the headrest. Grounded herself. Five, four, three, two, one.

			By the time she’d driven home, the tears had dried on her face, and her body felt heavy, slack with post-adrenaline exhaustion. She parked in the garage and sat for a moment, her fingers still curled around the wheel. Fuck, she thought, one last time, bitterly.

			Later, Vi was delighted to provide dinner, and she bundled Mattie up with leftovers for lunch the next day. Mattie thanked her and ate on the front porch of her granny flat while googling the next-closest supermarket. She wouldn’t go back to that one for a while.

		


		
			Eight

			‘Watch it!’

			A cold snuffling nose pushed into the side of Mattie’s face, wetness sliding across her cheek. Her eyes flew open, and she blinked against the glare of the sun before a tongue joined the sniffing. She shuffled away and sat up, shifting one side of her headphone back to expose her ear.

			‘Chopin!’ Vi called from the back veranda, a vision in fuchsia and hibiscus print, hands on her hips. ‘What have I told you about personal space? Sorry, dear.’

			Mattie waved a hand as Chopin stuck his nose into her ribcage, his tail wagging excitedly, stubby legs pawing at her. It was the next day, midafternoon, and it was sunny. Mattie had been lying on the grass, her eyes closed, basking in the rays. Vi’s lawn, which Mattie and a once-a-week gardener carefully tended, was green and lush, and only yellowed slightly when summer hit. It was nothing like the tangled mess of crispy dead grass and weeds that her yard growing up had become, or the dismally neglected yards of the other rentals she’d lived at. A few times she had tried to bring those rental gardens back to life, but they’d been beyond saving; the worst had been littered with cigarette butts, beer cans and Vodka Cruiser bottles. Over the past decade or so, there had been minimal opportunity for her to lie in grass – moments snatched in parks here and there. Mattie had missed it.

			Vi’s garden was Mattie’s dream, and the lawn was the cherry on top. Mattie liked – rain or shine – to lie flat on her back and stick her fingers into the dirt, wriggle them deep and relax, like she wanted to compost her body. Return it to the earth, where it belonged.

			If Vi had found it weird the first few times she’d seen Mattie lying there, she’d never said anything. So, her tenant liked to nap in the grass, sometimes even when it was pouring with rain – Mattie could picture the woman shrugging and saying, Who am I to judge?

			Now, Mattie gave Chopin’s head a stroke, and the tail-wagging increased until his entire back half was wobbling. He shuffled so he could flop onto his side and roll over, belly exposed.

			‘It’s okay,’ she called to Vi, who was hovering on the veranda. ‘He’s fine.’

			‘Sorry, my girl,’ Vi said, her voice raised to be heard, ‘he was champing at the bit to come outside, and that’s so very rare I indulged him. Of course, all he really wanted was to scam some pats from you. But so long as you don’t mind …’

			Mattie turned her head to offer Vi a smile while continuing to pat the dachshund, and Vi, seemingly satisfied, nodded once and retreated inside.

			She was giving Mattie her space on this second day off in a row, and Mattie was glad because she wasn’t quite sure she could bother to interact with anyone today – and Vi wasn’t just anyone, she was Vi, which meant Mattie actually tried with her and sometimes would admit to herself that she hated to let the woman down.

			The night before, Mattie had fallen asleep early and slept heavily, but this had left her more drained. It wasn’t the first time she’d experienced tiredness that even fifteen hours of sleep couldn’t take the edge off. Dr Jo had called it a symptom of depression. Her brow had furrowed with exaggerated concern. ‘Oh dear. What specifically might have triggered this? Like when a tree begins to wither, it’s important to determine the root cause rather than simply pouring water on in the hopes it will fix everything.’ She’d added that last bit because Mattie had asked for something to aid her sleep. Dr Jo had never been keen to prescribe anything; she was all about getting into the ‘real issues’. Mattie had just been trying to survive the fucking day.

			She wondered if the therapist would have considered Gemma Hannick the root cause of her current bout of depression. No, of course not: Dr Jo would have said Gemma was a trigger for something deeper. Mattie thought that this something was too deep to be dug out – the answer to, ‘Has something triggered this?’ was, ‘Everything triggered this.’ Simply existing was enough to have her feeling like it was all too much. But she never would have told that to Dr Jo, who had been keenly on the lookout for ‘dark’ thoughts. Mattie had tried to reassure the therapist that taking her own life was not on the cards. ‘If I wanted to die, I probably would have just done it while I was down there.’ This had not exactly eased Dr Jo’s fears.

			Mattie checked the time on her watch: close to three. She’d spent a couple of hours outside, alternating between lying on the ground and sitting on her porch. Through her headphones, her favourite audiobook played. It was almost at the end, but that was fine, she would just listen from the beginning again. She had listened to it, read it, watched the movie version so many times that she had whole portions memorised.

			The beep of an incoming text interrupted the flow of narration. Mattie rarely received messages. Sufficiently intrigued, she slid her headphones down to hang around her neck, reached for her phone in the grass beside her and pressed pause on the book. There was a text from an unfamiliar number.

			Hello, Matilda, it’s Aimee. Sorry you’re not feeling well. Just letting you know your friend Gemma came to the office today, said you were supposed to be having lunch with her. I told her you were sick. You might want to check in with her? Thanks, hope you feel better soon.

			Mattie stared. Then she remembered that when she’d just started her job, Aimee had pressured her to exchange numbers – ‘So I can text you when we’re going to lunch!’ Mattie supposed it was nice, Aimee letting her know that she’d apparently forgotten about lunch with a friend. Then again, maybe Aimee was fishing for information, given she was surely confused as to why someone who looked like Gemma was friends with Mattie to the extent of lunch dates. Mattie was not prone to thinking the best about people’s motives.

			She put her phone on the ground. That fucking journalist. Admittedly, her audacity also sort of impressed Mattie. That woman had guts, lying to people to get to Mattie, all for a ‘voluntary’ comment on an article.

			Mattie’s jaw tightened, and her molars ground together. Why did Gemma want her input so badly? Other journalists were happy to print whatever the hell they wanted without consulting her. Tension prickled across her scalp.

			Chopin rolled onto his front, scrambling to his feet to yip happily, and Mattie started at the abrupt movement. She smelled smoke on the breeze and turned to see that Vi had returned to the back veranda. The older woman leaned against the railing, a cigarette dangling between her fingers, watching her dachshund gambol towards her. She lifted her gaze to Mattie and took a drag, raising an eyebrow in an invitation for a chat if Mattie needed it. Mattie did not, because she didn’t need anything, ever, from anyone.

			Even so, she picked up her phone again, dusted the grass from her bum and headed to Vi. Mattie was too hot in the sun. She wanted a break. She was checking in on Vi. She was stretching her legs. She was doing anything but walking to Vi because she was tired and tense and stressed and a persistent journalist was stalking her and she was craving reassurance from someone she trusted. She sat on the veranda steps.

			Chopin danced around Vi’s ankles then settled with a thump at her feet. She tapped her cigarette into the ashtray. ‘I should be sunbathing. Could use some vitamin D. Doctor keeps telling me I need to get out more.’

			Mattie momentarily forgot Gemma. ‘You went to the doctor recently?’

			‘At my age, you go to the doctor all the time. Nothing to fret about, dear, just a regular check-up.’

			‘Oh. Good to hear.’ Something about Vi seemed indestructible, and the idea of her visiting a doctor had wobbled that perception in a way Mattie didn’t like at all.

			‘I’m more concerned about you, darling. Unless this is just general … life lethargy?’

			Mattie considered taking the out. ‘It’s the journalist,’ she admitted. ‘I mean, I’m sure some of it is life lethargy. But … the journalist has got me … on edge. I guess.’

			‘Ah.’ Vi nodded. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, I would have thought journalists poking their noses around would be par for the course. Can I ask why this one has got you languishing in the garden on a workday?’ She cocked her head to one side, peering down at Mattie on the steps. ‘Again, do feel free to tell me to shut up, my dear. I won’t be offended.’

			And Vi wouldn’t be. She had asked questions over the past two years – not many and not too often – but it was human nature to be curious. A few Mattie had even answered: ‘It was only a year and two months – the media rounded it up to “almost two years”.’ And: ‘I hate small spaces. That’s probably the biggest thing.’ And: ‘I think he was just a scared man. I think they were both scared.’ But she’d responded with silence to a few questions because she didn’t want to answer or because she didn’t know the answer. In one case: Who says I stayed sane? Vi accepted the silences with ease and never pushed or prodded. And when Mattie gave answers, Vi offered titbits herself – not in a way that felt as if she would only reveal things if Mattie did, but more as if to say, This is an exchange, this is equal. ‘Arnold was a drinker.’ And: ‘No, I don’t think Keith ever knew.’ And: ‘Never enough to land me in hospital, my girl, just enough to keep me buying the foundation with the best coverage.’

			So Vi would accept silence. Mattie shrugged and found herself talking anyway. Dr Jo had always said that talking helped; every so often, Mattie conceded the benefit of it. ‘I don’t know why Gemma’s got me worked up. Maybe because she’s being really pushy …? Or maybe because it’s been a while – no one has approached me directly since I left my aunt and uncle’s.’

			At eighteen, she upped and left the location known to the media: Yvonne and Milton’s place. She had counted down the days with a misguided belief that a new home would grant her a fresh start. What a fucking joke. What had Dr Jo said? ‘Wherever you go, there you are.’ One of the few true things she ever spouted. At least the new location, lack of social media, and nonsensical email address used only for job applications meant that the media could only approach Mattie – or so she’d thought – through her aunt and uncle.

			They’d been the touchpoint for media queries all along. That wasn't to say that they were fame-hungry, bad people. But Yvonne and Milton had been excited by the media attention and done little to rebuff it, never seeking any semblance of privacy. Yvonne was thrilled to be cast as the kind, gracious family member who’d taken Mattie in. Milton stood by his wife’s side during interviews; his only input was to demand that any piece they consented to was not ‘harsh’ or ‘unfair’ in its portrayal of his brother. Mattie wasn’t the only one angry at the media’s less than subtle insinuations.

			The couple had been the only family members in contact with Randolph and Sandra up until The Dark Years. Randolph and Milton’s parents were dead, and the extended family still lived in England. Sandra, an only child, had been estranged from her family.

			When Mattie was seventeen, she tried to figure out the reason behind this. It was around the time she started asking, Why? Why had everything unfolded the way it had? Why had her parents so spectacularly lost the fucking plot? She was gripped by a burning desire to know, as if – and she wanted to laugh at herself now – this would make the entire thing easier to get over. She scoured her parents’ history for signs. Did a part of her want to see discernible indicators so she could make sure she wasn’t as fucked up as them? Maybe.

			Sandra had been a flighty, dreamy soul who never graduated from high school. In articles years later, her classmates described her as ‘lost’ and ‘not all there’. ‘She was emotional,’ one woman claimed. ‘Really sensitive. Cried over the tiniest things.’

			Mattie remembered this too. Her mum had existed in extremes: ridiculously happy or crushingly sad or even, every so often, frighteningly angry. Maybe Sandra had suffered from a mental illness exacerbated by the fact – uncovered by Mattie’s sleuthing and reaching out to relatives – that after she dropped out of school, she tumbled down a path of psychedelic drugs and heavy weed use. Ultimately, this was why her parents had kicked her out. Sandra apparently told them she’d never speak to them again. She held true to this, and when they passed away, prior to The Dark Years, she refused to attend their funerals. Yet perhaps out of regret over kicking her out, they’d left her a significant chunk of money. She and her family lived off that money during The Dark Years, after she and Randolph quit working.

			Sandra had been the easy one to decipher: probable mental illness, drug use, and fear of the unknown. But Randolph? Mattie had given up trying to understand her dad. He and Milton grew up in a traditional household where women cared for children and no one showed emotion. He and Sandra met in their mid-twenties, at a party for a mutual friend. In her floaty, sheer dress, unshaven, unabashed, wild and free, she had probably shattered his sheltered mind. He had loved her wholly, devotedly – then obsessively, to the detriment of everything else.

			Mattie had long since abandoned her pursuit of the ‘why’. There was no real closure. The bottom line: family was complicated for her.

			To this day, Yvonne accepted media interviews and gave comments to journalists, and she passed on to Mattie the details of people reaching out. Mattie didn’t respond. That didn’t deter Yvonne: Mattie didn’t respond to much. She’d seen her aunt and uncle in person only a handful of times since leaving their home, and her phone communication was equally sporadic. She supposed she should feel bad – her aunt and uncle had taken her in at a tumultuous time. They’d paid for her mediocre therapy. They’d even paid for her to be homeschooled, after Dr Jo had gently advised that Mattie wouldn’t cope with the intense scrutiny and gossip that would have accompanied attending a regular school. But the situation was so messy in Mattie’s head that it was just easier to avoid her aunt and uncle.

			‘It is interesting that this journalist managed to track you down,’ Vi said now. ‘Did you ask her how she knew where to find you?’

			‘No. I mostly just told her to fuck off.’

			‘As well you should. What about your aunt and uncle, would they have …?’

			‘No,’ Mattie said again. ‘They just pass requests on to me.’ She contemplated them for a few more seconds. Yvonne did like the spotlight; Milton was absent-minded. But no. They wouldn’t suddenly decide to sell her out.

			‘You know what,’ Vi said, ‘it’s probably social media’s fault.’ Many things were social media’s fault: bad manners, her newfound love of plastic surgery, television shows being terrible now, music all sounding the same. ‘People nowadays film everything and everyone.’ Vi lit another cigarette despite having only just stubbed out the last one; she loved to smoke when ranting. ‘No regard for others. It’s all phones out, cameras on. I’ll bet you’ve been in the background of some Insta-thing, and the next thing you know, your face was zoomed in on, everyone geo-whatever-ing your location. Then here comes your journalist, rocking up at your workplace.’ Vi shook her head in disgust. ‘Social media, my dear, is just simply terrible.’

			Mattie had once seen, on Vi’s phone – which the woman wasn’t sure how to lock – that she had an Instagram page dedicated to her three dogs: ‘My Classics’. Social media was terrible unless it was about dogs, apparently.

			Mattie said, ‘Seems like wild odds that someone just so happened to be filming around my work, I just so happened to be in the background, and someone recognised me.’

			‘It can happen!’ Vi waved her cigarette enthusiastically, warming to her topic. ‘There was this case of that gentleman accused of a murder he didn’t commit, proven innocent because of that television show – oh, I forget the name. It just so happened to capture him at the very moment the murder had taken place! Melanie told me all about it. She listens to those true crime podcasts – can’t be good for her mental health, I tell her that. Just like social media. I sent her some crossword and sudoku books to pass the time and told her she could thank me later.’ Vi seemed to realise she’d been derailed by Melanie again; with an effort, she got back on track. ‘I’m just saying. Stranger things have happened.’

			Mattie exhaled. She ran a hand through her hair then let it drop to her lap. ‘Sometimes I just think … It’s been fifteen years, surely no one gives a shit about this anymore. But then it’s just like, someone somewhere will suddenly start talking shit about it, or some journalist will think they have a wild new angle, and it – it just feels like it’ll never fucking end.’

			‘Oh, darling, of course it’ll never end.’

			‘Oh good. Thanks, Vi.’

			‘I’m just being honest, dear. People are still speculating about Jack the Ripper.’

			‘My parents were hardly Jack the Ripper.’

			‘You know what I mean. These things don’t just get forgotten, especially not with so many juicy parts for people to latch on to. You had a so-called normal family, your mum was quite attractive, and when it happened you were young and cute in a strange way –’

			This wasn’t meant to be offensive, and Mattie chose not to take it as so.

			‘– and, of course, all of you were white, which means people remember what happened to you, unlike all those poor other souls who get lost to time. It’s called “missing white woman syndrome”, Melanie told me. She’s always learning new things, she’s –’ Vi caught herself again. ‘Anyway. You get the idea.’

			There was a pause. Chopin settled with an extraordinarily loud sigh for a small dog. Mattie gave his ears a scratch; his tail thumped gently in response.

			‘You know what?’ Vi perked up. ‘That’s what you should tell that journalist, darling. Tell her there are more important things to be writing about than your old … situation. Your case got solved, after all!’

			‘Too true,’ Mattie said.

			‘You survived and came out the other side where others didn’t!’

			‘Right on,’ Mattie said.

			‘It’s all done and dusted!’

			‘Yep,’ Mattie said.

			‘No mysteries to be uncovered in your case!’

			Mattie said nothing this time.

		


		
			 

Sometimes she’d remember how they’d been as a family.

			Randolph’s hand on Sandra’s waistline as she sleepily brewed her green tea. Sandra’s fingers resting on Randolph’s shoulders as he ate at the table. Hands holding when they went for evening strolls as a family. Music playing in Sandra’s art studio, then the sound of her feet moving, because she could never resist a beat. Randolph would peek in, and Sandra would extend her hand. The two of them whirling in the clutter of the room. And whenever she looked through the door at them, Sandra would reach for her. ‘Come in! Come join, Matilda! Come!’ Folded into their arms. Cologne and sweat. Feet thumping on the wood. Music. Laughter. Her mum’s soft hands smoothing her hair back. Her dad’s strong arms hugging her. Touch given freely. ‘I want a hug,’ and a hug she got. ‘Take my hand,’ and a hand was taken.

			(‘I want a hug,’ and she was told to shower. ‘Take my hand,’ and had that hand been washed? Had she been outside again? Of course she had. Outside in their tiny yard, at first for as long as she wanted, then just for the afternoon, then three hours, then two, then one. Called back inside and ushered to the shower. It wasn’t safe. ‘Do you know what’s in the air? Do you know what you could be carrying inside? Is that dirt under your nails?’ Randolph roughly gripped her fingers, scrubbing and scrubbing the black from beneath her nails. Cutting them shorter until they stung and bled, but that was what she got for getting dirt under them. ‘You can’t touch your mum when you’re carrying disease. Do you want to make her sicker? Is that why you keep going outside? Do you want her to die? IS THAT IT? DO YOU WANT YOUR MOTHER TO DIE?’)

			Sometimes she’d remember how they’d been as a family.

			It all felt like a lie now.

		


		
			Nine

			The next day, Mattie parked near her work, stepped out, locked the car and took a few moments to prepare herself mentally. She watched a woman step away from her own car then turn back, giving her driver’s side doorhandle a tug; apparently satisfied it was locked, the woman nodded to herself and marched away. Mattie ran her finger over the car key she still held in one hand. Such a simple process – tug the handle, check the car is locked, leave – had been performed in seconds and without a single thought given. Mattie had done it once, years and years ago. Left her vehicle, distracted, and then, unable to remember if she’d locked it, tried the handle. The door had been locked; pulling the handle hadn’t done anything. She had blacked out before coming to herself, huddled on the ground next to her car, a full five minutes later.

			She’d berated herself – she’d already learnt this lesson, hadn’t she? She’d learnt it when she’d come home from the police station at fourteen and walked ahead of Yvonne after they’d left the car. Mattie tried the handle of the front door – Milton had stayed home, so she assumed it would be unlocked. It was very much locked. Even though she wasn’t trapped, panic seized her body, her stomach plunging, her throat constricting. According to Yvonne, Mattie screamed as she banged against the door with one fist, the other hand desperately turning the handle; she was yelling, among her screams, ‘Let me out! Let me out! Let me out!’

			Come to think of it, shortly after this incident Yvonne had first taken her to see Dr Jo.

			Thankfully, nowadays much of Mattie’s panic regarding locked doors was mitigated when she had a key and a solid awareness that it worked, or when she knew the door was locked. There’d been some issues, though. She tended to leave doors unlocked when inside. This wasn’t a problem in the granny flat, tucked away behind big fences and Vi’s security system; it had, however, been a source of conflict with housemates, who would arrive home after being out with friends to find she’d gone to bed and left the front door unlocked. ‘It’s not like there’s much worth stealing,’ she told them. ‘Most of our shit is junk.’ This, shockingly, didn’t calm them down. She would then try to explain that of course she locked the door when she left for the day; she wasn’t completely ridiculous – it was just that she didn’t like to be locked in. One housemate folded his arms across his chest. ‘Okay, but how can we know that’s true? There’s just no trust now, Matilda.’ He sounded so solemn that she burst out laughing. A few months later, she was unceremoniously kicked out and slept in her car for three nights. Thank god for Vi and her granny flat.

			At work, no one commented on Mattie’s two-day absence – probably they hadn’t even noticed. There was an email from one colleague on the first day, with a follow-up the next day asking why she hadn’t responded yet. As she deleted both emails without responding to them, she wondered how long it would’ve taken before any of them realised she wasn’t there. Four days? Two weeks?

			A year and two months?

			Shaking the thought from her head, Mattie focused on the tasks that needed doing and lost the next few hours to banal routine. It was only when she left the building at lunchtime, clutching her warmed-up plastic container of rice and vegetables, and saw Gemma Hannick standing out the front, scrolling on her phone, that reality intruded once more.

			‘For fuck’s sake,’ Mattie said aloud.

			Gemma lifted her head. Mattie made a valiant attempt to charge past, but in a clatter of expensive-looking boots, the journalist was blocking the way, holding up her hands as if to say that she came in peace.

			Mattie brought herself to a halt. ‘Seriously?’ she snarled. ‘You know this is practically fucking stalking, right?’

			‘Twenty minutes,’ Gemma said, her hands still up. ‘That’s all I ask. Thirty, tops.’

			‘Why? Listen, people publish stories about me and my family all the time without a comment. They manage perfectly fine.’

			‘I just think you’ll want to hear what I’m going to write.’ Gemma gave her a look.

			Mattie intensely disliked the connotations of said look. ‘How did you even find me?’

			‘Everything is online nowadays.’

			Mattie said nothing.

			Gemma relented. ‘I was researching you for the story I’m doing. I scoured social media. Michael Shear wrote a status saying he was working with a famous person. Someone asked him who, and he said you. I found his LinkedIn profile, which listed this workplace as his most recent. I showed up and saw you, and, well … you know the rest.’

			‘That’s …’

			Gemma’s lips curled into an anticipatory smug smirk.

			‘That’s fucking batshit stalker behaviour,’ Mattie finished.

			The smug smile dropped into a pout before Gemma adopted an aloof expression and straightened. ‘No, it’s using my investigative skills. I was being resourceful, actually, and thinking outside of the box.’

			‘Batshit,’ Mattie repeated, ‘stalker.’

			Gemma seemed to experience an internal struggle. ‘Regardless of what you think, my hunch turned out to be correct.’

			‘What “hunch”?’ Mattie snorted. ‘A guy mentioned that he worked with me.’ Michael Shear? Mick, probably. ‘Then you found out where he worked. There was no hunch.’

			‘Is this really relevant?’ Gemma put a hand on her hip then dropped it and adopted a wide-legged stance, pushing her shoulders back. ‘All this –’

			‘Are you okay?’ Mattie stared at her odd posture.

			‘What?’ Gemma was derailed.

			‘You’re all – stiff.’ Mattie gestured to her body.

			‘It’s – what? I’m not – this is a – it’s –’ The tiniest flush made itself known beneath the porcelain perfection of makeup. ‘Look, you’re already talking to me, so why don’t we just take this to a cafe? I’ll buy you a coffee and explain what my story is about.’

			Mattie looked at her car then back at Gemma. ‘Will you keep harassing me if I say no?’

			‘I am not harassing you.’

			‘You are.’

			‘I’m – never mind. I respect your right to decline, but I would strongly advise –’

			‘Okay, so you will keep harassing me. Fine. I’ll give you twenty minutes.’

			Gemma beamed. ‘Thirty is all I need.’

			‘I said twenty.’

			But Gemma was already marching towards the cafe across the street.

			***

			Single Shot had a small courtyard area out the back. Despite the lunch hour, it was largely empty when Mattie and Gemma arrived. This wasn’t surprising: the cafe wasn’t one of the more popular on the street, because the menu was strictly cheese toasties, sausage rolls, and either a meat pie or a chicken and veggie pie. The only two desserts on offer were chocolate mud cake and cheesecake, and the cafe charged three dollars extra for plant-based milk. But the courtyard was nice – bricked, with big sunshades and an abundance of plants – and, most importantly, it was quiet, the only other patrons a group of three women, each of whom had a stroller, and two suit-clad men drinking espressos and talking in expansive gestures. It was unlikely that anyone would be eavesdropping.

			Mattie made Gemma pay the extra three dollars for a flat white made with soy milk, even though she hated the taste. Then she pointedly let the coffee sit cooling on the table. She cracked open her plastic container and tucked in.

			‘I’m not sure you can eat outside food in here,’ Gemma said.

			‘Are you also going to fork out for me to have lunch?’

			Gemma took a sip of her own almond milk latte and let the question go unanswered.

			As Mattie chewed her rice and vegetables, she studied the other woman.

			‘So,’ Gemma began.

			‘I googled you,’ Mattie interrupted, after swallowing her food. ‘You haven’t really published much, have you?’

			Gemma’s mouth opened, shut. The hint of a flush reappeared beneath her makeup. ‘If you’re concerned about my credentials, I can assure you that I graduated from UWA with a –’

			‘You’ve only really written about … pointless stuff. Like Kmart products. And – wait, is that the top you styled in that article?’ Mattie leaned forward, squinting at Gemma’s white button-up.

			The journalist moved a hand as if to shield her shirt from Mattie’s gaze.

			‘Anyway.’ Mattie sat back. ‘You haven’t written anything actually serious.’

			‘I am a … versatile writer. I can write across … a variety of genres. I can change my tone and voice to suit whatever is asked of me.’

			Mattie stared. ‘Did you just quote your job cover letter at me?’

			Gemma ignored this. ‘And my publication history isn’t exactly the point of –’

			‘How long ago did you graduate?’

			Gemma’s mouth twisted, and her eyebrows drew together before she smoothed her face into neutrality.

			Mattie noted, with fascination, that not a single wrinkle had marred the movement of those brows. Perhaps Gemma had, like Vi, dabbled in Botox.

			‘Is that relevant?’ Gemma said finally.

			‘You’ve been digging about my life.’ Mattie shrugged and scooped up more food, speaking with her mouth full. ‘Aren’t I allowed to dig about yours?’

			There was a pause.

			Gemma lifted her coffee to her lips for another drink as if to collect herself. ‘I can sense you’re worried about my level of experience,’ she said, after she’d placed her mug on the table. ‘Rest assured, I have the maturity and capability to handle a sensitive topic, even one as … intense as what happened to you. After all, I figured out how to find you, didn’t I?’

			‘You looked me up on social media. It’s hardly detective work.’ Mattie rolled her eyes. ‘In fact, it probably means loads of other journalists know where I work, and they haven’t been standing around waiting for me. So, actually, it shows your lack of experience, because the older journalists clearly know better.’

			‘Or they don’t have the information that I have. They aren’t writing the story that I am.’

			Mattie’s mouth slipped into a scowl.

			The power had shifted back to Gemma, who clearly knew it, the flush fading from her cheeks as she took control once more. ‘Let me start by saying that what you went through must have been horrendous. Truly, my heart breaks for you. You are so brave for coming out the other side of the whole ordeal and continuing to thrive.’

			This was the spiel she had been waiting to deliver, Mattie could tell, clearly perfected: the inflection of her tone, the sympathetic expression, the little nod. Gemma had everything choreographed, except for the spark in her eyes that betrayed her excitement. Mattie wanted to laugh. Thrive? What exactly about her said that she was thriving?

			‘I can’t even imagine how it all was for you. First, losing your mother.’

			Christ alive, Gemma was laying it on thick.

			‘Then your father’s … mental deterioration.’

			Mattie sighed loudly to derail this.

			‘And, of course, being locked in that basement.’ Gemma hushed her voice. ‘I can’t imagine how that felt, to be trapped in that small enclosed space for such an extended period. How terrifying. How confusing.’

			Mattie was almost grateful for Gemma’s over-the-top earnestness and faux sincerity. In part because it was amusing to listen to, but also because it helped her to see Gemma as a joke rather than a threat to Mattie’s precariously stable life. This was who she’d been stressed about? She actually felt embarrassed.

			‘How hard that must’ve all been. You know – and it’s not the focus of my article – you’ve never spoken of how it felt when you walked up those stairs, unlocked the door and left the basement. The relief you surely experienced, that you could find the keys, that you could muster the courage to walk away. And then to have the presence of mind to take yourself next door! Paul Wilson – your neighbour – he said you asked for an ambulance. Not the police? An ambulance – for your dad?’

			Mattie, who’d finished her food and was wondering how much longer she’d have to listen to this crap, arched an eyebrow. ‘Seems to me you’ve got the whole thing down pat.’

			Gemma held her gaze for a beat, then she shrugged. ‘I read every article I could get my hands on. I really wanted to nail down what happened.’ She left a delicate and very practised pause. ‘Or at least, what all the articles said happened.’

			Mattie’s amusement started to bleed away at Gemma’s tone. At what it implied. Mattie still held her fork. She wondered what might happen if she stabbed it into Gemma’s eye. The thought was a calm one, even as it played out violently across her mind. It should probably worry Mattie that she was so coolly thinking of attacking someone.

			She should do a grounding exercise. Five, things she could see – a smug smile, a self-satisfied gleam, an overly confident posture, a superior flick of blonde hair, and it wasn’t working.

			‘The public was told the same thing, by the police, by your aunt and uncle. Not by you, of course, because you’ve never spoken to the media on record … But anyway, the facts are the same. Sandra Andrew was diagnosed with cancer. A few months into treatment, she suddenly stopped it. She and her husband, Randolph, withdrew their daughter – you – from school. They then, allegedly, became paranoid about the outside world, convinced it had caused the cancer. Sandra died almost three years later. Randolph took the final step and locked his daughter – you – in the basement for a little over a year. And then, one day, he had a heart attack in the basement, and his daughter – you – took the keys from his pocket, escaped, went to the neighbour’s house and asked for an ambulance for Randolph.’

			Mattie feigned boredom. ‘Congratulations, you’ve read the Wikipedia entry.’

			Gemma was unruffled. That she was unruffled, flush-free and not defensive made Mattie tense up. She thought of fingers prodding into her life, tugging and pulling at threads to see where they led. She thought of ears perking, listening to the stories she only allowed herself to whisper when the rest of the world was sleeping – when she was tired enough that she could almost pretend every story was a dream, reality and fiction blurring to become nothing but a smear in her brain.

			Gemma put her hands on the table. Her fingernails were shiny and perfectly oval-shaped. She leaned forward. She was – Mattie gripped her fork so tightly her fingers hurt – within perfect fork-stabbing range. ‘All of that has been written about, lots of times. What I find really interesting is that the police didn’t mention, your aunt and uncle didn’t mention, and no article mentioned the fact that your parents allegedly had two children.’ Gemma was leaning so far forward that Mattie could smell the coffee on her breath. ‘So what I’m writing about,’ she said clearly, loudly, ‘what I’m asking is – what happened to your little sister?’

		


		
			 

Sometimes, late at night, Mattie would tell herself stories about what had happened to Tessa:

			Tessa went out onto the street and started walking. She made her way to the local bakery and approached the counter, standing on her teeny-tiny tiptoes. The lady who was serving peered over the edge and looked into light grey eyes. Tessa asked the lady for a slice of chocolate mud cake, and the lady, her heart melting, told the girl to take a seat, that she’d bring her a slice. Tessa toddled over to a table and pulled herself up onto a seat, and the lady served her the biggest slice of chocolate cake she’d ever seen. The lady sat with Tessa as she ate the whole piece and used her fingers to wipe the plate clean. The lady introduced herself as a baker and the owner of the shop. She had, of course, immediately been taken by Tessa’s adorable charms, because it was impossible not to be. She adopted Tessa, and from then on the girl ate chocolate cake every single day.

			Tessa went out onto the street and started walking. She saw a car had pulled to one side of the street, and there was a woman standing in front of what looked like a tall mailbox except it had a glass-door front. As Tessa drew closer, she saw that it was filled with books and that the woman was sliding two more in. The woman told her it was a Little Free Library and that she set up lots of them across every neighbourhood and went around filling them up. She said that she worked in a real library, which was where she got the books. The lady had, of course, immediately been taken by Tessa’s adorable charms, because it was impossible not to be. She adopted Tessa, who got to go with her every single day to the library and read, curled up on a couch, in a quiet corner for hours and hours and hours.

			Tessa went out onto the street and started walking. Up ahead was a primary school, and soon she found herself standing right on the edge of the big playground, which was filled with other kids, all of them running around, chasing each other, playing with toys, swinging on swings, sliding down slides, climbing on climbing frames. The only sounds were laughter and joyful shouts. Another little girl ran up to Tessa and grabbed her hand and pulled her into a game of skipping rope. Tessa was instantly amazing at the game, and the girls around her asked to be her best friend. There was a teacher, watching nearby, who saw all these girls becoming best friends. The lady had, of course, been immediately taken by Tessa’s adorable charms because it was impossible not to be. She adopted Tessa, and every day she brought the girl to that school to play, and every day more girls joined Tessa’s group of friends until she had more than she could count, and every day she got to play with them.

			Sometimes Mattie told herself stories. But that’s all they were.

		


		
			Ten

			There was a message on Mattie’s phone from her manager, informing her that she was running low on sick leave and asking if it was likely that she would be back in on Monday. They had sent it several hours ago, and she was ignoring it just as she was ignoring the rest of the world outside of her granny flat.

			She wasn’t particularly fazed. In most of her past jobs, she’d burnt through the sick leave and had to resort to unpaid absences. She also wasn’t fazed because three days ago her entire world had been turned upside down and nothing else really mattered anyway.

			Gemma Fucking Hannick.

			Gemma Fucking Hannick and her poking and her prodding and those fateful fucking words – what happened to your little sister? – like she had any right to be asking that question. Like it wasn’t the question that Mattie had been whispering to herself, softly, quietly, at night, every night, for fifteen years. Except it wasn’t always just that – what happened to your little sister? – because everything was so blurry, so jumbled, it sometimes was another question – what little sister? – and another – what happened? – and another – little sister?!

			Right after Gemma had posed her dramatic question, there was no time for a grounding exercise – Mattie leaned forward and was sick all over the journalist’s shoes. She thought, mildly fascinated, as she coughed out the last of the bile, that vomit was a trigger reaction she hadn’t experienced before.

			Gemma, meanwhile, screamed something along the lines of, ‘Are you kidding me? What the hell?’ and pushed her chair back, leaping upwards.

			The women with the strollers rose in alarm, shouting, ‘Oh my god, what’s going on?’ One of the businessmen started laughing. A cafe staff member emerged, alarmed at the noise.

			Among it all, Mattie calmly closed the lid of her lunchbox, got to her feet and left the cafe, without saying another word. She supposed – correctly – that Gemma would not give chase with vomit all over her posh trousers and shoes, and that everyone else would be too confused to try and step in. Mattie simply climbed into her car and drove home. There’d been two missed calls from her manager by the time she parked in the driveway. She texted, am sick, went home.

			That had all happened on Wednesday, it was now Sunday, and Mattie hadn’t returned to work. She hadn’t done much of anything the past four days – hadn’t ventured across the lawn to breakfast with Vi or walked the dogs. She hadn’t even risen to look out the window at night when she’d heard the telltale pitter-patter and yowl of her arch-nemesis – the sound of which was, to her, decidedly mocking. All she had done was lie on her bed with the windows open and watch a movie on repeat.

			Randolph had given Mattie and Tessa eight DVDs to watch in the basement: Homeward Bound, The Lion King, Beethoven, Honey I Shrunk the Kids, Toy Story, Babe, Home Alone and Matilda. Kids’ movies, harmless, wholesome. Nothing too recent, no television channels, and no news, because ‘they’ were inserting subliminal messaging. Who was, she’d asked once, just once. The government, no, the far right, no, the far left – someone is, someone is poisoning minds through television, okay, and that’s why we can’t watch it!

			Randolph and Sandra’s aversion to television had come on gradually. Everything, in retrospect, had come on gradually. Any time that Mattie tried to reflect on The Dark Years and pinpoint a moment when things took a turn, she couldn’t. Any time she tried to work out when she should’ve known, could’ve known, should’ve run, could’ve run, she wasn’t able to.

			First her mum had been diagnosed with cancer – that was all Mattie had been told. Much later, she’d learnt it was a form of non-Hodgkin lymphoma with a relatively high survival rate; the doctors had caught it somewhat late, but with treatment, Sandra would potentially have recovered. One journalist wrote, It was a cancer diagnosis that triggered the paranoia that would eventually destroy the family … But maybe The Dark Years had been destined to happen somewhere down the line. Mattie thought of her mum’s ever-changing mind and her dad always at the ready to carry out whatever his wife wanted. He’d looked at Sandra like she was a goddess and he a mere worshipper, easily swayed.

			After halting treatment, Sandra had stayed in bed a lot. Her face had seemed to shrink as her stomach expanded. Randolph had told Mattie she was being homeschooled. He’d said they were ‘eating healthier’ and that she couldn’t see her friends. He’d limited her time outside. Gradual change after gradual change until one day she was in the basement with nothing but schoolbooks and eight DVDs. And a little sister.

			Her little sister’s favourite DVD had been Matilda. Tessa had been entranced by the fact that Mattie shared her name with the bow-wearing tiny heroine. Tessa would ask Mattie if it was based on her life before, when Mattie was the same age. It’s about you, isn’t it? You’re Matilda! She’d look at Mattie like she could move things with her mind, and Mattie would wish that she could, would have moved heaven and fucking earth for her sister if she were able.

			Tessa would beg to watch it. Again, again! One more time. Let’s watch it again. Please, please! And it was Mattie, in her twenties, clicking play at night when she couldn’t sleep and – Again, again! – Mattie, listening to the audiobook, when she couldn’t cope and – Again, again! – Mattie telling herself late-night stories where Tessa lived the plot of Matilda and – Again, again! Mattie wasn’t even sure if she liked the fucking book or the fucking movie or even the fucking probably-definitely-problematic author and – Again, again! – Mattie was now playing it over and over in her flat throughout the days after her world imploded –

			She rolled onto her side, stared at her laptop.

			Five, things she could see – Matilda, Matilda, Matilda, Matilda, Matilda.

			Four, things she could touch – Matilda, Matilda, Matilda, Matilda.

			Three, things she could see – Matilda, Matilda, Matilda.

			Two, things she could smell – Matilda, Matilda.

			One, thing she could taste – Matilda.

			Fucking Dr Jo Prean and her useless grounding exercise. If Mattie was being fair, Dr Jo had probably never intended for said exercise to be used to cope after a journalist threatened to drop the bombshell existence of Mattie’s secret little sister to the world. Dr Jo hadn’t even known a sister existed. No one had, except Mattie and her parents.

			Now, she supposed bitterly, Gemma Hannick. And probably soon – she closed her eyes – the entire world.

			There was a knock on the door to Mattie’s flat, and her eyes opened, blinking, as she rolled her head to stare in the direction of the noise. There was really only one person it would be, but briefly she fantasised that it was Gemma, and that Mattie would be able to open the door and punch the woman straight in the face. Would this change anything? Probably not. Would it feel incredible? Highly likely.

			‘Mattie, my dear, it’s Vi. Just checking in. I haven’t seen you around much these past few days …?’

			Mattie contemplated staying silent, remaining in her bed, knowing that Vi would accept this without complaint, would turn and walk back to her house. Mattie lifted her hands, pushed them into her eye sockets and groaned. There was a part of her that wanted to get up, see Vi, spill everything about Gemma and ask for help. Mattie hated that. Since when had she been someone who liked to talk or who asked for help? She was getting soft. She decided it was Gemma’s fault.

			Mattie ground her teeth together then rolled from her bed and staggered towards her front door, her legs stiff and heavy from minimal use. She opened the door just as Vi appeared to be taking her leave, and the old woman turned back at the sound. Outside, the garden was dimmed, the sun setting, and the air cooling to a night-time chill.

			Vi’s outfit was its usual assault on the senses, this time clashing purples, oranges and yellows, and she clutched a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other. Noting Mattie’s gaze, Vi lifted the bottle aloft. ‘I thought perhaps an evening drink.’

			Mattie rarely, if ever, drank. This fact surprised the many people who expected that anyone trauma-ridden was susceptible to the allure of reality-altering substances. Mattie did see the appeal – alcohol gently, softly, blunted the edges of the world, and it was damn good at disconnecting her mind from her memories. She had taken to booze somewhat heavily when she was eighteen and nineteen. But she was a mass of triggers and trauma and unpredictable responses to seemingly innocuous things like locks and cologne and bananas. Unsurprisingly, alcohol didn’t play well with this. She had decided she was perfectly capable of fucking up her life without alcohol helping her along, and she’d relegated it to a box marked ‘sometimes’ in her mind and carried on. She was, she supposed, lucky enough that she could do that – which was nice, because she could use some fucking luck every so often.

			Anyway, it had been a shit few days. If there was ever a ‘sometimes’ time, it was now, and Mattie nodded before Vi had finished her sentence.

			The woman smiled and looked around Mattie’s porch, with its sunken couch and small table. ‘Ah, shall we take it to my veranda? A bit more comfortable, I think. Besides, you could do with a break from this place perhaps, darling …?’

			Mattie shrugged. She followed Vi anyway, because the woman liked comfort and style, and Mattie’s porch only had the comfort part. They took up their usual spots on Vi’s veranda, and Vi poured two decent glasses of red before she sat down, pulled her pack of cigarettes from somewhere among the folds of her clothes and popped one between her lips.

			Mattie tugged a wineglass towards herself.

			Vi spoke around the cigarette in her mouth as she fumbled for her light. ‘It’s a Shiraz – hope that’s okay, my dear.’

			Mattie had no clue what the difference between a Shiraz or any other wine was. She said, ‘That’s fine,’ before taking two huge gulps.

			Vi lit up her cigarette, inhaled, and reached for her own glass. She settled back in her chair, cigarette in one hand, glass in the other, and looked out over the garden. Mattie sat back herself, holding her wine, and followed Vi’s gaze. There were a few weeds popping up in the garden beds; she needed to tear them out.

			Vi made a sudden movement. ‘It’s your friend –’ she said, pointing a hand.

			For a wild moment, Mattie turned her head, expecting to see Gemma marching across the garden towards them. Instead she caught a glimpse of a small four-legged creature crouched low near her granny flat, before, in an instant, it was gone into the bushes. She scowled, taking a sip of wine. ‘Not my friend. I need a cat trap.’

			Vi chuckled, tickled as ever by the feud. ‘Leave the creature be – it’s not doing any harm,’ she said, like always.

			‘Yet,’ Mattie pointed out, also like always. The familiarity of the exchange, the wine she’d just gulped down on an empty stomach, the thought of pulling up weeds – all of this made a warmth bloom in her chest. The world settled enough that she felt like she could release some of the tension held between her shoulders. Enough that, for a moment, she could forget the looming threat. She let herself sit, let her lungs fill and expand, and let her body unwind.

			Vi seemed to understand what was happening and gave it a full five minutes before she broke the peace. ‘So, did you want to talk about what’s been going on, my dear?’

			Mattie drank more of her wine as she contemplated the question. She swallowed then said, on a sigh, ‘I don’t fucking know.’

			‘You don’t know if you want to talk, or you don’t know what’s been going on?’

			‘Both, probably. In a way.’

			Vi nodded as if this made any kind of sense. ‘Is this about your journalist problem?’

			Mattie’s lips screwed into a grimace. ‘Yes.’

			‘Hmm. So, I assume you talked to her, then? Is this about what she’s writing?’

			‘Yes.’

			A pause.

			‘Do you want to talk about what she’s writing?’

			Mattie shrugged.

			Vi nodded again, like she understood perfectly. She always seemed like she understood; she was never annoyed when Mattie bordered on monosyllabic. Vi was so good that Mattie wondered why she didn’t just tell the woman everything. After all, if Gemma was going ahead with the story, then Vi would find out anyway.

			Mattie almost snorted to herself. It was because she still hoped that she could stop it from coming out. As if that was how these things ever went down.

			‘Can I hazard a guess that you don’t like what they’re going to write?’

			Mattie nodded.

			‘Well … Is it true?’

			Mattie looked down at her wineglass. She took another gulp. She swallowed. She nodded.

			‘Ah.’ Vi tapped her cigarette on the edge of her ashtray. ‘Damn. If it wasn’t, you could threaten to sue them. But if you do that, and they know it’s true, they might just call your bluff.’ She shook her head. ‘Bloody vultures, the lot of them.’

			A silence fell.

			Vi’s permanently raised eyebrows drew together as she appeared to settle into thought. ‘So, a journalist is hanging around. She has told you she’s going to write something you don’t like, but it’s something that’s true. And she wants you for – what, confirmation?’

			‘To make a comment,’ Mattie said. ‘That’s what she said.’

			‘Now that seems off to me, my girl. You said she tracked you down at work – the vulture – and it sounds like she was pestering you, just for a … comment? That’s odd. Tell me, what words did she use? Anything that sounded like she was hedging her bets, perhaps?’

			Mattie ran through Gemma’s speech in her head. Her mind snagged on a word: Gemma had said allegedly. Mattie looked at Vi.

			Vi leaned closer. The smell of ash came with her. ‘Here’s what I think – you know what she’s writing is true … but she doesn’t know. Maybe she’s fifty per cent sure, maybe ninety-nine point nine-nine per cent. Whatever it is, something in her is cautious. That’s why she’s been chasing you – she doesn’t want to screw it up.’

			Mattie blinked.

			‘And that brings us to what I was saying before.’ Vi settled back into her seat. ‘Threaten to sue her. If she’s this hesitant, she might not call your bluff. Lie until you’re blue in the face, and tell her she’s wrong. Would she want to jeopardise her career?’

			Mattie thought of Gemma’s meagre publishing history and the gleam in her eye. Would someone like that want to put their future in even the slightest bit of doubt?

			Vi was watching.

			Mattie met her gaze.

			Vi took a sip, swallowed, then smiled to reveal red-stained teeth. ‘Have I helped?’

			Mattie took her own sip, swallowed and smiled back.

			Vi looked satisfied.

		


		
			Eleven

			Mattie set up an Instagram account the next day, a process that took far longer than she’d care to admit. She persisted because she figured if Vi could do it, then she bloody well could. She didn’t use her name and kept her profile picture blank. Once it was set up, she located Gemma’s beige profile and messaged her.

			It was possible the journalist was still staking out Mattie’s workplace and would be there that day, but Mattie had no plans to go back just yet and had texted her manager that she would be away for another three days at least. Her manager had replied that she’d need a medical certificate, and Mattie, like she had done previously, ignored this.

			She kept her message to Gemma short and to the point: I would like to meet up again to discuss your article. I’m not back at work. Can we meet at another cafe today or tomorrow? She wondered how to sign off. She didn’t want to put her name to the message – what if Gemma took a screenshot? What nefarious purpose she could use such an innocuous message for, Mattie wasn’t entirely sure – but if anyone could conjure something, it would be Gemma Fucking Hannick. Mattie settled on M.A.

			It was late afternoon when her phone pinged. Who is this?

			Mattie sighed impatiently. I vomited on your shoes.

			A few seconds passed.

			I can meet at Espresso Lane in Leederville tomorrow at ten o’clock.

			***

			When Mattie approached the cafe, Gemma was absorbed in her phone. She was immaculate, her blonde hair slicked into a low bun at the nape of her neck, not a single baby hair popping loose. Mattie tamped down the almost uncontrollable urge to touch it, to see if it was wet with oil to keep it so smoothly in place.

			As Mattie reached the table, the journalist looked up and put the phone to one side. ‘Hello,’ she said, her voice blandly polite as she offered a tight smile. ‘I have to say, I was surprised to hear from you.’

			Mattie took the seat opposite her. ‘Yeah. How are your shoes?’

			The smile flickered. ‘Unfortunately, I’ve been unable to get the smell from the suede.’

			‘Oh, that’s too bad,’ Mattie said, very much implying that it wasn’t.

			‘You know … you definitely could’ve vomited to the other side.’

			‘I definitely could’ve.’

			A muscle twitched in Gemma’s jaw, but she maintained a calm veneer. ‘Right. Well. Unfortunately, the publication doesn’t have the budget to cover a coffee this time.’

			‘They can’t afford a five-dollar coffee?’

			‘If I recall, it was eight dollars because you wanted soy milk, and you didn’t drink it.’

			‘Turns out I don’t like soy milk.’ Mattie shrugged. ‘Go figure. That’s fine, anyway. I’m not here for coffee.’

			‘So what are you here for?’ Gemma suddenly put a hand to her phone, looking at the screen. ‘Sorry, do you mind if I just –? Are you okay if I –?’ She was dithering.

			Mattie was impatient. ‘Whatever, fine.’ She watched Gemma tap the screen a few times.

			The woman looked back up. ‘Sorry, go ahead.’

			‘I’m here to tell you that you can’t publish your article.’

			Gemma blinked. ‘Well. I –’

			‘It’s not true. What you’re going to write about. The – uh, the sister you invented. It’s a lie. If you publish it, I’ll take you to court for spreading lies about my family.’ The words felt clunky coming out of her mouth, overly dramatic and slightly surreal, like something from a television series to be shouted shrilly in an American accent.

			‘You’ll … take me to court?’ Gemma echoed.

			‘Yes,’ Mattie said. ‘I’ll sue you.’

			‘For spreading lies?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Except, it’s not a lie.’ Gemma sat back in her chair. ‘You did have a younger sister.’

			‘No. You made it up.’

			As Gemma crossed her arms over her chest, Mattie wished the journalist looked more ruffled and less like a woman who was about to call her bluff. Gemma must have been an excellent poker player. ‘I have proof.’ And that was the laying out of her royal flush.

			‘Proof?’ Mattie reeled. How the fuck did Gemma have proof? There were no records, no doctors, no midwives, no ultrasounds, no scans. Only Randolph had held Sandra’s hand as she writhed and screamed on the bed and heaved and pushed with her frail, frail body. He’d been barking orders at Mattie: Get more ice chips! Downstairs, in the freezer. Hurry! Get a wet cloth! Go, go, go!

			Mattie felt dizzy. The memory spread across her mind’s eye, so visceral, so strong. She could smell sweat and blood and stale air and hear Sandra’s grunting and feel the grip of her mum’s hand on her shoulder, fingernails digging in –

			No. Mattie pulled herself back into her body. Not the fucking time for this. Grounding exercise. Quickly. She gritted her teeth. Sight, five: Gemma, the table, a folded napkin, the precise imprint of Gemma’s lipstick on the rim of her coffee cup, a man waiting for his coffee. Touch, four: her thighs, her jeans, the table, Sandra’s forehead with a damp towel – no –

			Gemma narrowed her eyes. It seemed Mattie had been silent too long.

			Mattie thought, Fuck the senses, pain should work, and dug her fingers into her thighs. Her armpits were sweaty; her heart rate escalated. But she kept her features neutral – Gemma wasn’t the only one with a good poker face. ‘There’s no proof. Because there’s no sister.’

			There is no proof, Mattie repeated in her head. Sandra’s body, found in the bedroom, had given nothing away. Too much time had passed, a year and two months by then, including a hideous Perth summer. The coroner had barely been able to determine anything from it, let alone that she’d given birth within the past five years.

			‘There’s a witness,’ Gemma said. ‘She saw your sister.’

			Mattie dug her fingers in harder, deeper.

			‘I spoke to your next-door neighbour. Not the one that everybody speaks to, not Paul Wilson. I spoke to the one on the other side – Karina Richardson. She moved away less than a week after everything was exposed, and no one bothered to track her down before. She told me that she saw two girls playing in your backyard, a couple of years before your escape. It was you and a girl who was much younger, a toddler. And Karina swears she heard a baby crying in the years before that.’

			Keep it together, Mattie thought. ‘So?’ she said aloud.

			‘So?’ Gemma echoed with a hint of incredulity. She unfolded her arms to raise her hands dramatically. ‘So, you had a sister.’

			‘A woman saw a toddler in the yard with me, and that’s your proof. Did she tell the police this, at the time? What did they say?’

			Gemma lowered her hands. Her cheeks flushed. ‘They weren’t … Obviously, they didn’t pursue the line of inquiry.’

			‘Because there wasn’t one.’ Lie until you’re blue in the face, Vi had told her, and hell if she wasn’t going to do just that. ‘That’s why you said “allegedly” before. Some lady saw a kid in the yard. It was probably a friend of mine.’

			‘You often made friends with toddlers?’

			‘Okay, maybe a friend of Mum or Dad had brought their kid around.’

			‘Except, according to all accounts, your parents had by that time cut themselves off from everyone, so it’s highly unlikely that they had a “friend” over –’

			‘Maybe the friend just rocked up, and they felt they couldn’t say no.’

			‘Except –’ Mattie wanted to slap that word out of Gemma’s mouth ‘– it’s reported, and you corroborated this, that Randolph and Sandra were paranoid about disease and infection from the outside world, which is why they predominantly existed in self-imposed isolation, especially Sandra because of her cancer, and so it doesn’t make sense that –’

			‘Stop fucking talking about my parents like you know them better than I do. Stop explaining my life to me like I don’t already know it.’

			Gemma, looking chastened, fell silent – but only momentarily. ‘I’m sorry if that’s how I came across. I’m just … pointing out the inconsistencies with your story.’

			‘My “story”,’ Mattie repeated hotly. ‘It’s not a fucking story –’

			‘That wasn’t the best choice of word –’

			‘Why are you doing this? Why are you going around bothering my old neighbours?’

			‘I’m a journalist –’

			‘Who writes about shirts. Who has no experience. When I’m saying, “Why are you doing this?” I’m literally asking, “Why are you, specifically, doing this?”’

			There was a flicker of frustration in Gemma’s eyes before she blinked it away. ‘I’m sure The Fizz saw that I had the … the empathy and the compassion required to dig deep into this story.’ She warmed up to what she was saying, leaning forward again. ‘And this is an important story to tell – the story of your younger sister, overlooked for so many years. You can explain why you felt compelled to stay silent. You can tell the world about her. Don’t you think she deserves a voice? Wouldn’t you like to give her a chance to speak her truth?’

			Mattie stared at Gemma. ‘You’re fucking vile.’

			The journalist sat back, looking stunned. ‘Sorry?’

			Mattie’s cheeks felt hot. Her fingers flexed on her jeans. She wanted to hit Gemma in the face. She wanted her fucking fork, and to lean forward and jam it over and over and over – ‘You fucking heard me,’ she spat.

			‘That’s not very appro—’

			‘Is anything you’ve done been “appropriate”?’ Mattie sank into the rage, the heat of it in her veins. Fuck grounding, fuck reasoning with Gemma, this was how she could deal with the problem – this fury. She embraced it as the solution to everything and ploughed onwards, headfirst. ‘You’re a fucking inexperienced hack who –’

			‘Could you please calm –’

			‘– is trying to emotionally manipulate me –’

			‘I wasn’t –’

			‘– thinking you could lay some bullshit line about empathy and then guilt me into talking about Tessa –’ Mattie stopped.

			Gemma stilled.

			The rage, as all-encompassing as it had been, vanished.

			‘Tessa,’ Gemma repeated.

			Shit, Mattie thought. ‘No,’ she said. Her blood had gone ice-cold. ‘No, that’s … not what I meant.’

			‘Tessa is your sister’s name.’

			‘I – no.’ Mattie slapped a hand on the table, and the cups rattled. ‘No! I don’t have a sister. I don’t know who Tessa is.’

			‘Why would you say her name then?’

			Mattie kept shaking her head. She felt cold and flustered, and her head was jumbled. ‘I don’t know.’ She grappled to control the scattered fragments of herself. ‘I just – I was just saying things. You made me angry. Tessa isn’t anyone. Tessa doesn’t exist. I mean, she’s not – I don’t have a sister. Tessa was a family friend. Like I said.’

			‘The little girl that your neighbour saw was Tessa.’

			‘I – yes. Yes.’

			‘Tessa, your sister.’

			‘No!’ Another hit to the table. ‘Tessa the family friend. I said I don’t have a sister. I didn’t have a sister.’

			There was a feverish look to Gemma’s eyes, even as she was clearly trying to keep that mask of professionalism in place. ‘Look, I’m on your side. I don’t know why you’re treating me like the enemy. I’m just trying to get the truth out there.’

			‘Even if I don’t want that?’

			‘You don’t want to tell the truth?’

			‘What? Fuck you. You’re twisting what I’m saying.’ Mattie leaned away from Gemma. ‘I don’t want to do this anymore. We’re done here.’

			She reined in her thoughts and reminded herself of the reason she’d set up this clusterfuck of a meeting: Lie until you’re blue in the face. Yes. Stab her in the fucking eye. No. As a last resort? Maybe. A joke, she told herself, that was a joke. Ninety per cent sure it was a joke. There wasn’t a fucking fork on the table anyway.

			‘I will – I’ll sue you, if you print about my sister,’ she said and then realised, a split second too late –

			‘So you do confirm that you have a sister.’

			‘I didn’t – I don’t –’ Fuck.

			‘You just said “print about my sister”,’ Gemma echoed. She made a movement towards her phone, a hand gesture, one that she didn’t even seem conscious of, the rest of her focused on Mattie with that aggressive zeal.

			Mattie looked at the phone, leaned forward and saw numbers ticking over. There was a red button on the screen. She didn’t know much about phones, but she knew enough. ‘Are you fucking recording this?’ She reached for the phone.

			Gemma snatched it off the table and tucked it against her chest. ‘I –’ The zeal had vanished, and her cheeks pinkened. ‘That’s –’

			‘Are you fucking kidding me? You illegally recorded me –’

			‘No.’ Gemma thrust her chin out, almost childishly, and for an instant she was just a woman who had barely outgrown teenage acne. ‘No, you consented –’

			‘I fucking didn’t!’

			‘You did.’ Gemma’s voice was strong, but the hand clutching the phone was shaking. ‘You did. At the beginning, I asked if you minded –’

			‘If I minded if you sent a message. You asked if I minded if you sent a message –’

			‘No, I didn’t. I never said message. You interrupted me. I never said anything.’

			‘Of course I was going to assume –’

			‘But I never said message,’ Gemma repeated. ‘I didn’t lie.’

			‘You didn’t – That wouldn’t – You think anyone is going to take your side in this?’

			Gemma stayed silent. She stared at Mattie and gripped her phone. Mattie could see in her eyes that she wasn’t going to argue. In her brain, she’d done nothing wrong. She would take the gamble and publish the fucking story.

			Mattie got to her feet. The cold vanished from her body, and with it went all of her energy, her emotions. She felt … nothing.

			Gemma cringed back slightly, looking fearful. ‘What –?’

			Mattie wondered if Gemma thought she was going to hit her. After all, Mattie was, to her, the unhinged trauma-fucked victim. (Never mind that Mattie had been briefly entertaining violent thoughts.) Now, looking down at the journalist, she couldn’t even muster the energy to glare. She just shook her head and walked from the table.

			There was a flurry of movement behind her, then Gemma was scrambling to follow, swinging her bag over one shoulder. ‘Miss Andrew – Matilda – sorry. Look, I won’t use direct quotes from the recording. I can keep the name out of it, Tessa’s name … but maybe, now you know what I know, and – and all that – maybe you can give me that comment, on the record.’

			Mattie halted, and the journalist almost collided with her back. If she could have felt anything, she thought she might have felt amazement that Gemma was still – still – trying to get her quote. Gemma was nothing if not a very determined woman.

			Mattie turned around. They were very close. Gemma took half a step backwards. There was a silence.

			‘This story is going to come out,’ Gemma said finally. ‘Whether you comment or not. Our legal team has checked it, and as long as I use the right language and notify the police of everything I found beforehand – which I did – then it’s fine to go ahead. It’s scheduled to be dropped tomorrow morning. Don’t you want to speak your piece?’

			Mattie sifted through the layers of numbness until she found a spark of anger. She used it to say, ‘Go. Fuck. Yourself.’ Then she turned on her heel and left the cafe.

		


		
			Twelve

			Gemma’s article went live the following day at around five in the morning. The Fizz was based in the eastern states, three hours ahead. Given that Mattie had somehow fallen asleep during the night, by the time she woke quite late, the article had been up for hours. It was at the top of the website, almost taking up her laptop screen.

			The Fizz exclusive – Shock claims in Randolph Andrew ‘basement’ case – ‘There were two of them in that yard.’

			Mattie stared at the headline for a long time but didn’t click to open the article.

			She finally climbed from her bed. She dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, jammed her feet into slippers, tucked the laptop under her arm then traipsed across the lawn to the veranda. Vi wasn’t there: it was well past their normal breakfast time.

			But after around twenty minutes, the older lady emerged. She was holding the coffee plunger in one hand and two cups in the other, their handles looped around her fingers. ‘I didn’t think you would be over this morning, darling. I’ve just made us coffee.’

			‘The article has been published,’ Mattie said.

			Vi sat down, placing the plunger and the mugs on the table. ‘Ah. Have you read it then?’

			‘Not yet.’

			Vi eyed the laptop. ‘Do you want me to read it first?’

			Mattie looked at the laptop too. She thought for a moment. ‘No.’

			‘Okay.’ Vi pursed her lips in contemplation. ‘Do you want to read it while I sit here and smoke a cigarette?’

			Mattie put a hand on the laptop. ‘Yes,’ she said finally.

			Vi settled in her chair, fishing her cigarettes from the pocket of her billowy lime-green pants. She lit one, holding it between her lips as she poured her black coffee.

			Mattie breathed in the familiar scents of smoke and coffee – then, finally, she opened the laptop and waited for the page to load. With tension holding her spine ramrod straight, she began to read.

			The Fizz exclusive – Shock claims in Randolph Andrew ‘basement’ case – ‘There were two of them in that yard.’

			BY GEMMA HANNICK – FREELANCE REPORTER

			Warning: This article discusses distressing topics, and you are advised to read it at your own discretion.

			In 2004, almost fifteen years ago, on what seemed like a regular Tuesday evening, the city of Perth was rocked by one of the most shocking cases to emerge in recent history. Years before the infamous cases of Josef Fritzl and Ariel Castro and the horrors of their notorious ‘sex dungeons’ would erupt in the media, Australia had a ‘basement dungeon’ case. The entire country reeled when it learnt that 55-year-old Randolph Andrew had been keeping his then 14-year-old daughter, Matilda Andrew, locked in a basement for a little over a year.

			Now, The Fizz can reveal that the depth of Randolph Andrew’s crimes could be beyond what any of us can imagine. Dependable sources close to the family have alleged that, in fact, he had two daughters – one of whom remains missing to this day.

			‘It was like she was in a daze.’

			For those not familiar with the case, it was Paul Wilson, Randolph’s next-door neighbour, who first came across Matilda in the evening hours of Tuesday, 2 March 2004. ‘She knocked on my door,’ Wilson told reporters at the time. ‘And there she was, in her pyjamas. I didn’t recognise her at first. We hadn’t seen the family for a while, and she’d grown up a bit.’

			In fact, Matilda had not been seen in public for approximately four years. Nor had her mother, Sandra Andrew.

			‘She [Matilda] didn’t look well,’ Wilson added back then.

			Police reports state that Matilda was underweight by almost ten kilograms, suffering hair loss, fatigue and weakness. She was extremely sensitive to light and nutritionally deficient.

			‘She asked to use my phone – told me hers was disconnected,’ Wilson said. ‘She said she needed to call an ambulance because her dad had had an accident.’

			In fact, Randolph had suffered a fatal heart attack. He was located in the basement of his house and pronounced dead at the scene when the paramedics arrived – and what a scene it was that they faced.

			‘I definitely knew something was up,’ Wilson told reporters. ‘I didn’t know exactly what was going on, but something was off with [Matilda]. Like she was in a daze.’

			After the paramedics discovered Randolph in the basement, they alerted police. The room had been fitted out like a self-sufficient home, equipped with a bed, television, fridge, and metal tub used as a bath. In a closet, the paramedics located a makeshift toilet that had not been cleaned in some time. Between this and Matilda’s dishevelled appearance, alarm bells were ringing.

			In the upstairs bedroom, a horrific discovery proved that all was not what it seemed at the Andrew household: the largely decomposed body of 45-year-old Sandra Andrew.

			‘He was a good man.’

			After the discovery of Sandra and Randolph’s bodies, the police were quick to pin down exactly what had transpired in the household over the past few years. Luckily, they had Matilda and Randolph’s brother, Milton Andrew, and sister-in-law, Yvonne Andrew, to help fill in the blanks.

			Sandra had been diagnosed with non-Hodgkin lymphoma almost five years prior to the events of that Tuesday night. This is a cancer of the lymphatic system and, when treated, has a survival rate of around 74%. Sandra had just begun treatment when she abruptly ceased all contact with her medical team. This was the last that many people heard from her. At the time of publication of this article, Sandra’s cause of death is officially from her untreated cancer; however, her body was far too decomposed for an autopsy to determine anything with certainty. There has never been any indication by police that they suspect foul play in her death.

			Matilda revealed to police that her parents had become paranoid following Sandra’s cancer diagnosis. The couple had already been ardent followers of alternative medicine, and it appears that they’d gone from being fanatical followers of a holistic lifestyle to conspiracy theorists. The family ate a strict diet of fruit and vegetables and restricted the time they spent outdoors for fear of being exposed to ‘poisons’ in the air.

			Randolph’s delusions escalated after Sandra’s death – which Matilda maintains was due to cancer – and culminated in the transformation of his basement into something akin to an amateur nuclear shelter. He locked his daughter in this room, where she remained for a little over a year. He would come and go, delivering food and water, and occasionally sleeping there with her. ‘He did it to protect me from the toxins outside – he was keeping me safe from the chemicals,’ Matilda is reported as telling the police.

			When Randolph’s brother and sister-in-law spoke to the media, Milton even labelled him a ‘good man’. ‘Like everyone else, I’m shocked by what Randolph did, but my brother wasn’t an awful person. He was a good man. He loved his wife and daughter dearly. Whatever was going on in his head, I know deep down he was acting from a place of love.’

			The police and Matilda have denied there was a sexual element to her imprisonment in the basement. However, there are similarities between this case and the infamous cases of Fritzl and Castro, both of which involved the repeated rape of an imprisoned woman. Fritzl also imprisoned his daughter and started a second family with her. Many people have wondered whether Randolph had similarly nefarious reasons for trapping his daughter.

			The Fizz would like to put on the record that there has never been any indication by police that they suspect Randolph Andrew of sexually abusing his daughter Matilda Andrew.

			‘There were two of them.’

			Now, fifteen years on, the case remains an isolated tragedy in Australia. It was sheer luck that saw the basement door unlocked the night that Randolph suffered his heart attack, and it was sheer bravery that saw Matilda climb those steps, head outside into the light and go for help. Many have said it was as happy an ending as anyone could hope for under the circumstances.

			However, this crime might not have such a neat ending after all. A new witness has come forward: 62-year-old Karina Richardson lived next door to the Andrew family at the time of the events described above, and she spoke to The Fizz about what she saw and heard.

			At the time, Richardson was 47 years old and a hobbyist painter. Her second-floor studio overlooked the Andrews’ backyard. She moved days after Matilda’s escape and has been waiting for a chance to tell her story. ‘I would see the little girl, Matilda, play outside all the time,’ Richardson told The Fizz. ‘It brought a smile to my face. I could never have children, as much as I wanted to, so I loved to watch her. Sometimes she’d have a friend over, and they’d make a racket climbing trees and chasing each other around.’

			Richardson recalls that around that period, Matilda played outside less and less, and she didn’t seem to have friends over anymore. Richardson didn’t think much of it. But Matilda’s isolation was noticeable enough that when a new face allegedly appeared in the backyard, Richardson remembers it distinctly. ‘It was more than once or twice that I saw the other girl. A toddler? Just really, really young. That’s what caught my attention – because Matilda was too old for babies as friends. It was only little glimpses – the Andrews had let the trees and bushes grow out, so the yard was a mess. But there was definitely a baby girl, a dark-haired girl. Matilda was really careful with her, spent most of her time hovering over her. No doubt about it – there were two of them.’ Richardson has alleged to The Fizz that she also heard a baby crying in the house next door: ‘Yes, I do think I heard that. At night, maybe.’

			For Karina Richardson, the conclusion is obvious: ‘There was another little girl in that house. I mentioned it to the police, but they obviously didn’t take it seriously. I told them that either Randolph snatched himself another girl to shove in that basement – or he had another daughter. I’ve been waiting years for someone to take me seriously and talk to me.’

			The Fizz can reveal that an additional source close to Randolph alleges that he had a second daughter.

			‘We will look into any legitimate claims.’

			The Fizz reached out to the Western Australian Police Force with this revelation. They responded: ‘While we do consider the Andrew case to be a closed matter, we will look into any legitimate claims that we receive.’

			The Fizz also reached out to Milton Andrew, who vehemently denied that Randolph had a second daughter, and to Matilda Andrew, who declined to make an official comment. There was no evidence of a second child in the house as far as the police were concerned, which is potentially why they didn’t look further into the claims made by Karina Richardson.

			But who is the toddler that she allegedly saw, and where is she now? The alleged disappearance of a small child adds another chilling layer to the case. We must rely on the WA Police, the family of Randolph Andrew, and anyone else who might know something to help us get to the bottom of this mystery.

			The WA Police have let us know that they are making inquiries, but they have neither confirmed nor denied the legitimacy of these claims of an alleged second daughter. If you have seen or heard anything regarding this case, please reach out to the police.

		


		
			Thirteen

			Mattie sat back from the laptop. She felt as if someone had sucker-punched her in the stomach, driving the breath from her body and leaving her with an ache in her lower belly. Her hands felt clammy. Sweat bloomed beneath her armpits and beaded across her forehead. There were no words, and her brain felt frighteningly blank, as if it had short-circuited, cords cut, power down. She wordlessly pushed the laptop towards Vi.

			The woman tugged it closer and squinted at the screen, puffing absently on her cigarette as she read. Mattie watched the movement of her hands, the curls of smoke around her head. Then Vi shut the laptop. She stubbed her cigarette out on the ashtray. ‘Not exactly a snappy headline, is it?’

			Mattie wasn’t sure what she was searching for in Vi’s expression – condemnation? Anger that Mattie had hidden this from her? Anger that Mattie had hidden this from the world?

			Vi’s face remained inscrutable. ‘And the writing leaves something to be desired. A bit of sensationalism in there. Not exactly sticking to the facts. Loves to stir the pot, doesn’t she?’ Vi cast her gaze over Mattie. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Mattie tried for a shrug and found she could barely lift her shoulders. ‘I don’t know.’

			Vi nodded slowly.

			Mattie hesitated. ‘Are you mad?’

			Vi cocked her head. ‘At the journalist? Too right, I am, my girl. At you, though, why?’

			‘Because I didn’t tell you.’

			‘There’s lots of things I haven’t told you.’

			‘Okay. Then because I didn’t tell anyone.’

			‘I’m sure you had a good reason not to,’ Vi said, her voice impossibly gentle. ‘I’m not angry at you, Mattie. I am, however, worried.’

			Mattie looked out over the garden. ‘I think … I think I hate that journalist. She said it was all about telling the truth.’

			Vi barked a laugh. ‘The truth, hah! There’s just people’s stories, their own versions of reality.’ She shook her head. ‘The truth – what a load of rubbish.’

			‘Gemma recorded me,’ Mattie put her head in her hands. ‘Our entire conversation.’

			Vi’s already elevated eyebrows rose a fraction more. ‘Well, there you have it. You’ve got her dead to rights breaking the law!’

			‘She tricked me into consenting.’

			‘Tricked you – that’s a load of poppycock. You can’t consent if you don’t know you’re consenting. Report her to the police!’

			‘The article has been published. What’s the point?’

			‘Revenge springs to mind. Pettiness, too. And giving that upstart her due.’ Vi sighed. ‘But I know, it’s a lot of hassle that probably feels futile.’ She reopened the laptop, and Mattie tilted her head to watch Vi’s eyes track over the screen. Vi flicked her gaze up to meet Mattie’s look. ‘So, am I right in assuming you’re the unnamed source who confirmed the allegation?’

			Mattie closed her eyes briefly. ‘Yes.’ The word came out on an exhalation.

			There was a short pause.

			Mattie opened her eyes.

			Vi was looking back at the screen. ‘If you don’t mind me asking – and do feel free to tell me to shut up – but there’s a big unknown in this article …’

			‘That’s not a question,’ Mattie pointed out, with the hint of a bite.

			‘No, you’re right, my dear. I shouldn’t beat around the bush – I owe you that. Do you know where your little sister is?’

			The sick, hollowed-out, exhausted feeling receded, and Mattie felt the familiar burn of anger. Her muscles tightened up, and her jaw clenched. She felt rage at Gemma for making the existence of Tessa public. Gemma’s words had put that question in Vi’s mouth, in her eyes.

			‘You don’t have to answer,’ the older woman said.

			‘Right, I’ll just not say anything, and then every fucking day that I sit here in this chair, I’ll know you’re wondering if I know what happened to my little sister and what other secrets I’m hiding.’

			‘There’ll be none of that, thank you.’ Vi’s voice was like a crack of a whip. ‘I understand you’re angry, my dear, but you won’t get snippy with me. When have I judged you?’

			Mattie deflated ever so slightly. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.’

			‘I accept your apology,’ Vi said, in a grand tone.

			Mattie exhaled and looked down at her feet, clad in white slippers. ‘I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘I don’t know where Tessa is. That’s the truth.’

			‘Tessa,’ Vi echoed. ‘That’s her name?’

			Mattie nodded.

			‘It’s a lovely name.’

			‘She was …’ Mattie curled her toes tight in the slippers. ‘She is a lovely kid.’ Feeling Vi’s eyes on her, Mattie unclenched her toes and rose from her chair. ‘I’m going back to bed,’ she said, well aware that she’d only just left said bed. ‘I’m a bit tired.’

			Vi closed the laptop and offered it to Mattie, who took it with a nod. She headed back across the lawn and smelled the pungent cigarette smoke behind her as Vi lit up another.

			On the front porch of her flat, Mattie saw a movement out of the corner of her eye, turning her head just in time to see a tail whisk around the corner. She shook her head, too tired to get mad, and went inside. She opened Matilda on the laptop, hit play and curled up in bed.

		


		
			Fourteen

			A knock on the granny flat’s front door jarred Mattie from sleep.

			She blinked, groggily looked around her room and fumbled for her phone on her bedside table. It was close to eight in the morning, the earliest she’d been awake since the release of the article two days prior. She’d been keeping even worse hours than normal, unable to sleep until three or four in the morning. She’d barely seen Vi, and she hadn’t been back to work – she’d surely been fired. The only interaction she’d had over the past two days had been a chat with Yvonne; Mattie had answered her aunt’s seventeenth call because by then it was glaringly apparent that the woman was not going to stop until she’d made contact.

			‘Hey, um, listen, I’m a bit busy at work at the moment –’ Mattie had lied.

			‘Matilda, what’s going on? A journalist contacted us with a preposterous tale about you having a little sister – which we, of course, denied. We just dismissed it as some new conspiracy theory. But they’ve published a story. It’s everywhere. Have you seen it?’

			‘I – I’ve been busy at work, I haven’t –’

			‘Listen, I know, I know, there’s always trash floating around. But I just – This has really blown up. And, Matilda, the police want to talk to us. I think they’re taking this seriously.’

			Mattie’s mouth felt dry. She closed her eyes.

			‘Are you there? Matilda, please, talk to me. There’s nothing to this … is there?’

			‘I – I’m really busy. Sorry. I have to go.’ She hung up, a sick feeling in her stomach.

			Yvonne tried to call back; Mattie faced her phone down on her bedside table.

			Now, the knock sounded again.

			Mattie pushed her hair from her face, rubbed at her eyes, checked her phone again. There were two missed calls from Vi in the past twenty minutes. Mattie felt her brow furrow.

			‘Mattie?’ Vi called from outside. ‘Mattie, dear, are you in there?’

			Mattie struggled from her blanket cocoon. Had she worried Vi so significantly that the woman was frightened that Mattie had done something? She felt touched by the concern, albeit perplexed; Vi had always been fairly hands-off during Mattie’s episodes, giving her space and time. Plus, it had only been two days of isolation, and Vi had read that damn article too – she knew what Mattie was dealing with. Maybe Vi was just being a good … landlord? Friend? It was hard, sometimes, to decipher exactly what the woman was to Mattie.

			After raking her fingers through the mess of her hair, Mattie made her way to the door, wanting to present something more put-together to assuage Vi’s concerns. She opened the door and almost tried for a smile before deciding it would worry Vi more. ‘Hey, Vi.’ Her voice was hoarse, unused for two days, and she cleared her throat. ‘Everything okay? I’m all good here.’

			Vi looked uncharacteristically flustered, pink-cheeked and agitated. ‘Sorry to bother you, dear.’ She kept unconsciously putting an unlit cigarette to her lips then pulling it back. ‘I tried ringing – a few times, actually. The police are here.’

			Mattie tried to remember what Yvonne had said about the police. ‘What?’

			‘The police, dear.’ Vi fumbled in her voluminous red pants, presumably for her lighter. ‘The police are here to see you, dear. If you could get yourself together, I can bring them over.’

			‘The … Did they say –?’

			Vi’s hands were trembling as she lit the cigarette.

			Mattie had never seen her so rattled before. ‘Did they do something to you?’

			‘Do something to me?’ Vi sucked on the cigarette like it was an oxygen tank. ‘Of course not. I just – you know. Don’t like the police. Not a fan, as they say.’ Vi’s gaze drifted, as plumes of smoke shrouded her head. She gave herself a shake and refocused on Mattie. ‘Five minutes, then I’ll bring them over, okay, dear?’ Without waiting for an answer, she turned and left, smoke trailing in her wake.

			Mattie stood for a few seconds, scrambling to catch up. Her brain felt sluggish from her period of inertia and from having woken mere moments ago. She needed to get dressed. She needed to brush her hair. She needed to brush her teeth. She needed to talk to the police and somehow not implode her life in the process. As she exhaled, she winced at the smell; she’d tackle the teeth first.

			Vi gave her the promised five minutes, no more.

			Mattie, her hair in a rough ponytail, mouth tasting of toothpaste, was wrestling with the button of her jeans when the knock came. ‘Coming!’ she shouted, moving to the door.

			As she opened it, she glimpsed Vi backing up. ‘Well, I’ll leave everyone to it then,’ she was saying, already on the grass.

			‘Thank you for your help, Mrs Pennicott,’ one of the officers called to her.

			Vi didn’t acknowledge his words, halfway to the main house.

			The officer turned his attention to Mattie. There were two of them, a man and a woman, in plain clothes – black trousers, smart-looking button-ups – which meant they were likely detectives. The woman’s red hair was slicked into a bun, and she looked to be only a few years older than Mattie. The man was similarly young-looking, his dark hair cropped close to his head, his build wiry. Mattie didn’t recognise either of them from the time after The Dark Years, which, she figured, was to be expected. It had been almost fifteen years; the detectives she’d spoken to were probably long-since retired.

			‘Miss Andrew?’ the woman said.

			‘Yes, uh.’ Mattie blinked a few times. She still felt foggy. ‘Sorry. Yes?’

			The woman offered a smile. ‘Apologies, just for the record, can you please confirm you are Matilda Andrew?’

			At ‘record’, Mattie looked at the small camera affixed to the woman’s chest. How must Mattie look to them right now? When the officers watched the recording later, would they comment on the grease in her hair, the bags beneath her eyes, the way her jeans didn’t fit properly or the coffee stain on her shirt? What a mess. They’d shake their heads in their office, crowded around the computer.

			Mattie had learnt that compassion and police work did not always go hand in hand. For every officer who had sympathetically, gently and kindly offered her a cup of tea when she was fourteen, another had looked at her sideways and bombarded her with questions. Are you sure there was nothing sexual? Did you try the door every day? How do you know it was always locked? Why didn’t you yell out of the window? What do you mean he was trying to protect you? Did you believe what they were saying about the outside world? How could you possibly believe all that? Are you really, really sure there was nothing sexual happening?

			Mattie shook the memories away. ‘Yes. Yes, I am Matilda Andrew.’

			‘Good, thank you,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Detective Senior Constable Rynd, and this is Detective Senior Constable Davis. Now, look – we’re just here to ask a few questions and clear up a few things. This isn’t an arrest or even confirmation of the investigation reopening. You’re not obliged to say or do anything, or even speak to us. Do you understand, Miss Andrew?’

			Mattie nodded. She was still hovering in the doorway, the officers on her porch. She wondered if she was supposed to bring them inside. When police had been a regular fixture in her life, knocking on her aunt and uncle’s door with follow-up questions, Yvonne had always invited them in, sat them on the couch, offered them tea.

			‘Okay, good.’ Rynd smiled again. ‘Do you mind if we come in? Make it a little less formal than us all standing around.’

			That decided that then. Mattie stepped to one side. The flat, despite her days of languishing, was relatively clean, much of the mess contained to her room. She gestured to the couch as the detectives walked in. Their eyes scanned the flat, assessing everything.

			Mattie massaged her aching temples. Fuck the tea. She just wanted this over with.

			Despite Rynd requesting less formality, all three of them remained standing, the officers seeming pointedly to ignore the couch and two small dining chairs. Mattie got the impression they were waiting for her to sit before they did, a power play she was sure Gemma Fucking Hannick would have been all over, what with her ridiculous posturing.

			At the thought of the journalist, Mattie’s jaw tightened. She tried to relax. Stop thinking about Gemma Hannick, she told herself. Focus.

			She folded her arms over her chest, deciding if the detectives weren’t going to sit, she wasn’t going to. She also decided if they weren’t going to talk, she wasn’t going to. Mattie had never claimed not to be petty.

			Finally, Rynd spoke. ‘So, you might be aware that an article was published recently.’

			‘About your … history,’ Davis added.

			‘An article?’ Mattie said, keeping her voice neutral. ‘I don’t really read up on myself.’

			Davis studied her face as if looking for the lie.

			Mattie met his gaze. She wasn’t going to make this easy. As the fogginess receded from her mind, the situation started to feel off, especially the ‘casual chat’ atmosphere the detectives were trying to force. She knew that anything she said could be wielded like a weapon against her. Again, she thought of the officers when she was fourteen: Are you sure your father didn’t …? Like anyone, the police had preconceived notions. Whatever the hell these detectives had decided before stepping into her flat, she wouldn’t give them anything to use to confirm it.

			‘That’s fair enough,’ Davis said.

			‘I guess it mustn’t be pleasant to see the details rehashed,’ Rynd said. ‘The article was written by Gemma Hannick, a freelance reporter with The Fizz.’

			‘Never heard of it.’

			Davis narrowed his eyes. ‘Interesting. We talked to Gemma, and she said she’d spoken to you about the article.’

			Fucking Gemma Fucking Hannick. Mattie stayed silent.

			‘Miss Andrew,’ Rynd said, ‘we’re just trying to get to the bottom of the allegations Miss Hannick raised in her story. We understand she is claiming that you had a younger sister, and she told us that you confirmed this with her.’

			Mattie again wished she’d forked the journalist in the eye when she had the chance.

			The detectives were watching expectantly.

			She gave a noncommittal shrug.

			Davis was doing little to hide his annoyance. ‘Did you confirm this to Miss Hannick?’

			Mattie resisted the urge to rub her throbbing head. Christ, she was tired. How was she tired when she’d spent the past two days in bed? Right, the depression thing. The PTSD. She stifled a sigh. What would raise more red flags: denying the existence of Tessa as evidence mounted, or admitting that what Gemma had written was true? What would be gained by staying silent? The cat was out of the bag. Mattie had such bad fucking luck with cats.

			‘Yes,’ she said aloud, finally.

			‘Yes to what, Miss Andrew?’ Davis asked, his voice sharp. ‘That you spoke with Miss Hannick or that you had a younger sister?’

			‘Yes to both.’

			Rynd and Davis exchanged glances again.

			‘Miss Andrew –’

			Mattie wondered if police officers were told to repeat their interviewees’ names because this apparently helped to build rapport or establish a connection. She wanted to let them know it was actually fucking annoying.

			‘– I just want to make sure we have all our facts straight,’ Rynd continued, her voice calm and considered.

			Good cop, bad cop, Mattie thought. They really did do that.

			‘According to the official police report at the time,’ Rynd said, ‘you never mentioned a younger sister.’

			‘You withheld a pretty crucial detail, didn’t you?’ Davis asked.

			‘I didn’t lie. No one ever asked me if there was another daughter.’

			He almost scoffed, swallowing it.

			Rynd shot him a look. ‘And there was another daughter in the basement?’

			A beat.

			‘Yes,’ Mattie said finally. ‘There was.’

			‘Sandra was the mother?’

			Mattie expelled a sigh and gave in to the urge to rub at her temples. Fuck it, she thought, tell them everything. Maybe then they’ll leave and take their judgemental looks and scepticism with them. ‘That was why she stopped the cancer treatment. She was convinced it would hurt the baby. She … thought the doctors were conspiring to make her sicker, to kill her baby. She gave birth in the bedroom. And we – Randolph and I – helped. It was a girl. She was healthy … The baby, I mean. She was good.’

			‘And then what?’ Davis prompted.

			‘And then … then Sandra died, after three years, and Randolph locked us both in the basement for another year to keep us safe.’

			‘Except, in the end, it was only you in the basement,’ Rynd pointed out. ‘It was only you who escaped that day. And in the house, the police only discovered two bodies.’

			‘Yes.’

			The detectives exchanged glances again.

			‘So, what happened to your younger sister?’ Davis asked.

			Mattie took a breath. Here we go, she thought. ‘I don’t know.’

			She knew what was coming before Rynd said, ‘Miss Andrew, you need to come to the station and give a statement.’

			***

			Mattie signed the bottom of her statement and scratched her initials where the detectives indicated. She put down the pen alongside the printed pages.

			Sitting across from Rynd and Davis, she was in a small windowless room with cameras on the ceiling and a big red emergency button on the wall. Somewhere, officers were surely watching them through the CCTV. Somewhere else in the building, a constable was probably in the lunchroom, because it was midday, and they would be cracking jokes with a colleague, heating up a meal in the microwave. It was a weird thought: Mattie was detailing the worst moments of her life in the same building as someone was probably commenting on the delicious smell of a co-worker’s lunch.

			Then again, teenage Mattie had been living her worst moments on the same street as people eating and shitting and fucking and sitting on their couches and living their boring existences. None of them had known that within walking, listening, seeing distance, she was in a basement and so was her little sister, and above them their mum’s body rotted in a bed.

			Basically – Mattie stared at the papers in front of her – everyone lived side by side and barely looked at one another, and that was how it should be, rather than people like Gemma Fucking Hannick sticking her nose into everything and tearing it down, which had led to Mattie sitting in a windowless room with two detectives staring at her.

			‘Is that everything now?’ Davis was sneering, his gaze heavy with judgement.

			It wasn’t. ‘Yes,’ Mattie said. She was tired. For almost two hours they’d been talking and writing and signing. They’d made her describe Tessa: really small for her age, dark brown shoulder-length hair, a fringe, grey-blue eyes, wearing a blue dress with a collar – so someone somewhere could create a likeness for people to gawk at. Mattie was over it.

			‘Right,’ Davis said, like he didn’t believe her.

			Rynd pulled the papers towards herself. ‘We appreciate you doing this, Miss Andrew.’

			‘Right,’ Mattie said, like she didn’t believe them.

		


		
			 

Sometimes, late at night, Mattie would tell herself stories about what happened to Tessa. Her favourite went like this:

			Tessa walked down the street. She was crossing the road when a car slowed and then stopped. A woman got out, with glasses and lovely blonde hair, and she asked Tessa what she was doing, where she was going, if she was all right. Tessa said she was lost, and she didn’t know what to do. The woman thought about going to the police, finding out where Tessa was from and taking her back home. But then the woman thought, What kind of person lets a toddler walk around on their own? Someone who doesn’t deserve them. The woman decided she would take Tessa in, protect her and raise her as her own, away from whatever terrible things had driven the girl to wander alone.

			They went back to the woman’s house. Tessa had her own room, her own toys. She went to school. She learnt things. She made friends. She ate breakfast and told her new mum about her plans for the day. She played in the yard. They had picnics. She learnt to rollerblade. To ride a bike. She would one day grow up, go to uni, get a job, fall in love, travel the world. She was happy. She was happy.

			Shewashappyshewashappyshewashappyshewashappyshewashappy.

		


		
			Fifteen

			It was late afternoon when Mattie arrived home from the police station. She stayed for a few moments in her car, listening to the fading tik-tik-tik of the engine.

			There’d been two photographers outside the station. Not a huge cluster, like from back when The Dark Years were the front page of every paper. But their big cameras had clicked and whirred as they snapped her walking to her car. Two had been enough to rattle her, to have her telling them to fuck off, loudly, aggressively. It hadn’t deterred them. She’d briefly entertained breaking their cameras; she’d briefly entertained breaking their faces.

			Then she’d thought of the stories – Survivor lashes out at media! – and, worse, the comments – has violent tendencies, that tells you what might have happened to her sister.

			Mattie had clenched her fists, ducked her head, climbed into her car, and waited until she’d driven around the corner to unleash a scream and beat the steering wheel with her fists.

			Now, she sat back in her seat. Expelled a long breath. She’d parked in the driveway, couldn’t be bothered waiting for the garage door to open. She got out and headed around the side of the house, through the gate that let her into the backyard. As she entered, she turned her head and sniffed, smelling the familiar smoke, and saw Vi on the veranda.

			The older woman lifted a hand but said nothing, indicating that the ball was in Mattie’s court if she wanted to talk. She detoured over and sat on the veranda steps, kicking her shoes off so she could dig her toes into the turf, curling her nails into the dirt.

			‘Want to talk?’ Vi asked.

			‘Done a lot of talking today.’

			‘I’ll bet. How did it go?’

			Mattie kicked some dirt in the air. ‘I told them Tessa was in the basement with me. I said I helped her out of a small window, too small for me to follow. She walked away, and I never saw her again. Randolph went looking, said he couldn’t find her. That’s the whole story.’

			It wasn’t.

			‘What did they have to say about that?’ Vi asked.

			Mattie dug her toenails back into the ground. ‘They asked me why I didn’t mention I had a sister back then.’

			Vi hummed softly but offered no comment.

			‘I told them there was a lot going on. I was overwhelmed. In shock. Confused.’

			‘That sounds reasonable.’

			‘They asked why I still hadn’t mentioned it in the fifteen years since.’

			Vi hummed again, as if she saw merit in that question.

			Mattie looked at her feet.

			‘Did you have an answer?’ Vi asked finally. ‘As always, feel free not to tell me, dear. I won’t be offended.’

			Mattie stared at the dirt beneath her toenails, at the grime dusted across her feet. She thought, How can I even begin to explain? How can anyone even begin to understand?

			She reflected on the words that had been adjusted and formalised until they barely even sounded like hers. She’d had to read the statement thoroughly, making sure she agreed with it, making sure it was true, signing here, initialling here, signing there, initialling there. All the while, there had been burning judgement in the eyes of the detectives. This whole time, Mattie could practically hear them thinking, fifteen years, and you never said anything?

			Fifteen years, and we could have been searching?

			Fifteen years, and what if now it’s too late?

			Mattie closed her eyes. Smoke drifted around her, and her toes clenched in the dirt. Fifteen years, and so many stories whispered to herself in the dark of night. Tessa and the cake. Tessa and the library. Tessa and the group of friends. Tessa, Tessa, Tessa, and Matilda playing, and the exhaustion and the foggy brain, and what was real and what was not, and what sister, which sister, who sister, why sister, where sister, where sister, where sister.

			Gently, calmly, soothing herself. Sister is fine. Sister is happy. Sister is safe.

			Waking in the morning, and everything seeming like a dream.

			Everything had seemed like a dream after Mattie had walked up those steps too. After she’d stepped out of the basement into a house filled with stagnant air and the lingering smell from upstairs. After she’d left that house, never to set foot inside again. The door closing behind her. And everything inside had become memories.

			In the fog of shock, she would edit out the part that really hurt – edit Tessa out. She’d remember counting and drawing and being grounded and cologne and sweat and lettuce leaves and bananas and wanting hugs, and there was never a sister.

			‘Compartmentalisation,’ Dr Jo had called it. Maybe she’d been a better psychologist than Mattie had given her credit for.

		


		
			 

Statement to WAPOL from Matilda Andrew, aged twenty-nine, on Friday, 22 February 2019.

			My name is Matilda Andrew, and I reside at an address known to police.

			Further to my statement made in March 2004, I was locked in the basement of my house from the years 2003 to 2004 by my father, Randolph Andrew. I am unsure of the exact dates, as I did not have access to calendars, watches, or anything similar.

			My father and mother believed there to be a government conspiracy regarding chemicals, toxins and poisons in the air, food and water of the outside world, and they had spent the past four years keeping me indoors as ‘protection’.

			I did not mention in my previous statement that in the year 2000, my mother, Sandra Andrew, gave birth to another daughter, whom she and Randolph named Tessa. Sandra did not disclose her pregnancy to any medical professional. She fell pregnant during her treatment for cancer and chose to halt her treatment for fear of harming the baby. She remained indoors for the duration of her pregnancy. Tessa was born in my parents’ bedroom. Her birth was never registered anywhere.

			Our mother lived for another three years, during which she, myself and Tessa primarily existed inside of the house. Tessa and I were not allowed to leave the property, but we were occasionally allowed to play in the yard. I was homeschooled by our father throughout this time.

			Our mother died sometime in 2003, I believe from her cancer. Shortly after her death, our father enclosed me and Tessa in the basement, believing it to be the safest place for us. He provided us with food, water, a bath, a television with a DVD player, and a makeshift toilet in the closet that he regularly cleaned.

			After about a year of us living in the basement, Tessa wanted to go outside. There was a small set of windows that our father did not lock as I was too large to fit through them. Tessa was tiny for her age. I do not believe my father thought I would open those windows, as I believe he thought I was afraid of the outside world like him. I was, but Tessa was very insistent that day, and I decided to boost her out.

			Tessa walked beyond my line of sight, and she didn’t come back even when I called. I waited, but she never returned. I closed the window.

			When our father arrived downstairs later that evening, he asked where Tessa was. I told him what had happened. He left the basement, locking the door behind him, and went to search for her. On his return, he told me he could not find her. He did not say anything more and told me to stop asking about her.

			I never saw Tessa again and do not know what happened to her. Our father never mentioned her again.

			This statement is true to the best of my knowledge and belief, and I make it knowing that if it is tendered in evidence, I may be liable to prosecution if I have included anything in it that I know to be false or do not believe to be true.

		


		
			 

Sometimes, when Mattie remembered herself, her mum, her dad, she edited Tessa out.

			Counting in the basement, and she made it into a game to pass the time. To teach her sister how to count. ‘How many steps from the basement to the door? Hold my hand, let’s count together. How many steps from one side of the basement to the other? What if we make our steps realllllyyyy big?’

			Deflecting Tessa when she said she wanted to go out, when she asked how much longer they’d have to be inside. How many more days, how many, how many. Wrapping her arms around Tessa to hold her still, to quiet her – ‘How many arms have I got? One to grab you, one to hold you close.’ – and rocking her side to side, gently whispering. Shushing. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.’

			Not able to sleep in the basement, and the figure curled up beside her, against her, and she could see Tessa’s eyes, wide open staring. Not tired, either of them. Never tired, either of them. It was a hassle to wrestle Tessa to bed. ‘Come on, time to sleep! Come on now. Please. It’s time to sleep.’ To sleep for what? No school to wake up for. Nothing to wake up for. Just another day on the couch, staring at the television. Curling herself around her sister, and the both of them breathing in tandem, staring in tandem. What could she do to pass the time, to soothe her sister, to send her to sleep? Shushing, gently whispering. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.’

			Drawing – and the confusion on Tessa’s face when she’d seen Mattie drag her fingernails across the concrete and leave smears of blood. Understanding enough to cry, quietly, whimpering. It had snapped her from her reverie, hearing her sister crying, and she’d immediately gone to wrap her arms around Tessa, tips of her fingers stinging. Whispering, shushing. It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.

			Their mum’s body twisted in the bed. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.’

			The smell of sweat and disease in their nostrils. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.’

			The clawlike fingers of their mum gripping them. Their dad’s cologne and him teaching at the front of the classroom. Tiny clippings of toddler fingernails. The scrape of the brush into their nail beds. The scrub of rough sponges against their skins.

			The door closing on the basement. Telling her sister no. ‘No, we can’t go outside. No we can’t do that. No, Tessa, NO, NO, NO, NONONONONONONONONONONO.’

			Telling her sister. Promising her sister. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to be fine.’

			Sometimes when Mattie remembered herself, her mum, her dad, she edited Tessa out. It hurt too much to remember she’d broken her promise.

		


		
			Sixteen

			There was a police press release the day after Mattie gave her statement, updating the public on the case, confirming the existence of a second daughter and ending with a request for anyone with information regarding Tessa to come forward. Naturally, the internet exploded. That morning, Mattie made a single Google search and saw a swathe of articles rehashing Gemma’s revelations and adding the police’s appeal for information. She pictured the comments that might be flooding in – the confusion, the judgement, the rage, probably all directed at her. She clicked out and decided not to google it again.

			Yvonne called once, twice, three times. Mattie relented on the sixth call.

			‘Matilda.’ Her aunt sounded like she’d been crying. ‘Matilda, what’s going on? A sister. A little girl. I don’t understand.’

			Join the club, Mattie thought. She tried to think of something to say. Couldn’t.

			‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Yvonne’s voice cracked. ‘I’m so confused. What happened down there?’

			Mattie’s hand gripped the phone. Her fingers hurt. Her tongue felt glued to her mouth.

			‘Matilda, say something!’ Yvonne was suddenly raising her voice. ‘Say something! A sister – what happened to her? Why didn’t you say anything?’

			Mattie unstuck her tongue but not her brain. ‘I –’

			‘Matilda?’

			‘Sorry.’ Mattie wasn’t sure what she was apologising for. Everything. All of it. Tessa. Her silence. Or, for her next sentence: ‘I have to go. Busy right now.’ She hung up.

			This time Yvonne didn’t call back.

			Mattie tried not to let herself dwell too long on that. Instead she tried, over the next few days, to pull her life back together. She told herself maybe she should feel relieved, in a way, that the secret was out. Now she needed to pick herself up and start to move on. Everything was out of her hands – not that anything in her entire fucking life had ever been in her hands. All she could do was focus on the things she could control: her employment, her granny flat, and her little life that she had built on Vi’s property.

			She started a job search, removing several occupations from her CV history to make herself seem less like an absolute flake. She wrote clunky cover letters that stopped just short of begging. She hoped to god that people wouldn’t see the name Matilda Andrew on her resumé and make the connection; she told herself it was a generic enough name that it would be fine. She told herself lots of bullshit, in fact.

			Every morning she made her bed, showered, ate breakfast with Vi and got stuck into weeding the garden. She bought spray that apparently would repel cats and spent a good half an hour drenching her porch. She proceeded to throw the bottle across the lawn when she woke the next morning to cat poo at her front door. She felt an irrational surge of rage at the feline. Why couldn’t everyone just let her be? And –

			Mattie reined in her anger. ‘Projection,’ Dr Jo would have said. Mattie added that to the list of things she wouldn’t think about.

			A week passed, then almost two. She received seven job rejections, told herself it wasn’t because of her history and name, and scored one interview: a part-time receptionist role at a physiotherapy clinic. The money would barely cover her rent, but it was better than nothing, so she put on her best pair of black pants and least-crinkled white button-up, brushed her hair into a bun and drove herself there.

			The clinic was small, and the reception desk was in a windowless waiting room. Her interview was conducted in an office that had a fold-out massage table and three exercise balls in the corner. The air-conditioner struggled noisily but barely stirred the air.

			When the interviewer asked her how much she knew about physiotherapy, she said she knew nothing. She figured this was a fair response, considering she was not interviewing to become a physio but rather to answer phones and take bookings and payments. Yet the woman frowned deeply, as if Mattie was wasting her time. The interview didn’t improve.

			When Mattie climbed back into her car, she took a few beats. The sheer heat inside the interview room had left her shirt stained with sweat under her arms. In the rear-view mirror, her face was moist with perspiration and was framed by flyaway hairs. She looked a fucking mess – and while she didn’t care, that shit mattered to the rest of the world. Useless anger filled her. Then she sighed, resigned, and headed home.

			When Mattie arrived, Vi had the three dogs out in the backyard. She was sitting in her usual chair and watching them frolic, one hand holding a glass of what looked like wine. It was only just two o’clock in the afternoon.

			Vi had been drinking wine quite often lately – and quite early. That, coupled with the fact she hadn’t recently bragged about Melanie, had Mattie on edge. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from wondering if the increased alcohol intake was connected to what had come out about her case, the drama it had dredged up and the semi-breakdown it had triggered. Bloody hell, of course the old woman was exhausted.

			Mattie spiralled at the thought. What if Vi evicted her? The last two rent payments had been slightly short, which Vi had waved off – but that gave the woman grounds to send Mattie out on her arse. Could she face another shitty rental with equally shitty housemates? Could she even get another shitty rental, considering she was broke, unemployed, and probably suspected by the general public of having something to do with her sister’s disappearance?

			Vi lifted a hand to greet Mattie, who for a good few minutes had been staring at the yard while quietly panicking. ‘Job interview, right? How did it go?’ Vi did not, in that moment, sound or look like someone about to kick Mattie to the kerb.

			Mattie clung to that and let it calm her. She traipsed towards Vi, flopped ungracefully into her usual chair and summarised everything that had gone wrong with the interview.

			Vi took a sip of wine. ‘Oh well, plenty more jobs out there. You just need to get back on the horse. Do you need any tips on interviews? I used to be quite a whiz at them.’

			As far as Mattie was aware, Vi hadn’t worked outside the home during her marriage. Prior to that, her brief failed attempt at becoming a journalist had been her only career.

			‘Melanie, of course, has got every job that she interviewed for.’ Vi brightened. ‘There’s a woman who knows how to turn on the charm. It helps that she has the most impeccable taste. That’s the first hurdle of an interview – looking the part. And Melanie always looks the part.’

			It was reassuring to hear Vi talk about Melanie, even if it was to once again point out how much better she was at life than Mattie. ‘Doesn’t sweat through her shirt either, I’ll bet.’

			‘Not that I’ve ever seen – she’s not a particularly sweaty person like you,’ Vi said, with no hint of malice because she was Vi and just said facts without feelings. ‘But, oh, does she glow like she’s packed on the moisturiser. But she doesn’t wear it, her skin is that good.’

			‘Right.’ Mattie thought about saying that she also didn’t wear moisturiser – but her skin was oily and did not glow. She rubbed her forehead and leaned back, staring upwards. ‘Maybe Melanie should give me tips on how not to suck at life.’ Tips like, Don’t get locked in a basement at fourteen by your own dad. Don’t have fucked-up parents.

			‘I’m sure she could – she’s very generous with her wisdom. But,’ Vi added gently, ‘I don’t think her tips would be too helpful, my dear. What works for someone’s life won’t always work for another’s. You just have to figure out your own path.’

			Mattie pulled a face that made Vi chuckle. Even though Mattie had just fucked the interview and the rest of her life was going to shit, she briefly felt okay. Maybe Vi wasn’t going to kick her out, and maybe she could find her own path, whatever the fuck that meant.

			Vi suddenly sighed. ‘Anyway, my dear, the police came around for you again today.’

			And maybe not.

			Mattie felt for her phone in her pocket and checked the screen. ‘They didn’t call –’ She scowled. Of course the police hadn’t called: Davis and Rynd didn’t trust her. They’d probably hoped to throw her off guard, get whatever information they thought she was withholding. ‘Did they say what they wanted?’

			Vi snorted. ‘They just waltzed through the back gate and up to your flat, like they owned the place. I would have set the dogs on them, but the boys were tired.’

			Mattie looked across the yard at the three tiny dogs. Mozart tripped over his own feet and went tumbling to the ground.

			‘I told the officers they couldn’t let themselves onto my property, and they said they hadn’t wanted to bother me when they only wanted to talk to you. Lies – they just wanted to snoop. Corrupt, the lot of them! Anyway.’ Vi gave herself a shake. ‘I told them you were out and that they did not have my permission to wait around. They said to tell you that they need you to come by the station the next time you’re available.’

			Vi fished a card from the pocket of her dress and handed it to Mattie: Rynd’s number and a scrawled message to please get in contact.

			With a sniff, Vi rose to her feet, holding her now-empty glass. ‘Come, boys!’ she called, watching the dogs race towards her. ‘I think –’ and her body seemed to curl in on itself ‘– I’ll just be happy when this has all blown over.’

			Mattie scrunched the business card in her hand. You’re telling me, she wanted to shoot back, but Vi had walked inside.

		


		
			Seventeen

			The composite image of Tessa’s face had been drafted for the police to circulate to the public in the hope it would trigger memories. Apparently the detectives had made their abrupt visit to Vi’s house because they wanted Mattie to come to the station and see if the image resembled Tessa. Why this couldn’t have been requested by phone, Mattie wasn’t sure. Probably the detectives had wanted another chance to get inside her flat. Had they thought she’d leave WHAT HAPPENED TO MY SISTER: AN ESSAY on the table?

			She went to the police station three days later – not because she had anything keeping her from going, but simply to make them fucking wait – and looked at the image they’d created.

			‘Does it resemble Tessa?’ Rynd asked.

			Mattie shrugged. ‘I guess.’

			Davis made a frustrated noise. ‘Do we need to change it or not?’

			Mattie just shrugged again. Did it look like Tessa? Her heart rate escalated. She was scared that she didn’t know the answer. ‘It’s fine,’ she said aloud.

			The detectives, as they liked to do, exchanged glances.

			Mattie managed not to sigh.

			Davis was the one to show her out afterwards, his body rigid with tension. ‘You know, it’s almost like you don’t want your sister to be found,’ he said, his voice hard. ‘I wonder why that could be.’

			Mattie met his gaze – then shrugged yet again.

			He shook his head. ‘You are aware that it’s against the law to lie to the police, right?’

			Mattie couldn’t help a snort. ‘Sure, you should definitely charge a victim of domestic abuse over something she didn’t disclose as a traumatised teenager. Really would fit with the optics of the police nowadays, huh?’

			With clear restraint, he said nothing, giving a curt nod and leaving her at the exit.

			Mattie’s self-righteous snark disappeared, and her body wilted once more as she walked into the car park. The last person she wanted to see was waiting for her.

			‘Hi,’ Gemma Hannick said.

			Media interest had died down since the publication of Gemma’s article almost a month ago now and the police appeal for information. Mattie had, in the lull, almost started to believe that the masses were moving on, the media shifting focus to the next tragedy, the next murder, the next celebrity scandal, sniffing out misery like airport dogs sniffed out drugs.

			But somehow she’d forgotten about Gemma. This had, after all, been the journalist’s big break, her story, her explosive exclusive. This had catapulted her to an interview on a panel talk show where she’d sat, glossy and pristine; Mattie had watched out of morbid curiosity for a few seconds on the streaming app before she’d clicked out of it in disgust.

			Gemma wouldn’t move on so quickly, because Gemma, Mattie thought, probably had nothing else. She needed to keep riding Mattie’s coat-tails into her next byline.

			‘I’m not going to tell you why the police called me back in,’ Mattie said bluntly. ‘Now get away from my car. I’m going home.’

			‘I didn’t come here to ask you about why you were at the station.’ Gemma blocked the way to the driver’s door. ‘Although, if you do want to tell me, I’m all ears.’

			‘If you don’t get away from my car, I’ll make you.’

			Gemma held up her hands. ‘You’re going to want to listen to what I have to say.’

			Mattie’s jaw tightened. Would it be wise to punch someone directly outside of a police station? Probably not. She tried to relax. ‘Funny – you said the same shit about the article you printed. You know, the one that blew up my entire life?’

			‘Okay, but I was just making sure that the truth got told. People had a right to know –’

			‘– about my family?’ Mattie stepped up to Gemma, into her space. Fuck whoever was watching. ‘No one has a fucking right to the details of my life. No one.’

			Gemma shrank back. Her eyes darted over Mattie’s shoulder to the police station then back to Mattie’s face. ‘Well, the police at least –’

			The sound of a door opening and closing interrupted them.

			Mattie turned to see an officer making it obvious he was checking that everything was okay. She exhaled noisily and took an exaggerated step back from Gemma as she made eye contact with him.

			‘Anyway, I’m not here to talk about whether or not you agree with my actions,’ Gemma said, and Mattie redirected her attention to the journalist. ‘I know you think I did something terrible by writing that article, but you’re wrong. What I did was exactly what I set out to do – uncover the truth and help you and your sister.’

			Mattie could have pointed out how she was unemployed, how she’d been hounded by the police, and how her landlord-maybe-friend was increasingly jumpy and drinking more. She had hardly been ‘helped’. ‘Go fuck yourself,’ she said instead, trying to sidestep Gemma to get to her car.

			‘Stop.’ Gemma was moving in tandem with her, annoying as a fly. ‘Just listen to me for a second. I put my email on that article I published, and I’ve been telling people my social handles in interviews, just in case they have any tips –’

			‘Right. Because they should go to you instead of the police.’

			‘Some people don’t feel comfortable going to the police.’

			Mattie gave up getting to her car. Christ, this woman was exhausting. ‘But they are comfortable going to the press. Sound like good people.’

			‘People trust the press.’ Gemma sniffed. ‘We are a long-respected institution.’

			‘Yeah, full respect to all those articles with the upskirt shots of celebrities.’

			‘Only tabloids do that. Can you stop interrupting me? This is important. Someone sent me an email about Tessa.’ Gemma’s bright eyes were feverish with excitement.

			Mattie wasn’t impressed. ‘So?’

			‘So, I have a lead. A man who lives down south. He said that he knew Tessa growing up. That they went to the same school. He’s in his twenties, so a bit older than her, but he said he talked to her at high school parties. She left town when she was about eighteen, only last year! He wants to tell you what your sister was like.’

			Mattie put a hand to her face, dragged it down and groaned. ‘Let me get this straight – some random man emails you that he knew Tessa, and you just … believe him?’

			Gemma’s excitement faded into a frown. ‘Of course not. Do you know how many emails I’ve got with so-called leads? People claiming all sorts of things about your family. About you.’ She gave Mattie a pointed look.

			Mattie rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, what makes this guy so different?’

			‘He sent me a photo.’ Gemma took her phone from her bag and swiped at the screen. ‘From a party a year or so ago. He circled a girl who he says is Tessa. She looks just like you.’

			Gemma thrust the phone towards Mattie. On the screen was a blurred photo, terrible quality. The girl circled in red was in the background. In the foreground were two young-looking teenage guys, mid-yell, raising glasses to the camera. The girl in the back was similarly aged, out of focus, with dark hair cropped into a bob. Her unsmiling face was turned towards the camera, as if she’d been caught mid-thought.

			Mattie stared. A similar nose, a similar-shaped face, the same round cheeks. But then, how many other women had dark hair, round cheeks and slightly pronounced noses?

			Mattie shrugged, letting go of the phone. ‘I guess she looks a bit like me.’

			‘She looks exactly like you! It’s probably hard for you, because what we see in the mirror isn’t how others see us. But trust me, this girl is your spitting image.’

			‘And that proves what, exactly?’

			‘That he’s telling the truth!’

			‘Or, that he just so happens to have a friend who looks really similar to me.’ Mattie finally manoeuvred Gemma to one side and unlocked the car.

			‘What are the chances of that, though? How are you not intrigued?’

			‘Really easily. I know the lengths people are willing to go to for their fifteen minutes of fame.’ Mattie gave Gemma a pointed look, and it seemed the journalist would take the bait, her chest puffing up.

			Then she stopped herself, her ever-present mask of professionalism slipping into place. ‘I understand you’re sceptical. You’re perfectly within your rights to be cautious of strangers coming forward with information. And I know the photo isn’t … irrefutable proof. But – but what if he is telling the truth? What if Tessa ended up living in a small rural town?’

			‘You mean, what if Tessa got kidnapped off the street by strangers desperate enough for a child to steal a random one? Strangers who just so happened to be around my old house the exact moment that Tessa was wandering the streets?’ Never mind that Mattie had whispered this scenario to herself, night after night.

			‘I can see where you’re coming from. But what if this is a real lead, and after almost fifteen years, at the end of all this, you get to find out what happened to your sister and maybe even see her again?’

			Something tightened in Mattie’s throat, in her chest, in her heart, something that made her feel both sick and alive. She tried to loosen its hold. Indulging in her late-night stories of Tessa was one thing; letting herself believe that she would one day see Tessa again was another. She shook her head to clear it.

			Gemma let out a sound of impatience. ‘I don’t –’ She cut herself off, tried again in a gentler voice. ‘Just think about it, okay? You can go in with as much cynicism as you like. No expectations. That way it won’t matter what the outcome is – at least you’ll know in your heart that you did all you could.’

			Mattie hesitated. Her fingers rested on the doorhandle but didn’t pull on it. A whisper of a question, one she hadn’t let herself think for a long time. What if. The tiniest flicker of her eyes towards Gemma.

			The journalist hadn’t needed to bring this to her. Gemma had tracked down Mattie just like before, when she’d been driven by fervent belief that she was right about Tessa’s existence. Did that mean Gemma also truly thought this was a viable lead? Gemma had followed her gut on Karina’s vague testimony, and unfortunately, she’d been dead on. Did this woman – with her penchant for clothes that required dry-cleaning and ironing – possess genuine journalistic instincts? Why else would she –?

			‘And The Fizz will cover your travel expenses. Fuel, accommodation, meals …’

			Mattie’s wandering thoughts came to a screeching halt. ‘Hold up, what?’

			‘I said, The Fizz is happy to cover all your travel expenses – within reason, of course. But we can iron out the terms and conditions easily enough –’

			Realisation dawned. ‘Oh Jesus … This is for another article.’

			Gemma paused delicately. ‘Well, the lead did come to me.’

			‘And rather than pass it on from the goodness of your heart, you offered it up on the condition that the spectacle is turned into a follow-up article. Because if he’s telling the truth, you’ve got another scoop! You found the missing daughter! And if he’s lying, you’re still golden – you’ve got a sob story. “More tragedy for Matilda Andrew”. No fucking way.’

			Journalistic instinct, Mattie’s arse. She’d let herself get carried away and forgotten the golden rule: Fuck them all. Before they can fuck you. ‘You want to follow this up so badly, go on your own. I’ll look for the article to see if you were right.’ She firmly opened the car door.

			Gemma grabbed the top, stilling it. ‘I can’t.’

			‘What, you need my comment again, do you?’

			‘No, the man – my lead, he …’ Gemma hesitated then sighed. ‘He won’t speak to me unless you come along. In fact, he didn’t want a story at all, he just wanted to be put in contact with you, so he reached out to me because I wrote the article.’

			‘What do you mean, he didn’t want a story at all?’

			‘Just that. He wasn’t emailing me for a story – I was the one who told him I wouldn’t put him in contact with you unless he agreed to go on the record and let The Fizz do an article.’

			Mattie exhaled. ‘Fuck’s sake. What is wrong with you?’

			‘If it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t even know about Tessa!’

			Mattie climbed into the car.

			Gemma, still holding the top of the door, pulled something from her blazer pocket: a business card. She thrust it in Mattie’s face. ‘Take it – take it. It has my number. Please think about this, okay?’

			Mattie made no move to take the card.

			When Gemma tossed it into the car, it fluttered to Mattie’s feet near the pedals. ‘You’ll regret it if you don’t at least hear this guy out.’

			‘I’m closing the door, so get out of the way – or get your fingers slammed.’

			Gemma released her grip. ‘It’ll keep you awake wondering. You know it will.’

			As the journalist stepped back, Mattie closed the door.

			‘I’m telling you, you’ll regret this!’ Gemma shouted through the glass.

			Mattie shrugged as the car chugged to life. What was another regret to her.

		


		
			Eighteen

			You’ll regret this!

			Mattie had always seen regrets like weeds. They scattered across your psyche as airborne seeds, burrowed in and took root. But not just any weeds. Nutgrass; that’s what they were. Spreading out tubers and rhizomes underground, a vast network, sucking up nutrients and corrupting the ecosystem until one day it would kill off anything good and healthy. You would believe you’d ripped one out, only to realise you’d left a tuber somewhere deep, waiting to sprout again. It was a forever war. Mattie had long since realised that the only solution was to learn to live with regrets.

			Hope, though. If hope was a weed, it was a common chickweed, its shallow roots easily wrenched free. Mattie had always thought that she had purged her mind of any hope. Until, that is, she had stood at her car, hand gripping a doorhandle, and let herself listen to the theories and stories spun by an overzealous journalist. There was only one thing that could have held her in place like that.

			Her mind, it seemed, had been infested all along with nutgrass and chickweed, and she was feeling like she’d come to the fight without herbicide or gardening tools, without even gloves. She had nothing but bare hands scrabbling in the soil. And for what, a ‘lead’? It couldn’t even be called that. It was, Mattie was almost a hundred per cent sure, just a fuckwit looking for his time in the spotlight. He couldn’t be bothered going through official channels so instead reached out to a fucking journalist. An out-of-focus photo was all Gemma had to go on. So the lead was bullshit, and Mattie should not be feeling like her brain had become the overgrown garden of one of the shitty rentals.

			So, why was she still thinking about the photo a day later? Two days later? Three? Why was she giving time and energy to this farce? Probably because of the stupid stories she’d told herself to get through the years since she’d lifted Tessa out the window. That was all they’d been – stories. Stories that sustained her, kept her going. But just stories.

			Then some dude emailed Gemma Fucking Hannick, claiming that Mattie’s sister had ended up in a town two hours out of Perth and that he’d gone to school with her – and yes, it was unlikely, but also … What if? What if Mattie’s stories had been almost true?

			This was dangerous territory. Mattie knew that. ‘What ifs’ went round and round until they had the potential to break her. What if she’d yelled out of the window, day and night, until someone heard? What if she had climbed over the fence when she’d still been allowed outside and raced to a neighbour’s house? What if she had ignored Tessa’s pleas and never lifted her out of that window? What if she had told the police when she’d been fourteen, in shock and dizzy and barely lucid, that she might have a sister but couldn’t remember properly because everything was surreal? 

			What if Tessa was alive?

			Mattie fought her own brain. She kept ripping up weeds; they kept sprouting in new places. Just like Dr Jo had described with her submerged flotation device popping up again and again. Just fucking great – Gemma had got Mattie to think in that childish way.

			After holding out for five days, Mattie went to her car and found the card still sitting near the pedals. She scowled as she took it back to her granny flat. She gritted her teeth as she dialled the number. She practically spat her words at Gemma. And when she was done, she threw her phone across the room.

			***

			Two days later, Mattie and Gemma headed down south in Gemma’s fancy, shiny car that had a touchscreen in the centre of the console, air-conditioned seats, sensors, cameras, started at the push of a button and sang a jaunty jingle when Gemma climbed into the driver’s seat and shut the door. The passenger side window of Mattie’s Toyota Corolla no longer wound down, and she had to turn off her air conditioning in order to make it up any elevated surface. Gemma’s vehicle felt like a spaceship.

			I’ll drive us down, Gemma had texted, after Mattie had reluctantly confirmed she was on board. Mattie would have responded with a resounding ‘fuck no’ had her car not chosen, several days prior, to chug a worrying number of times before the engine caught. This was atop a handbrake that had become like the knees of a person over thirty, prone to playing up depending on the weather. Could her car make it there and back? Maybe. Might be what finally killed it, though. And she was not in a position to be purchasing a vehicle.

			Vi offered up her Mustang, naturally; Mattie declined. The pressure of driving a vehicle worth more than she earned in two years would have seen her crawling down the freeway at 40 kilometres an hour, fearful of even so much as scratching the paint. So instead Mattie found herself carpooling for 200-odd kilometres with Gemma.

			The only silver lining had been Gemma’s expression when she’d pulled up to the gate of Vi’s mansion. It turned out eyes really could bug out of someone’s head. Said eyes remained on stalks when Mattie emerged from the gate with her suitcase.

			The suitcase had been forced upon her by Vi after she’d seen the ratty backpack slung over Mattie’s shoulder. ‘Is that all you’re taking, that old thing?’ Vi looked as horrified as if she’d just seen one of her beloved dogs be run over by a semitrailer.

			‘We’re literally going for two nights,’ Mattie replied, nonplussed. ‘I’ve just packed a change of underwear.’

			Vi put her hands to her cheeks in shock. ‘My dear girl! You have no idea what might happen, who you might meet, where you might end up.’

			‘Actually, I know exactly who we’re meeting, a guy named Sam. And we’re going to a pub –’

			Vi wasn’t listening. She went inside and materialised a few minutes later with one of her carry-on suitcases, insisting that Mattie pack at least another change of clothes, toiletries, and a ‘nice’ outfit – a clean white T-shirt was the only thing that fit this brief. The suitcase was still mostly empty, but Vi was satisfied.

			As Mattie lifted it in, Gemma seemed to clock whatever brand was emblazoned on the front, her eyes somehow widening further. Mattie climbed into the passenger seat to find that Gemma was still eyeballing her, obviously burning with questions that Mattie, feeling quite smug, would naturally refuse to answer – just for fun. Likely Gemma knew that if anything came out of Mattie’s mouth, it would be with the intent of fucking with her. She directed her attention through the windscreen and asked, ‘Ready to get going?’

			No. Mattie was second-guessing everything about this trip. She simply shrugged.

			Gemma backed out onto the road, then they were pulling away from the house. Mattie couldn’t help but use the side mirror to watch it recede in the distance.

			She’d expected that Gemma would take advantage of the hostage situation she’d set up to pepper Mattie with questions, most likely with a secret recording device tucked away. In anticipation and to distract herself from … everything, Mattie had spent the previous night thinking of new and inventive ways to tell Gemma to fuck off.

			But Gemma was silent.

			The radio was the only source of noise: a cycle of music, repetitive ads and inane host chatter. Mattie was unnerved and uncomfortable. She was more on edge than she might have been had Gemma subjected her to an interrogation. What was the woman’s angle? Did she think if she said nothing, then Mattie might fill the silence? Gemma had figured wrong, if that was her play: Mattie could go weeks without speaking. She was the girl who’d been locked in a basement, for Christ’s sake! She wouldn’t fall for this psychological manipulation. Hell would freeze over before she was the first to talk during this facsimile of a road-trip.

			An hour elapsed. The intermittently cutting-out radio signal faded into an indiscernible fuzz. Gemma, her eyes on the road, absently pushed the button to connect to her phone’s music. There was a sudden cacophony of guitars and a screaming male voice.

			Mattie jumped in her seat.

			Gemma also started, her cheeks flushed, and she hit a button on her steering wheel that plunged the car into silence.

			Mattie’s brain sifted through her meagre knowledge of pop culture – the majority of it absorbed while watching Foxtel in her teens – to supply a name to accompany the short burst of music. ‘Was that My Chemical Romance?’

			Gemma, her hands locked on the steering wheel, stared forward. She shrugged stiffly. Her cheeks were very pink.

			‘That band is from when I was a teenager.’ The flushed cheeks and awkward posture made it worth being the first to crack and speak. ‘And you’re, what, six years younger?’

			‘David Bowie’s most famous music was released in the ’70s and ’80s, and people younger than me still make him their entire personality. Music tastes … transcend generations.’ Were Gemma’s ears red too?

			Mattie could barely contain her delight. ‘So, you’re comparing Bowie to My Chemical Romance. Am I getting that right?’

			‘That’s not –’ She was gripping the steering wheel quite hard. ‘If you press the radio button, there is most likely some station that we can pick up.’

			‘You don’t want to rock out to your playlist?’

			Gemma pushed the radio button and flicked through gradations of static until it settled on a station playing what sounded like music from the 1950s.

			‘I gotta say –’ if Gemma thought that Mattie would let this go, she was sorely mistaken ‘– this has really changed my view of you. Was it recent, screaming out your feelings, or were you the only cheerleader on the squad rocking out in her spare time?’

			‘I wasn’t …’ Gemma drove in silence for a beat. ‘That wasn’t my high school experience.’

			Mattie studied her. Her admittedly childish glee had become something else, something Mattie couldn’t put her finger on yet. ‘Cheerleading?’

			‘Yes. Cheerleading wasn’t on my radar.’ Gemma drummed a finger on the wheel. ‘It’s not exactly big in Australia anyway, more of an American high school television show cliché.’

			‘Yeah, well, I didn’t go to high school. Half of what I know about it comes from TV shows.’

			Gemma cut a glance at her then looked back to the road. ‘Of course. That … makes sense.’ She chewed her lip. ‘I had very crooked teeth. The front two were … huge. My parents had to save up for braces, so I didn’t get them until I was fourteen. I had them for two years. I also had just terrible skin, awful. And I … I liked to be top of the class. I liked to be the best.’

			Mattie realised she felt intrigue, curiosity – about Gemma? Stockholm syndrome, that’s what they called it. Still. Mattie noted each quirk: the nervous flush, the fidgeting hands, the lip-biting. The professional mask peeled away, and a braces-wearing, acne-ridden teen with layers of black eyeliner peeked out. Mattie wondered if she would have liked that version of Gemma more. ‘You were a big nerd.’ She was surprised when the words came out more teasing than vicious. ‘Is that when you discovered My Chemical Romance?’

			‘I had … an appreciation for the lyrics, is all.’

			‘My god. You are a dork.’

			Was that a quirk of Gemma’s lips? ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Who you are as a teen doesn’t define you for the rest of your life.’

			Didn’t it? Mattie looked out the window. The green-and-brown endless depths of the bush flew past. Sometimes it felt like she was forever frozen at fourteen. That she would always be that psychologically damaged girl lifting a hand on a spaghetti- thin arm, trembling, to knock on Paul Wilson’s door. ‘I need to use your phone,’ she’d said in a monotone, according to Wilson, like she’d rehearsed it. Because she had, because she’d had to in order to get the words out. ‘I need to call an ambulance for my dad.’

			Mattie’s mouth was dry. She tore her gaze from the bush. Five things: the steering wheel, the icon on the GPS speeding along the screen, Gemma, her annoyingly straight teeth that had once been crooked, her plump and smooth skin that had once been cursed with acne.

			‘Did you always want to do this?’ Mattie found herself asking. ‘The journalist thing.’

			‘I went as Ita Buttrose for Book Week when I was eight,’ Gemma said dryly.

			The name flew over Mattie’s head, but this was clearly someone big in the media.

			‘What about you?’ Gemma asked. ‘Did you …’

			‘… always want to work in insurance?’ Mattie deadpanned.

			Gemma looked chastened.

			The radio crooned into the silence.

			Mattie drummed her fingers on her thigh. ‘I like gardening,’ she said finally. ‘I think I would’ve liked to have … been a horticulturist. Maybe. Whatever.’ She shrugged like she couldn’t care less, even as something about the admission – the willingly shared piece of herself – made her breathless, almost panicky.

			‘Oh. Well. That sounds interesting.’

			For a split second, Mattie considered expanding on this. Mentioning Vi’s garden, how much she tended to it.

			But Gemma kept speaking. ‘That makes sense, though. Naturally, you’d be drawn to the outdoors and …’ The sentence trailed into nothing. Unspoken words dissipated into the ether along with every inch of curiosity, intrigue, goodwill that Mattie had been experiencing.

			Right. It made sense Mattie would want to be outside, given what had happened to her. Reality smacked her in the face. She’d been learning titbits about Gemma like they were on equal footing, like the woman wasn’t sitting there with the breadth of Mattie’s history stored in her head. They weren’t two people sussing each other out, but instead one person with a preconceived notion of the other, using snippets to confirm her assumptions.

			The breathlessness subsided; in its place, heat seared Mattie’s lungs. ‘Yeah, no fucking shit, Sherlock. It doesn’t take a fucking genius to figure that out.’ She twisted in her seat, angled her back to Gemma and locked her gaze on the landscape. If Gemma had been shocked by the rapid change in mood, Mattie couldn’t tell.

			The journalist didn’t speak for the remaining hour of the drive. Neither did Mattie.

		


		
			Nineteen

			They arrived in silence at the Airbnb that Gemma had booked for them. Shared accommodation was yet another thing Mattie had relented on and thoroughly regretted, but there was no way she could afford her own accommodation. The Fizz would foot the bill, which made her feel like she was selling part of her soul. But it was either this or sleep in her car, and while she was perfectly okay with doing that, she was certain Gemma would try to work the fact into whatever article she wrote. Brave Matilda Andrew, forever self-sufficient after her experience, refused the assistance of The Fizz in a typically stoic manner and spent the night in her vehicle … Mattie would take the free bed and the free food, and she would suck up feeling conflicted.

			The Airbnb that Gemma had chosen was not what Mattie had envisioned as typical for a semi-coastal WA town. She’d been thinking of a beachside cottage, ramshackle in an endearing way, the kind of place she’d never admit aloud to liking. But Gemma had chosen a modern apartment, part of a newer development, with polished grey tiles, white walls, very fast wi-fi, a coffee machine, and a pristine beige couch that could have graced her Instagram feed. It was basically the apartment equivalent of Gemma herself.

			All Mattie cared about was that there were bedrooms – and a door that shut behind her when she entered one of them. It was standard sized, the bed a comfortable-looking double, with two bedside tables, pale blue lamps atop each, and a framed picture of the beach on the back wall. There was a large white dresser with neatly folded towels resting on top.

			Mattie left her suitcase by the closed door, walked to the bed and face-planted herself atop the soft duvet. She breathed in the scent of laundry detergent for a full minute before she rolled onto her back to stare up at the white ceiling. Her stomach was twisted in knots. What had she been thinking, agreeing to come here? A lead that wasn’t a lead. Hope that wasn’t real hope. Mattie had gotten herself so turned around she’d mistaken Gemma for a friend, let slip a piece of herself she’d never get back. This had been a terrible idea. Nothing would come of this. Or, at least, nothing good would come of this.

			Think of it as a free holiday, Mattie tried to tell herself. A cushy bed. Meals and drinks paid for. Although, considering how often Vi provided her with food, it wasn’t as if a free meal was a novelty.

			Mattie sighed. Was Vi glad that she’d left for two nights? The woman was clearly still shaken up. Mattie was surprised by her reaction – and also a bit annoyed. Vi had known who Mattie was and what she’d been through. So why was Vi so rattled now? Was it because Mattie had lied about Tessa? Did Vi, like the rest of the world, now look at her differently? As no longer just a victim, maybe an accomplice. It hurt, Mattie had to admit, because she’d thought that, of all people, Vi understood her. Vi just got Mattie. Except maybe she didn’t.

			She’s your landlord, Mattie reminded herself. She needed to stop mistaking people around her for friends. Vi was, first and foremost, her landlord. Until she kicked Mattie out for being a liar and a bad sister.

			Mattie closed her eyes. She’d started over so many times before, she thought tiredly, she could do it again.

			There was a knock on the door – a pleasant surprise, because Mattie wouldn’t have put it past Gemma just to enter. Certainly she’d had no qualms barging her way into Mattie’s life.

			‘Can I come in?’ Gemma called as she opened the door and stepped inside.

			‘Well, you’re in,’ Mattie said, ‘so that question is pointless.’

			‘I was fairly sure you’d say no.’

			‘I would have.’

			‘And then I would’ve come in anyway, so I was really just shortening the exchange.’

			The back-and-forth sniping – Mattie welcomed their familiar rhythm. All vulnerability and connection had gone, as if those versions of themselves had only existed in Gemma’s car. Mattie must have been right: Stockholm syndrome. And now, in the real world, this was how they were supposed to be: at each other’s throats.

			‘Anyway,’ said Gemma, ‘I want to run through what’s going to happen over the next two nights. Make sure we’re on the same page.’

			‘We won’t be.’

			‘We’ll be meeting Samuel Longen late afternoon tomorrow. At the tavern on the main street. He’s going to speak to us, on the record, about the woman he claims is Tessa Andrew.’

			‘I won’t,’ Mattie said.

			Gemma was derailed. ‘Won’t what?’

			‘Go on the record. I’m just here to listen to what he has to say. And that goes even if you try to trick me again to get my consent.’

			‘I didn’t –’ Gemma sighed. ‘Never mind. Look, if you change your mind –’

			‘I won’t.’

			‘If you change your mind,’ Gemma repeated, louder, ‘then just let me know. I can write a story without you in it, so whatever happens, it will be going out. It’s your choice whether you have a say in the narrative or not.’

			Mattie sat up and narrowed her eyes. ‘Was that a threat?’

			‘I was just stating facts. Can I finish with my breakdown of how this trip will go?’

			‘Aren’t you done? We’re here to speak to this bloke, listen to his bullshit then leave.’

			‘Not exactly.’ Gemma shook her head. ‘I was planning on us attending another pub for dinner and showing the photo around to see if anyone else knows Tessa –’

			‘It’s not Tessa.’

			‘– and if there’s anything they can tell us about her. Samuel said her name was Abigail here, Abigail Weathers. I found a private Facebook profile with the school that Sam mentioned, although the profile pic is just the back of a head. But the profile is a good sign –’

			‘A good sign that Sam knows how to set up a fake profile.’

			‘– so when we ask around, we’ll obviously have to use the name Abigail, not Tessa –’

			‘Because it’s not Tessa.’

			‘The pub I’m thinking for tonight is the other local across town, but there is also the brewery if we have time.’

			‘I’m not going to either.’

			‘You are if you want a free meal. Otherwise you’re paying your own way for food.’

			Mattie scowled. She thought about her rapidly dwindling bank account. She wondered how expensive a microwave meal from the local grocery store would be. Then she thought about a big pub meal, with drinks included, maybe even entrees, and a dessert if she could get away with it. She sighed.

			‘Tomorrow we can have breakfast at a cafe and, again, ask questions. And I want to get a few shots of the town, the beach, all of that for the article. I do think we’ll have more luck at the bakeries than the cafe, because that’s probably more where teens would go for after-school purchases. We can check them out and ask about Tessa –’

			‘It’s not Tessa.’

			‘Will you stop?’ Gemma finally snapped. Her cheeks were red. ‘You wouldn’t be here if a part of you – no matter how small – didn’t think, or hope, or whatever, that this might be Tessa. So stop acting like a cynical brat and let me talk.’

			Mattie blinked, taken aback. ‘Did you just call me a brat?’

			‘I think for all your bravado, some part of you is wondering whether Tessa really was brought here and given a new identity as Abigail Weathers. You wouldn’t have agreed to this trip if you didn’t think that, even if you’re sitting there telling yourself something else.’

			Gemma’s mask had fallen. There was that emo teen again, hands on hips, all pluck and verve and genuine emotions and –

			The shoulders went back, the hands left the hips, and all bite drained from her tone. ‘Just let me do what I’m good at – asking the right questions to find us the answers we want.’

			Mattie, thrown off-kilter by being called a brat, course corrected the instant that Gemma reverted to her cool, professional tone. ‘The only thing I want –’ Mattie got to her feet ‘– is for you to fuck off out of my room so I can take a nap.’

			She stood in front of Gemma. They squared off, eyes locked.

			Gemma stepped back and headed out. ‘I’ll wake you for dinner. Wear something nice!’

			Mattie grabbed the handle. ‘I won’t,’ she said, then slammed the door shut.

		


		
			Twenty

			Gemma struck out that night at the surprisingly busy pub, where a harried bartender told her he didn’t recognise the woman in the photo, and a confused teenage waiter said they’d never heard of Abigail Weathers.

			Mattie got the impression that Gemma had been expecting a sleepy little place with no patrons save for regular barflies hanging out at the counter, watching the world go by, probably old, probably men, probably with dirt beneath their fingernails and a hard day’s work lined into their skin. It seemed Gemma had been born and raised in the city and rarely ventured outside its boundaries. Like Mattie with her imagined ideas of high school, Gemma had seemingly based her expectations on Americanised stereotypes of rural life. That the pub was busy, that there was a mix of young and old, couples and groups, and that the patrons were eating dinner at tables – and not, say, standing hunched over pool tables, ready to be approached by a plucky reporter – seemed to throw Gemma for a loop.

			Mattie watched this unfold, not bothering to hide her smile, while eating a rump steak with a side of fries and a surprisingly nice garden salad. She sipped a pint of the fanciest craft beer on tap, thinking of what she would order for dessert. The sticky date pudding came with ice-cream – in the end, the deciding factor – and she used her finger to wipe the bowl clean. She beamed at Gemma as they left for the evening. ‘I had a really good night – thanks for making me come out!’

			Gemma didn’t respond.

			The next morning, they were greeted by a similarly bustling cafe. Mattie wondered if Gemma had considered that over a weekend there would be more tourists, fewer locals, and less time for hospitality workers to indulge her ridiculousness.

			‘I think,’ Mattie said, as she tucked into her eggs with bacon and sausages, a large latte and an orange juice on the side, ‘you’re nailing the investigative journalism thing this trip.’

			Gemma had been peering around the cafe, her own almond milk latte half drunk and fruit salad untouched. She paused to shoot Mattie a look, before she resumed her scan of the patrons. Mattie smiled to herself, cut a slice of bacon and slid it through the goo of her egg and the creamy swirl of béarnaise sauce.

			‘You know, you could help,’ Gemma said.

			‘I could,’ Mattie agreed, through a mouthful.

			‘But you won’t.’

			‘But I won’t,’ Mattie agreed, swallowing her mouthful.

			‘Because you don’t want to find your sister …?’

			Mattie’s cheer evaporated. She glared at Gemma.

			The woman looked back coolly, picked up her latte and sipped it. Then she shrugged, placing her cup on the table. ‘We might have more luck at the bakery. There’s still time before we meet up with Samuel.’

			Mattie snorted. Gemma insisted on calling him ‘Samuel’, as if this imbued him with more authority than ‘Sam’. Making him seem more credible than he was. Making their situation seem less like a wild goose chase that would lead abso-fucking-lutely nowhere.

			Mattie was about to deliver a disparaging remark about this when a teenage girl clunked past their table alongside an older woman with similar features. The girl’s hair was dyed black, her eyes adorned with thick black wings of liner. She wore cherry-red Dr Martens that she hadn’t broken in yet, each step a thudding wince. Her posture slumped in a forward hunch when she and her probably-mother reached the counter, and there was a flash of coloured braces as she answered a question and pointed to something in the cabinet.

			Mattie saw Gemma had been looking too. They locked eyes. Mattie could proceed with her takedown of ‘Sam’ vs ‘Samuel’, or she could make a joke about whether Gemma had owned Docs, and it could come out sneering or tempered with a kindly teasing edge.

			Instead, Mattie heard herself ask, ‘Do you really think that Tessa was here?’

			Gemma blinked, clearly caught off guard.

			That was fair. The question had surprised Mattie too, and she’d been the one to ask it.

			‘Of course,’ Gemma said finally, ‘I wouldn’t be here if –’

			‘You would, though. You would be here. Because there’s an article in this either way. So I’m asking you if you think Tessa was actually here.’

			Gemma searched Mattie’s face, maybe looking to see if she was being genuine.

			Mattie hoped she could see that she was – that Gemma would think of the modicum of herself Mattie had offered in the car, understanding it was not about the smallness of the scrap but the magnitude of what it cost to give.

			‘I think …’ Gemma’s gaze unfocused, then it sharpened. Her body straightened up, and Mattie knew, immediately, that her answer would reveal nothing. ‘I think that the important thing is what you believe. I think that what’s important is finding out the truth and –’

			‘Yeah, yeah, whatever. I get it. Let’s do your pointless bakery thing now.’ Mattie pushed her half-eaten plate across the table and stood up. Her appetite had gone. She was annoyed at her own disappointment. Had she really expected that a ten-minute conversation in a vehicle somehow translated to a genuine connection? She was just a story to Gemma. And anyway, who the fuck cared what a journalist thought?

			Gemma looked up. ‘Aren’t you going to fin—? Never mind.’ She drank the rest of her own coffee and rose to her feet. ‘I’ll go pay.’

			Mattie waved a hand and headed out. She took herself down the street, away from the cafe, far enough that the noise of the remaining patrons was lessened, and stood to one side on the zebra crossing. She jammed her hands into her pockets, hunched her shoulders and stared at the ground, waiting for Gemma.

			Time ticked on – too much time. Mattie, scrunching up her face, looked around herself. Christ, how long did it take for the woman to pay a bill? Had The Fizz decided the article was a bust and pulled the plug, leaving Gemma scrambling to pay for the meal on her own, growing flustered and going red, stumbling through the interaction? Of course, she likely had sufficient funds – her car was a spaceship – but the image of a fumbling, embarrassed Gemma, especially in the wake of their failed conversation, made Mattie smile anyway.

			On the off chance said mental picture was real and could be witnessed, Mattie figured she might as well head back to the cafe. It was warm outside too, and the sunlight was reflecting off the white footpath in a painful glare that hurt her eyes. Who had decided white concrete was good for footpaths? Had they ever experienced the Australian sun? Grumbling to herself, Mattie turned around. She saw that Gemma was approaching with a man in tow.

			He wore board shorts, reflective silver sunglasses and a singlet that showed far more of his arms and the side of his chest than necessary. His blond hair was short at the front and long at the back. As he and Gemma got closer, Mattie saw that his face was dotted with acne, baby fat clinging to his cheeks – he was barely out of high school. Gemma, meanwhile, had that look in her eye: the sparkle that had lit up her face seconds before she’d dropped her bombshell discovery of Tessa into Mattie’s life. Mattie didn’t associate that look with anything good.

			‘This is Jack,’ Gemma said when they reached Mattie. ‘We were leaving the cafe at the same time. I asked him if he knew Abigail Weathers and showed him the photo – and it turns out he did know her.’

			Mattie looked to Jack. ‘You knew the girl in the photo?’

			He scratched at the back of his neck. The skin there was sunburnt and peeling, and his stubby fingernails scoured flakes of it away. ‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, I knew her. At first I was confused when she asked. But the photo – that’s when I was like, Oh yeah, that chick.’

			Mattie tried to clarify. ‘You were confused by the name?’

			‘Uh, yeah.’

			Gemma jumped in. ‘Jack knew her as Abi, not Abigail, and didn’t know her last name.’

			‘Right,’ Mattie said.

			‘Yeah, nah.’ Jack shrugged. ‘I mean, who knows people’s last names, you know?’

			‘And Jack said he wasn’t really close to her,’ Gemma added.

			‘Nah. Nah, she was just – I saw her around at parties and shit. Talked to her a few times. That kind of thing. Uh …’ He was shrugging a lot, body shifting, moving.

			Mattie couldn’t work out if this was the usual restlessness of a young man or something else. She had trouble when it came to her intuition. Listen to your gut, people always said. What a load of crap. Mattie’s gut was permanently twisted up. She trusted no one. Thought the worst of everyone. And the few times she’d tried not to think that way, she’d generally turned out to be dead wrong.

			‘Abi was, yeah, pretty cool,’ Jack continued. ‘Uh, just a chill chick. Not, you know, up herself like some chicks. She was chill to hang. Not in, like, a slutty way. Like one of the guys, I guess.’ He shrugged again.

			Mattie, suddenly, viscerally, did not want the conversation to continue. This young guy with his sunburn calling women ‘chicks’ and saying Mattie’s maybe-sister wasn’t a slut – no, this wasn’t the life she’d envisioned for Tessa, this wasn’t the type of person she’d pictured hanging with her sister, this wasn’t it. She felt something tight in her chest, maybe a scream, and she wanted, very much, to leave.

			Gemma had pulled out her phone. ‘Do you mind if I take down a few notes?’

			Jack eyed her. ‘Are you gonna … record me or somethin’?’

			They both seemed oblivious to Mattie’s discomfort. Good. She took the moment to calm herself down. Wasn’t Jack just a normal young man? Wasn’t hanging out at crappy parties with crappier dudes a rite of passage? Wasn’t normal exactly what Mattie had wanted for Tessa?

			‘No, no,’ Gemma reassured Jack. ‘I’m just going to ask a few questions and take a few notes for the article I’m writing.’

			‘Right. I don’t wanna – you know. Be named or something.’

			‘You’d prefer to be anonymous?’ Gemma asked.

			‘Uh, yeah. Not named.’

			Mattie found her voice. ‘Why not?’

			‘Uh, I don’t know, I just don’t?’ He shifted from foot to foot. ‘I – yeah. And, I guess, you know – The Fizz. That’s like chick shit, right? Like old chicks read that, right?’

			Gemma went red. ‘Actually, The Fizz is for everyone. It champions women’s voices.’

			Jack’s eyes were glazing over.

			Mattie wondered if Gemma would attempt to educate him or let it slide. 

			‘Never mind.’ Gemma gave a fake laugh. ‘That’s absolutely fine if you don’t want to be named.’

			Emo Teen Gemma would have schooled the dude, Mattie decided.

			‘I’ll just refer to you as an “unnamed source”.’ Gemma typed on her phone. ‘And you said Abi was fairly laidback?’

			‘Yeah,’ Jack said.

			‘A relaxed person, you would say? There wasn’t anything – she didn’t seem …?’

			‘Traumatised?’ Mattie supplied. ‘Is that the word you’re after? You want to know if she was fucked up. Like me.’

			Gemma pursed her lips.

			Jack looked between them in obvious confusion.

			‘I’m just trying to get a sense of her,’ Gemma said to Mattie. Then, to Jack, ‘Did Abi give you any information about her past? Where she was from? Who were her parents? I tried to look up her last name, Weathers, but unfortunately I didn’t have much luck, and Sa— my contact told me that her parents have moved out of town …?’

			Jack seemed to shift back from the onslaught of questions. ‘Uh, I mean. I dunno, man. Her parents – uh, I didn’t ask about them. I don’t really know about people’s parents. Seriously, man.’ He was scratching his neck again; it looked painful. ‘I just talked to her once or twice.’

			Mattie jumped in. ‘Are you going to talk to the police?’

			Jack gaped at her, his eyes wide. ‘What?’

			‘I’m sure Gemma explained that this is now an open investigation. The police will be following up any leads. They’re going to want to ask people questions.’

			He took a step back. ‘I don’t – You were just asking about some chick. I don’t know about any investigation. I was just sayin’ I saw her around.’

			‘Jack, it’s okay,’ Gemma said. ‘I haven’t mentioned any of this to the police, as I very clearly explained to Miss Andrew. We don’t know yet whether this is a viable lead, so –’

			‘But Miss Hannick here is writing an article about it,’ Mattie cut in. ‘An article she’s going to publish, either way. So the police will know. Last time she published an article about this, it went everywhere. The police definitely got involved then.’

			He held up his hands. ‘I was just tryna be helpful or some shit. I don’t – nah. This – this isn’t for me.’ He backed away. ‘Nah, man. I don’t want to get any more involved in this.’

			‘Jack,’ Gemma said, ‘Jack, just wait –’

			But he was shaking his head as he went back towards the cafe.

			Gemma made a frustrated noise and turned to Mattie. ‘What was that about?’

			‘What?’

			‘All that stuff about the police. Why did you throw them into the mix?’

			‘He felt off. He was being sketchy, didn’t want his name on the record. And as soon as I mentioned the police, he ran away. He’s either lying or up to something dodgy.’

			‘Or he’s just a young man, in a coastal town, who probably has a room filled with weed and is terrified of the police knocking on his door.’

			‘He felt off,’ Mattie repeated.

			‘That’s all you have? “He felt off.” Did he really, or are you throwing up obstacles like you’ve been doing the entire time? Is this just you again trying to hide something –?’

			‘I’m not hiding anything.’ Mattie was hot, the sun bouncing from that bloody white concrete into her eyes, bristling, prickly, tired of being disappointed by Gemma being Gemma, tired of being disappointed by this non-lead, tired of being disappointed by life.

			‘Then why don’t you want to find your sister? Why aren’t you actually helping me?’

			A thought came into Mattie’s mind, loud and clear: I won’t hope. I will not hope. And she remembered thinking it before, in a basement. She’d known even then, even as a teenager, that hope would drive her mad.

			‘Because you’re not doing this to find Tessa,’ was what she said. She wasn’t going to give Gemma anything real, not anymore. ‘You’re doing this to get a story. Why would I help?’

			‘I don’t know – a means to an end?’ Gemma sounded exasperated.

			‘Like I am to you?’ Mattie shot back.

			A silence settled.

			Gemma eyed Mattie up and down then moved away from her. ‘It might be better if we go our separate ways until the meeting with Samuel this afternoon.’ Her voice had slipped into cool, calm professionalism. ‘We can reconvene before the meeting, at the pub.’

			‘Sounds good to me.’ Mattie turned her back on the journalist.

			Gemma let her get a few steps away before she called, ‘You will show up, won’t you?’

			Mattie didn’t answer. She could hear Gemma’s sigh even from a distance.

		


		
			Twenty-one

			This pub was busy. That was to be expected – it was a sunny Saturday. From where Mattie stood across the street, she could hear the intermingling voices of the patrons, their laughter, conversation and music. The crowd was just as much a mix of ages and groups as at the other pub the night before, including the odd family still lingering after lunch, with kids looking ready to go home.

			Mattie rubbed at her arms. The last thing she wanted to do was go inside.

			She didn’t often go to pubs or clubs. Sometimes she wondered if people expected her to. Yvonne and Milton had certainly kept a wary eye on her as she’d approached sixteen, as if they were waiting for her to go off the rails. They’d probably been briefed by Dr Jo Prean or someone like her: ‘Keep an eye out for self-destructive behaviours. PTSD is often comorbid with substance abuse. She might tend towards sexual promiscuity as a way of acting out her pain.’ But Mattie had done none of those things. She was sure her aunt and uncle had been just as confused as they’d been relieved. She had done her schoolwork and got reasonable grades; the one obvious area in which she’d struggled was social interaction.

			Only Dr Jo had voiced concern about Mattie’s lack of outwardly destructive behaviour. ‘Matilda might be internalising things,’ she said in a meeting with the three of them. ‘She might be compartmentalising or suppressing certain “bad” emotions, so while she appears as if she is functioning, she isn’t dealing with her trauma properly. This can cause issues down the line, especially if triggers cause her to lose control.’ Afterwards in the car, Milton told Yvonne that it was ‘typical’ of a psychologist to invent a problem that no one could see: ‘Just so she can keep justifying taking money from us.’

			But Mattie knew, even at the time, that Dr Jo was right. Every issue that would plague her for the next fifteen years was already festering inside her, growing with each passing day. Now she was nearing thirty, unemployed for the umpteenth time, basically alone in life except for her landlord, an irritating journalist, and her aunt and uncle – and she hadn’t spoken to either of them since that phone call after the police press release about Tessa.

			Maybe Mattie should have acted out in her teens. Maybe if she’d self-destructed then, she’d have been forced to fix herself. She might have been gently guided on how to rebuild her life into something stable and secure. Instead she was crumbling, a slow and steady fifteen-year implosion, with no money to pay for someone to help her out of the fucked-up tangle that was her brain.

			Christ. Mattie dragged a hand down her face. She was spiralling. This was such a bad idea. Following Gemma. Allowing herself to be sucked in, maybe even to hope for one fucking second. Now the pub was in front of her, with Gemma and Sam probably already inside.

			It was a brick pub, an older one. It would be dark and confined – Mattie couldn’t see any big windows. The air would be musty and thick with the breath of other patrons. She’d feel locked in. She thought about texting Gemma to move the location.

			But it wouldn’t matter where they met Sam. Mattie would hate any meeting place, just as she hated being thrust back into public consciousness.

			Mattie had thought she’d reached the point of easily being able to dismiss people who sat comfortably on the sidelines of tragedy, trauma and pain, with all their expectations about how she should act: humble, likeable, strong, capable, grateful. But until recently, she’d never had to deal with their judgements concerning her lost little sister. She hadn’t had to endure the perpetual question of why she wasn’t champing at the bit to find Tessa, or the condemnation of her character when she couldn’t adequately answer.

			What no one fathomed was that the months in the basement after Tessa’s disappearance had given Mattie ample time to think of what could have happened. To obsess, to wallow, to feel as if every single thought about Tessa was a weight pressing on her. She just about drowned in Tessa. It could have ended her. Maybe it should have – that might have been easier for everyone, including herself, or so she thought sometimes. But she’d found a way to cope: her late-night stories, the blending and blurring of fiction and non-fiction, dream and waking. All keeping the reality of Tessa at bay and, in doing so, trying to keep Mattie a semi-functioning member of society. How to explain that to someone who wasn’t there in the basement? They’d never be able to comprehend, and so Mattie could see no point in trying.

			It was five minutes past the meeting time. Gemma would be getting impatient, ready to type notes or record every word, while the gears in her head turned to produce angles and headlines and ways to chop the meeting into a snappy article. The way she had managed to condense Mattie’s existence into a single piece. Would Tessa get the same treatment? Mattie didn’t want that for her. All that Tessa had been, and all that she might have been since, was beyond words.

			She had been Mattie’s everything when they’d had nothing else. Mattie had lived for her. Breathed for her. Assured her that Mattie could make every dream happen.

			Chocolate cake every day? Yes, Tessa, we’ll do that, I promise.

			Read all the books in the world? Yes, Tessa, I’ll make it happen.

			A thousand friends? Yes, Tessa, you’ll have all the friends in the world.

			Happiness? Yes, Tessa, I promise, I promise, I promise.

			Mattie drew in a breath. She felt like she was tearing apart at the seams. Her eyes ached. She wouldn’t cry. She didn’t fucking cry. She didn’t. She exhaled noisily. Grounded herself.

			Everything was okay. She was going to get through this. Everything was fine.

			Slightly more stable, she gave her body a shake and started across the road to the pub. Inside, it was an unpretentious, old-fashioned type of red-brick place, with vintage beer posters, a cluster of pool tables to one side, and some wall-mounted television screens showing whatever sports happened to be playing.

			Gemma was seated at a table near the corner; Mattie supposed this was so the three of them could be somewhat tucked away. Sam hadn’t arrived yet. The journalist had her phone on the table and was pressing buttons then talking aloud then pressing more buttons and lifting the phone to her ear.

			Mattie approached the table. ‘Testing for your next illegal recording?’

			Gemma didn’t take the bait. The hours they had spent apart seemed to have allowed her to rebuild her professional tolerance of Mattie. ‘I’m just making sure we’ll be heard above the noise in the pub.’

			‘Surely The Fizz has enough to fork out for something more sophisticated than your phone.’ Mattie took her seat as she spoke. ‘Don’t tell me they’re skimping out on equipping their best investigative reporter.’

			‘It’s not about the equipment –’ Gemma smiled sweetly at her ‘– it’s about the skills of the reporter. In fact, a lack of equipment proves the resourcefulness of a journalist who can thrive with less.’

			‘That sounded good. You should write it down for your next cover letter.’

			Gemma’s eyes moved beyond Mattie, and she rose from the table.

			Mattie turned to see what she was looking at.

			A young man was approaching. He looked a year or two older than Jack, and his dark brown hair was in the same mullet style. He wore shorts, thongs and a white T-shirt with a Puma logo, and his eyes went from Gemma to land on Mattie, where they lingered on her face.

			Her jaw tightened, and she fought the urge to tell him to look away.

			‘Samuel?’ Gemma said.

			‘It’s Sam.’ He spared a quick glance at Gemma, returning his focus to Mattie.

			‘Sam, yes, sorry. I’m Gemma Hannick, a freelance reporter working on behalf of The Fizz – we’ve obviously talked a bit over the phone. It’s lovely to meet you in person.’

			He kept his gaze on Mattie, almost expectantly now.

			‘And, of course, this is …’ Gemma looked to Mattie to introduce herself.

			‘Hi,’ was all she said.

			‘Matilda Andrew?’ Sam said.

			‘Got it in one.’

			‘So.’ Gemma clapped her hands together then seemed appalled at the awkward gesture. She straightened up and put her shoulders back. ‘Shall we –?’

			‘Let me get the drinks,’ Sam said. ‘Beer okay?’

			Gemma held up her hands. ‘Oh no, that’s fine –’

			‘Please. I wanna buy you both a drink as, like, a thank you for takin’ me seriously and comin’ here and all that.’

			‘Beer’s fine,’ Mattie said. She’d been coasting on free shit – why stop now?

			‘It’s not … ethical for me, as a journalist,’ Gemma said, ‘to accept a drink from a –’

			‘Okay,’ he interrupted, ‘that’s fine. I’ll get our beers.’ He headed to the bar.

			Gemma floundered in his wake.

			‘You should have just let him buy you a beer,’ Mattie said.

			Gemma frowned. ‘I don’t drink beer.’

			‘Shocking.’

			‘I also like to stay clear-headed during an interview.’

			‘You chose a pub to meet in,’ Mattie pointed out. ‘How did you not expect alcohol to be involved? Anyway, you can have one drink and stay clear-headed. Just get yourself a fancy wine or cocktail.’

			Gemma seemed to debate this internally.

			‘It’s called building rapport. If he’s drinking, and you’re not, it’s awkward.’

			The journalist begrudgingly relented and went to the bar.

			Mattie smiled to herself. She wondered if a drink would lubricate the Professional Gemma mask enough for it to slide off, let Emo Teen Gemma peek out. Was there a way to request music? She should ask them to throw on My Chemical Romance. Between alcohol and pointed music, maybe she could derail this interview.

			Sam returned with two pints clutched in his hands. He placed one in front of Mattie and then slid into the seat beside her and put his own on the table.

			His chair, she clocked, was just a bit too close. She shifted to one side.

			He didn’t seem to notice. ‘It’s wild meetin’ you,’ he said.

			‘Meeting me?’ Mattie echoed and took a sip of her beer.

			‘Yeah, it’s just crazy that you’re here.’ He leaned further into her personal space. ‘You just … you –’

			Gemma arrived holding a glass of white wine, and Sam retreated slightly away from Mattie as the journalist took her seat. ‘Sorry, was I interrupting?’ She looked between them.

			‘Sam was telling me it’s crazy that I’m here,’ Mattie supplied, with another sip. ‘That it’s “wild” to meet me.’

			‘It’s – it’s because she looks so much like Abigail,’ he said. ‘It’s just really crazy. It’s spinnin’ me out, I guess.’

			‘Yes, Abigail.’ Gemma latched on to the topic and unlocked her phone. ‘Sorry, Sam, do you mind if I record this for the article?’

			‘Do you have to?’

			Gemma, finger poised on the screen, paused. ‘I – no, I definitely don’t have to. I can just take notes.’

			‘Your mate Jack didn’t want to be recorded either,’ Mattie said. ‘We ran into him.’

			‘What did he say?’

			‘Not much,’ Mattie said. ‘That he knew Abigail. And then he ran off.’

			‘Jack’s a stoner,’ Sam said matter-of-factly. ‘Would’ve been off his tits. Gets paranoid as shit when he’s high.’

			‘And are you high too? And paranoid as well? Is that why you’re also refusing to go on the record?’

			She noticed Gemma watching their exchange like a tennis spectator, her body vibrating with what was surely desperation to jump in and wrest back control of her interview.

			Mattie couldn’t help but enjoy her discomfort. The beer helped; it was going down well. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and the alcohol was making her feel pleasantly floaty.

			‘I don’t smoke weed,’ Sam said. ‘I mean, not often. But just like – it’d be fuckin’ weird to be quoted in some article. I don’t know. Journalists are always twistin’ shit, makin’ shit up. I don’t want to be a part of that.’

			Mattie raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

			‘I can assure you,’ Gemma said, ‘that I won’t do any of that. I value integrity above all else. Like I said to you before, Sam, I’m just concerned with getting to the bottom of this mystery. You did say that you want to help and that you’re happy to contribute to the story.’

			‘Yeah,’ he said, somewhat begrudgingly and with another sidelong look at Mattie. ‘But I don’t wanna be recorded.’

			Gemma finally removed her finger from her phone. She smiled pleasantly. ‘That’s perfectly fine. I’ll just take notes. As agreed, I’ll also refer to you by a different name.’

			‘You’re very evasive,’ Mattie told Sam.

			‘Yeah, nah. It’s not like that. S’just – s’quiet here. You don’t want to be bringing shit to your front door, y’know? It’s a fucked story to get pulled into.’

			Mattie took another drink. She wished people would stop referring to her life as a story.

			‘So,’ said Gemma, ‘shall we start with why you reached out to me. What prompted you to send your first email? Did the thought occur right after you read my article or later on?’

			He wiped at the condensation on his glass with a thumb. ‘I didn’t read your article – I mean, uh, I skimmed it. Before I contacted you. It was kinda long, though.’

			Mattie snorted quietly into her beer.

			‘Right,’ Gemma said. ‘Well. That’s okay.’

			‘I kinda knew everythin’ that was in it anyway. It was mostly rehashing old shit, right?’

			‘There was some context, yes,’ Gemma said, ‘then I broke the news about the missing Andrew daughter.’

			‘Yeah, nah, yeah, I know. I think I saw the stuff about the sister somewhere else first, though. So for me, lookin’ at your article, it was like, I know all this shit already, right? But yeah, I knew you’d been the one to write it first, so that’s why I reached out to you. I figured you musta talked to Matilda before you wrote the story, and that maybe you could link us up.’ He shot a sideways look at Mattie and offered a smile.

			She didn’t return it.

			‘Let’s back up a bit,’ Gemma said, ‘to before you reached out to me. Before you, ah, skimmed my article. What was the trigger to go searching?’

			‘Right. So, it was all over the news, I guess, that there was this missin’ sister. And, like, everyone was going mental about it – we were all talking about how wild it was.’

			‘You and your friends?’ Gemma clarified.

			‘Uh, kinda. More like online shit. The true crime thing, it’s kinda cool, right? Like it’s wild, right? So, online – there’s groups and whatever. You know, on Reddit, Discord, Facebook and all that. You can talk about true crime – and I’ve always been like, that shit is interesting. And in Australia, we don’t have much of it, right? I mean, we got crime, but the interesting stuff happens overseas most of the time.’

			‘So, Australia’s crime isn’t interesting enough for you,’ Mattie repeated. She eyed her now-empty pint glass, wishing for more. She had a feeling she might need it to get through this.

			‘Nah, I mean, we got the backpacker stuff that went down. But your story was next level. Everyone was like, that kinda stuff doesn’t happen here, right?’

			‘So, what you’re saying –’ Gemma was trying to bring it back to her question ‘– is that you were familiar with the Andrew case before the news of the second sister broke?’

			‘Yeah. Isn’t everyone?’

			Mattie felt her lips pull into a scowl. Isn’t everyone? Didn’t every-fucking-one know what had happened to her? The floaty feeling from the beer was rapidly fading.

			‘And so when the media started talking about it again …?’ Gemma prompted.

			‘Oh yeah, it was all in the news, then the police were talkin’ about it. And everyone online was like, So where’s this sister, right? It’s fucking weird.’ He directed this at Mattie, leaning in slightly as if he expected her to agree with him and offer her own perspective. She stared blankly at him, and he pulled back. ‘Uh,’ he said, then his eyes flickered to her empty glass. ‘Hold up, let me get you another drink.’ His own was still half full.

			‘That’s really not necessary –’ Gemma started.

			‘Okay,’ Mattie said.

			Sam jumped to his feet. He looked to Gemma. ‘White wine?’

			Gemma hadn’t taken a single sip. She opened her mouth, most likely to say she was fine, but he was off to the bar. She tapped at the table with a perfectly rounded, shiny fingernail. ‘You’re drinking very fast,’ she told Mattie.

			‘I’m not the one on the clock. I don’t need to stay sober.’

			‘I’m trying to conduct an interview.’

			‘You’re the one who invited me along.’ Mattie shrugged.

			Gemma exhaled noisily.

			‘He’s weird,’ Mattie said, ‘right?’

			Gemma stopped drumming her fingernails. ‘You think everyone is weird.’

			Mattie said nothing. Gemma wasn’t wrong.

			Sam returned with a pint of beer and a glass of white wine. He placed the wine alongside Gemma’s already full glass, and she murmured her thanks with a tight smile and took a sip, nodding appreciatively.

			Mattie inclined her head in wordless acknowledgement as Sam put down her pint.

			‘So,’ Gemma said, the second he settled into his seat, ‘you were saying about seeing the news?’

			‘Uh, yeah. Right. The news.’ He bobbed his head. ‘They started postin’ photos of you.’ He pointed to Mattie. ‘Shots of you at the police station and all that. And when I saw the photos, I was like, Holy fuck, she looks just like that chick I know!’ He grinned triumphantly at Mattie.

			She took a large gulp of her beer.

			‘Okay,’ said Gemma, ‘so the photos of Miss Andrew prompted you to contact me. You immediately thought of Abigail when you saw them …?’

			‘Yeah.’ Sam nodded. ‘Straight away. They look really similar.’

			‘But why now?’ Mattie said. ‘Why did you just suddenly realise that “Abigail” looks like me?’

			‘I mean, there’s not many pictures of you out there. There’s practically nothing, ’cause you were so young when it happened. There’s those pics of you at eighteen, I guess, but like, nothin’ current about you online, especially not photos.’

			‘But people look alike all the time,’ Mattie pointed out. ‘What made you so certain?’

			‘Uh, I dunno.’ Sam rubbed at his hair. ‘I dunno.’ He shrugged helplessly.

			Gemma jumped in. ‘I think what she’s asking is was there anything else besides how similar they looked that led you to believe your friend could be the missing Andrew sister? What about Abigail’s history? Did she grow up here with you? And her parents – you said they moved away recently, but did you meet them prior to that? What did they … seem like?’

			‘I think what she’s asking,’ Mattie mimicked Gemma, ‘is did they seem like kidnappers to you?’

			Gemma cut a glance at her. ‘No one is saying that. Let me be perfectly clear – no allegations of kidnapping a child are being made right now.’

			‘Allegations,’ Sam repeated. ‘Is that a police thing? Are the cops involved in this?’

			‘I think we’re getting distracted.’ As Gemma said ‘we’, her eyes flickered to Mattie.

			Mattie smiled at her and took another drink.

			‘Maybe just focus on the questions I asked,’ Gemma finished.

			‘Uh, right. What were they again?’

			She kept her cool. ‘About whether there was anything else that made you think Abigail might be the missing Andrew sister. Anything in her history or her past.’

			‘Yeah, right.’ Sam shifted in his seat. He took a drink. ‘Look, I’ll be honest, this is feeling a bit full-on. We’re at a pub. I thought this would be more casual, you know? Just us all shootin’ the shit. That kind of deal. This is like … like you guys are interviewing me.’

			‘Sorry if it’s coming across that way,’ Gemma said. ‘I’m just trying –’

			‘Like,’ he interrupted as he sat back, folding his arms across his chest, ‘it’s making me not want to talk anymore.’ He levelled a defiant glare at Gemma.

			As much as Mattie would have loved Emo Teen Gemma to put Sam in his place, she had to give Professional Gemma some respect for keeping her tone light and pleasant. ‘Is there anything I can do that would put you more at ease?’

			‘I dunno, just … back off, I guess.’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘Maybe we can play pool?’

			Gemma took a few seconds, then she said, ‘Of course. Not a problem. Let’s play a game of pool, right?’ She looked at Mattie, who said nothing.

			Sam grinned and got to his feet. He picked up his half-finished pint.

			‘If you set up, we’ll be right over,’ Gemma said, smiling at him.

			He looked between them, then backed up and headed over to a pool table.

			Absently, Gemma took a sip of wine.

			Mattie arched an eyebrow. ‘We’re playing pool now?’

			‘I’m building rapport. It’s important, remember?’

			‘He’s weird.’

			Gemma didn’t say anything this time. She held her wineglass and studied Sam from across the room.

			Mattie sat forward. ‘Look, you know I haven’t liked anything about this. But there is something fucking weird going on – even you can see that, right?’ She was trying to be genuine again; appealing, once more, to the Gemma she had glimpsed in the car.

			The journalist took another sip. She swallowed.

			Mattie waited.

			‘Are you coming?’ Gemma said, then headed off to the pool table.

			Mattie had another gulp of her drink. Then another. Staring at the table, she traced the rings of condensation with her eyes before she dragged a finger through the cold water. She felt off. Five things she could see: water, a tabletop, beer, wine, her fingernails.

			She thought about leaving Gemma to coax answers out of Sam, leaving him to keep stringing her along. Leaving him to keep lying.

			But was he lying? There was the photo of the girl who looked like Mattie, so much like Mattie. Was that what this was about? Was he looking at her and seeing Abigail, and that was why it felt weird? Maybe they had a history. A rejection somewhere along the line, with Abigail shooting down Sam. Mattie would’ve been proud of her for that – Abigail could do better. Abigail, Tessa, whoever, could do better than Sam.

			But maybe that was what Mattie was being dragged into – a random man’s fantasy. If I can’t have her, I’ll have the next best thing, her clone, her replica. Gross. Sam was fucking gross, Mattie decided. She should leave.

			She turned in her chair to look over at Sam. He was scraping chalk on the end of a pool cue and staring at her.

			Mattie should leave. But Abigail was shaping into a person in her brain, beyond Jack’s dismissive ‘not a slut’. Abigail was strong and smart, Mattie decided, and independent; she knew her worth and wasn’t going to settle for anyone. She was what Mattie had hoped Tessa would be, looking like Mattie but being everything she wasn’t.

			Stories – always telling herself stories. A new one now: Tessa was taken off the streets and whisked to this town, her name was changed to Abigail, and she grew up to be tough as nails, laidback but feisty. When she looked in the mirror, she sometimes wondered why her own face seemed so familiar, almost comforting.

			Mattie’s chest tightened. That was a nice, safe story she could hold on to – if she walked out of the pub and didn’t listen to another word from Sam’s mouth.

			She drained the last of her pint. Gemma had left her full wineglass on the table; Mattie decided not to let it go to waste. She picked it up and then walked across the room towards Sam and Gemma.

		


		
			Twenty-two

			Gemma turned out to be terrible at pool – or she was faking it to stroke Sam’s ego and relax him further. He played with the cocky confidence of a young man and only about seventy per cent of the skills to back this up, which was fine, because Mattie, like Gemma, wasn’t putting up too much of a fight. She’d never really played pool before because she’d never really hung out in pubs before; she knew enough to get by and to avoid Sam’s long-winded explanation of the game, cutting him off and saying, ‘It’s fine, I’ve got it.’

			The pub was getting even more packed, the noise escalating, and Mattie felt the pressure of it in her ears. She drank another beer, because that helped, and because it was free from Sam, her new benefactor.

			Within minutes of the game starting, Gemma got stuck into more questions. ‘So, back to Abigail’s parents …?’

			‘Yeah, right. I didn’t really see them. I didn’t really meet them.’

			‘Did she ever tell you about them?’

			‘Sure. We all complained about our parents. That kind of shit.’

			‘What did she complain about? Were her parents overly protective, maybe?’

			‘Huh? Your turn –’ he directed this at Mattie ‘– here, I can point out which would be easiest to aim for –’

			She took the cue, lined up a shot, as Sam gave her pointers she ignored. The shot was terrible.

			Gemma sidled close to Sam again. ‘Do you know if Abigail said she was adopted?’

			‘Uh. I can’t really remember.’

			‘Did she grow up here? Do you know the earliest memory people have of Abigail being around?’

			‘Shit, man, I don’t know that. Hey, Mattie, you want another beer?’

			She did want one.

			Gemma typed notes on her phone as Sam went to get a pint. When he returned with it, Gemma ducked to the toilet.

			He leaned in close to Mattie. ‘You know, you seem kinda normal. You’re not, like, totally psycho. You’re kinda chill.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘Uh, just, you know. After the shit you went through. It must’ve been seriously fucked being in that basement, yeah?’

			‘Right.’

			‘I’m not – you don’t have to talk about it. But it’s fucking wild, right? Your dad putting you in a basement and killing your mum and everything.’

			‘What?’

			Gemma returned, asked if everything was okay, and Sam just told her it was her turn. The pool cue passed hands.

			Mattie drank more beer. The sky darkened. The cue was pressed into her hand next.

			Gemma stepped nearer to Sam. ‘I’ll shift focus from Abigail’s background. What was she like?’

			‘Uh, she was pretty cool, I guess?’

			‘Pretty cool?’

			‘Yeah. Chill and that. I dunno, man. Just a normal chick?’

			Normal, Mattie thought, and repeated it in her mind: normal, normal, normal. Abigail, the normal woman. Tessa, the normal woman.

			Someone took the cue from her. She’d lost track of whose turn it was.

			Gemma was suddenly next to her. ‘Are you all right? You seem a bit …’

			‘Normal. Do you think Tessa drank? Do you think she was normal?’

			‘What?’

			‘Abigail. I meant Abigail. Normal Abigail. Normy Abi.’

			‘I think this interview is a bust, and that we should go home.’

			Sam reappeared, passed the cue to Gemma and smiled. She didn’t return the smile. She went to the table to take her shot.

			Sam ducked his head close to Mattie’s ear. ‘Man, she’s kinda uptight, right?’

			‘Tessa’s uptight?’

			‘What? Who?’

			‘No, Abigail. Normy Abi.’

			‘I dunno what you’re talking about. I meant your mate. She’s uptight.’

			‘She’s not a mate. She’s a journalist.’

			‘Yeah, whatever. I didn’t even want to talk to her. I just wanted to talk to you.’

			‘About Tessa?’

			‘What?’

			‘Abigail. Fuck. Abigail, Abigail, Abigail.’

			‘Shut up for a second, I want to say somethin’. You sorta vanished after everything went public. You’re a mystery. I wanted to see you. I tried reaching out before – did you get my other messages?’

			‘What?’

			Gemma reappeared. She asked if everything was okay. Held the cue out to Mattie, her turn. Mattie fumbled with it. Her fingers were feeling large, unwieldy; she was feeling large, unwieldly. She tried to take a shot, missed every ball. Told them she needed the toilet.

			There were an awful lot of people in the pub now. What night was it? Saturday, Mattie remembered; Saturday night, and the crowd was loud and thick. She was drinking. She didn’t normally – that was probably why she felt like this. And she hadn’t eaten enough today. That was silly. It was free, after all; she should’ve been eating all the free food. She felt a bit sick. No, she didn’t want free food. She didn’t want any food. She wanted to lie down. She went to the toilet. The world spun. She felt sicker. She shouldn’t have stayed at the pub. Sam had nothing to offer. Chasing stories. Made-up stories.

			Mattie got to her feet. Swayed. Flushed. Washed her hands. Her lips felt tingly. Her tongue felt thick. Her head, thicker. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Tessa as a toddler, then the girl in the photo. Tessa, Abigail. Tessa, Abigail. Tessabigail. Mattie’s eyes prickled. Her chest ached. This was a mistake. She needed to leave.

			She exited the bathroom.

			Sam was there, waiting. ‘Hey, want to go for a smoke?’

			‘I don’t smoke,’ she said, but he was taking her arm and pulling her towards the exit. She went because her mind was groggy and her limbs felt heavy, and with Sam leading her, she could focus on staying upright, use him to steady herself.

			It was fairly dark, the sun almost set, and Sam led her a short way down from the pub, stopped and released her arm. They were alongside a building. She leaned her shoulder against the brick wall, watching as he pulled out a packet of cigarettes then a lighter. Everything looked hazy. He lit a cigarette, and Mattie inhaled and thought of Vi and wished she was back home.

			‘Did Abigail smoke?’ she slurred. The effect of the alcohol in her bloodstream was not tapering off with the cold air; it almost seemed to be thickening, clogging her up.

			‘Huh?’

			‘Did she smoke?’

			Sam looked confused.

			Mattie tried to focus on his face. She felt drunker with each passing moment. ‘Do you think she’s my sister? Really?’

			He laughed unexpectedly. ‘Oh man. I mean, come on.’

			There was something happening in Mattie’s stomach. Listen to your gut. She tried to focus on Sam again, on her gut, on everything, but it was getting harder. Listen to your gut. Something was wrong. She closed her eyes, opened them. ‘I … huh?’

			‘S’okay, Matilda.’ He shifted closer. Why was he always doing that? ‘Let’s just be real with each other, yeah? You can tell me.’

			‘What?’

			‘There’s no sister, right? Not anymore. She’s dead, yeah? That’s what everyone online reckons. I reckon it was your dad, though. Don’t worry, I’m not one of those fuckwits who thinks you did it.’

			The world was still spinning lazy circles around her. ‘What?’ Why couldn’t she think straight? She didn’t think she’d drunk that much – not enough to feel this way.

			There were footsteps, loud voices, laughter: the arrival of a group. Sam turned away from her to greet other young men. She blinked sluggishly. Four faces, one familiar. Jake? Jace? No, that wasn’t right.

			I know you, she tried to say. What came out was not words.

			Conversation floated around her, the men’s voices. She struggled to keep up. She had begun to slide down the wall.

			‘Sammy boy, you heading back in?’

			‘Nah, man, not just yet – got, you know –’

			‘Oh, what the shit? Who is that?’

			‘Dude, she is fucked.’

			‘Nah, she’s right. It’s fine, man, it’s all good. I got it.’

			‘Is that the crime chick?’

			‘Jesus, Sammy, what the fuck are you doing?’

			‘Sammy thinks he’s gonna crack the case.’

			‘Ay, fuck off. I don’t think shit.’

			‘You and your fucking online groups, man.’

			‘Fuck off, cunt.’

			‘Nah, man, whatever gets you off. You have your fun.’

			‘She’s not gonna tell you shit like that, though.’

			‘Doesn’t have to. I know it all anyway. She’s basically confirmed it. Yo, Jack, man, can you take a photo of us?’

			I know you, Mattie tried to say again. Nothing came out. Her legs felt numb.

			‘Fuck’s sake. Yeah, I’ll take a fucking photo. By the way, you owe me one for today.’

			Sam’s hands around her waist, pulling her tight to his body. A flash of light across her eyes. She thought she might be sick.

			‘Yeah, sure, whatever man. Thanks for having my back.’

			‘If fucking cops start –’

			‘Calm the fuck down. Jesus. No one’s getting them involved. The journalist is just a prissy cunt chasing a story. I’ll ’fess up that I faked the photo and profile, then she’ll fuck off. It’s not a crime to use Photoshop to fuck around with journos, man. People do it all the time.’

			‘Whatever, I’m just saying –’

			‘I fuckin’ hear you, okay? Jesus Christ. Gimme my phone back. Can you guys just fuck off now?’

			‘All right, calm down, bro. We’ll leave you to your fun.’

			‘Sam, man, she’s pretty fucked – don’t do anything stupid, okay?’

			‘I said, fuck off, yeah?’

			‘Yeah, yeah. Okay. Whatever, man. I tried.’

			Footsteps. Movement. The drifting fade of voices.

			Mattie’s legs gave out. She sank to the ground, her stomach churning. Listen to your gut. Something wasn’t right. Eyes blinking slower and slower.

			‘Come on, stand up.’ Large hands on her upper arms. Hauled upright. Pushed against the wall. ‘Shit, you’re heavier than I thought. Hey, listen, wanna come back to mine? We’ll talk more there.’

			No. It came out as a groan.

			‘You can tell me everything there. I can take it. I can take the shit about your dad.’ Sam’s face was close. Blurred. Sliding in and out of focus. She could smell his sour breath, feel the heat of it across her cheeks.

			Five things, she thought distantly. That was something. She couldn’t remember what it was. To ground her? She was floating above her body; she needed to be grounded.

			‘He fucked you, right?’ A whisper, conspiratorial. ‘I know the cops said he didn’t, but they’re a bunch of lying fucks – probably just wanted to save their own arses by saying that. But you can tell me. I bet it’s made you all sorts of fucked up too.’

			Fuck off, Mattie wanted to say, but another groan came out.

			And then –

			‘Hey. Hey! What are you doing? What’s going on?’

			Mattie recognised that voice.

			‘What?’ The breath receded from her cheeks; the hands remained on her arms. ‘What do you want?’

			‘What do you mean? You both just vanished. What’s going on?’

			‘Nothing. It’s fine. Matilda wanted to shoot the shit somewhere else. We’re just going home.’

			‘Matilda doesn’t “shoot the shit” with people. Hey … are you okay?’ A pause. ‘She doesn’t look okay.’

			‘Can you fucking chill out? Listen, the interview is over. You can go away now.’

			‘I’m not going anywhere without her.’

			‘Are you her fucking mum? She wants to come with me.’

			‘Do you want to go with him? Are you okay?’

			No, Mattie tried to say. Another groan came out instead.

			‘What’s wrong with her?’

			‘She’s a bit fucked. It’s not a big deal. Fucking relax. She drank too much.’

			‘I’ve been with you all night. I know how much she drank. She didn’t drink enough to make her this wasted.’

			‘Some chicks can’t handle their alcohol. Listen –’

			‘No, you listen. You’re going to let go of her right now, and you’re going to leave, or I’m calling the police.’

			‘Seriously, and tell them what? I’m not doing anything.’

			‘You spiked her drink.’

			‘I fucking didn’t. Shut the fuck up.’

			‘The police can test for that sort of thing. There’s testing kits now –’

			A hand let go of one arm. Then the other. Mattie went to the ground. She lifted her head. Saw two figures above her. One, tall, broad. Squaring off. The other smaller. Slight. Standing with shoulders back.

			‘I did your stupid interview. Now fuck off.’

			‘No. You fuck off. Or I’m going to start screaming.’

			‘What –?’

			The slight figure screamed loudly. ‘Help! Help!’

			The bigger figure flinched, hands coming up almost in surrender.

			‘Help! Help! Help! This man is trying to –’

			‘Are you fucking serious?! Shut the fuck up!’

			The screaming stopped. ‘I’ll shut up when you get away from us.’

			‘You’re fucking insane.’

			‘And you’re a creep.’

			A silence.

			‘Bitch.’ The broad figure shouldered the slight figure aside.

			The slight figure buckled then straightened, shoulders back.

			The broad figure started to walk away then turned. Shouted down the road, ‘Stuck-up cunt!’

			The slight figure shook her head. ‘As if I haven’t heard that before.’ Then, kneeling in front of Mattie. Face close. Always such pristine makeup. Always such perfect hair. ‘Can you stand? Do you need me to help you up?’

			I can stand, Mattie tried to say – this time nothing came out at all, and nor, it turned out, could she stand without assistance. She leaned heavily on the slender figure beside her.

			She wanted to tell Gemma that the woman was surprisingly strong. And that Mattie wanted to go home. Her stomach flipped and swirled with every step. Listen to your gut. What was it trying to say?

			Oh.

			Mattie leaned forward and vomited on Gemma’s shoes.

		


		
			Twenty-three

			Gemma waited until almost noon the next day before she knocked, opened the door and stepped inside, again asking superfluously, ‘Can I come in?’

			Mattie found it hard to be annoyed at her. She found it hard to be much of anything, really, her stomach hollowed from throwing up, only just now settling. She was bone-tired, the kind that felt both mental and physical. But she’d been this tired before.

			She’d been this tired when she was a teenager, in a basement, trying to keep it together for her little sister. She’d been this tired, in that same basement, after two weeks had passed and said sister never returned. She’d learnt to function even when every part of her ached. So this morning she hadn’t wallowed, feeling sorry for herself, hadn’t let the pounding headache or the waves of nausea pin her to the bed, hadn’t allowed her fragmented memory of the night before – punctuated with black spots and the phantom press of hands on her arms – to overwhelm her. She got herself to the ensuite, showered, threw up, showered again. She dressed and ignored the sinking feeling in her stomach – He fucked you, right? – and swallowed the scream of rage and hurt – I reckon it was your dad, though – and methodically repacked Vi’s suitcase – I bet it’s made you all sorts of fucked up too.

			Once everything was taken care of, Mattie sat on the edge of the mattress and allowed herself to break down – briefly. A minute, that was all she needed to rip the stitches that held the parts of her together, until her body felt like it was falling apart, arms, legs, head, torso, everything tearing asunder. She was lost to time and to memory and to emotions – rage, hurt, shame, disgust. After the minute had passed, she clawed her way to the surface, gasped, and pulled herself back together. Five, four, three, two, one. Counting senses, coming to her senses.

			Dr Jo had said she compartmentalised things and didn’t deal with them. Of course she fucking did. If she let herself feel everything, she’d never function. She had to snatch moments of overwhelm in between getting herself up, getting on with it, one step after another.

			She was glad that Gemma hadn’t barged in earlier and had given her space and time to pull herself together, even though she would have heard Mattie moving around, showering, probably even throwing up.

			The journalist, as immaculate as ever, had eschewed her usual business-casual clothing for full-length black tights, a black crop top, white socks and sneakers emblazoned with the Nike logo. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she wore the kind of natural makeup designed to look as if she wasn’t wearing any, as if her eyelashes were just naturally that curled and long.

			She was holding two glasses of water and extended one as she walked over to where Mattie sat on the bed. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Mattie took the glass. ‘Fine.’

			Gemma perched on the edge of the mattress. Her expression was serious. She took a deep breath and said, ‘So … I’m pretty sure he spiked your drink.’

			Mattie shrugged. ‘Probably.’

			The woman seemed thrown by that flippant response, but she recovered quickly. ‘We should report it to the police this morning, before we leave. The pub might have CCTV, some footage of him doing it.’

			‘Unlikely.’

			‘Still. Still, we could try.’

			Mattie sighed. ‘What’s the point? There won’t be footage. He’ll deny it. Waste of time.’

			Gemma frowned. ‘If he’d managed to take you back to his place, the state you were in …’ She left one of her delicate pauses. ‘He needs to be held accountable.’

			‘Because the justice system is notorious for holding sexual predators accountable and being stacked in the victim’s favour, right?’

			Gemma shook her head. ‘That doesn’t mean … If everyone had that attitude, then no one would ever be held responsible for their actions, and what kind of a world would that be?’

			‘Not much different to the one it is now.’

			‘This was premeditated. I’ve been thinking … he obviously lied from the get-go just to get us – you – here.’

			‘Sounds about right.’ Mattie inclined her head and searched her foggy memory for more snatches of Sam’s words. ‘I think I remember him saying the pic was Photoshop.’

			‘Which explains why it looks so much like you! He probably just used your face to do it! God. And then he was so insistent that you had to be here.’

			Didn’t you get my messages? Mattie felt a frisson of discomfort down her spine. She wondered where those messages had gone. Had Sam guessed her address and spammed some poor innocent other Matilda Andrew with creepy emails? Had he approached the police? Or –

			Yvonne and Milton had never mentioned receiving any unnerving correspondence, but then, maybe they wouldn’t. Mattie envisioned Yvonne receiving unsolicited messages, acting as the intercept between her and the public, filtering the shit, the awfulness.

			Gemma was quietly fuming beside her. ‘All of it, everything, his emails and the photo and – even the Facebook page! Does Abigail even exist?’

			‘Probably not,’ Mattie said.

			‘But that guy –’

			The name came then – the one that had eluded Mattie the night before. ‘Jack,’ she said. ‘He’s Sam’s friend. He was covering for his mate.’

			Gemma looked faintly horrified. ‘This is all sick. It’s sick and elaborate, and for what? To get you here and –’

			‘Fuck me, I guess.’

			Gemma flinched.

			‘He’s a true crime buff.’ Mattie shrugged. ‘Probably screwing the star of a case would get him clout with his true crime mates.’

			‘That’s disgusting. He’s disgusting. We need to report him. Who knows what else he’s capable of doing to other people, other women!’ She met Mattie’s gaze. Her eyes were sparking with rage. ‘Aren’t you angry? Don’t you want to see him punished?’

			Mattie wanted to laugh. Was she angry? Yes, all the time. Not just at Sam. Not just at sexual predators preying on women in bars. At everyone; at everything. Mattie had long since resigned herself to the fact that very rarely did that anger lead to someone being punished; mostly all it did was make her tired. Like she was right now.

			She studied the passion in Gemma’s face and guessed that the journalist wouldn’t get any of this. So Mattie shrugged and took a sip of water instead.

			Gemma made a noise of frustration and threw both hands in the air. With the motion, the mask was also, finally, tossed to one side. ‘I just don’t – understand! I don’t understand you. You’re so … I don’t know. “Frustrating” isn’t the word, but something like that! You just sit there and – and do nothing. And say nothing. Or, if you do say something, five seconds later you’re back to being a bitch like nothing happened. So I try to keep it professional … and that pisses you off even more! You don’t seem to care about anything or anyone! And it’s not just this whole thing with Sam – it’s your attitude towards your own sister! I thought – I thought you would be grateful. For me, for what I’ve been trying to do. I thought you would see me bringing your sister to light as good, as helpful. I thought you would want to help, that you’d even be happy to get attention put back on your case. To have someone championing you.’

			Mattie studied her. ‘Wanted to be my hero, did you? My saviour?’

			‘It’s not like that,’ Gemma shot back. ‘I was trying to get you justice.’

			‘You were trying to get your name in the papers.’

			‘Does that matter? It was quid pro quo – you get something, I get something. No one else was trying to get the word out there. I wanted to give you and your sister a voice.’

			‘But did we ask?’

			‘What?’

			‘Did we ask?’ Mattie repeated, louder. ‘Did I ask for you to be my champion? Did Tessa ask for you to be her voice?’

			‘Well, no,’ Gemma admitted. Then, ‘But I still don’t understand.’

			Mattie realised that Gemma truly didn’t. Gemma, who’d dressed up like a journalist at age eight, believed in the integrity of the media and in all the stories she’d absorbed since she was a little girl about reporters who broke news that changed the world, exposed corruption and brought villains to justice.

			Mattie was sure that did happen; she was sure that the media’s powers could be wielded for good. But for every article that spoke the truth, another danced along the edge of lies and salaciousness. For every article that spoke of how ‘brave’ Mattie had been to survive, another implied her dad had molested her while her mum had let it happen. For every article that stuck to the facts about Tessa and appealed for information, another implied she was dead. Good or bad, each article carved out another part of Mattie and displayed it to the world.

			Gemma was almost vibrating with intensity.

			Mattie thought about not saying anything. Why bother to try and explain? But then the hazy memories of a slight figure, shoulders back, confronting a man taller than her, refusing to leave Mattie, drifted to the front of her mind. Emo Teen Gemma had been screaming to get Sam to leave. Mattie liked that version of Gemma.

			It was for her that Mattie said, ‘You’re putting me and my life out there for random people to speculate about – people like Sam, who read all those articles then think they know me or what happened to me. They talk like they were there. It makes them feel entitled to me. And it makes me seem like … I’m just a story on the internet. I’m not a real person.’

			Gemma was silent for a moment. ‘I didn’t think about it like that.’

			‘No,’ Mattie said. ‘You wouldn’t.’

			‘But that doesn’t explain why you never told the police about your sister.’ Gemma looked Mattie in the eye. ‘Or why you’ve been throwing obstacles in my way while I’ve been trying to solve this.’

			Mattie exhaled. ‘It’s not your place to solve anything.’

			‘Okay, fine. But that doesn’t change my question about Tessa. And look – I swear, I’m not trying to interview you right now. I’m not trying to find a scoop or a quote or something. I’m just talking to you. Off the record. I’m just trying …’ A bite to her lip. Those nervous habits again. God, Mattie hated when Gemma did that, hated that they endeared her to Mattie in some way. ‘To be honest, I’m just trying to convince myself that you didn’t have something to do with your sister’s disappearance. You don’t make it easy to believe you’re innocent.’

			‘Because I’m not,’ Mattie said.

			Gemma’s hands fluttered and moved to her pocket like they were making for her phone, before she stilled.

			Mattie rolled her eyes. So much for endearment. ‘Calm down. That’s not what I meant. Nice to see how quickly “off the record” went out the window, though.’

			‘I wasn’t …’ Gemma seemed to give up. ‘Okay, sorry. But that was a cruel prank.’

			Mattie grimaced and looked away. ‘It’s not a … I mean, it’s not wholly a prank. I’m not innocent. I was the one who lifted Tessa out of the window. I boosted her up because she wouldn’t stop crying, and I pushed her right outside, then she never came back. That means whatever happened to Tessa is on me. And I spent so long in that basement, thinking about that, of all the awful shit that could have been done to her. I obsessed about it. I barely slept or drank. And then I had to decide just to … find a way to exist with it, or else I’d fucking drown in it. So I – I don’t know. I made up my own versions of what happened, and I told them to myself until … until she sort of became a story too.’

			Mattie paused. She wondered how much of what she was saying would end up in an article somewhere, someday. Why did she keep giving Gemma these pieces of herself? Maybe she was trying to show her human idiosyncrasies too, to prove she was more than a story.

			‘You don’t understand what it was like down there. The mental gymnastics I had to do to get through it all. And afterwards – it all … it all just seemed … not real. Sometimes.’

			A beat.

			‘She didn’t seem real,’ Mattie admitted, closing her eyes briefly.

			Over the years, it had sometimes been easy to convince herself that she had dreamt Tessa. There had been, after all, no sign of a toddler in the house: no photos, no toys, no clothes. And when the police never questioned her about her missing sister, Mattie wondered – had she, driven mad by loneliness, conjured the perfect little sister to keep her company? That’s when she’d started to edit Tessa out; best to strip Tessa from the memories just in case she was a figment of Mattie’s own psyche. Didn’t want to be seen as delusional atop everything else. She’d boxed Tessa up, tucked her away, like she was an imaginary friend she’d had as a child, even as her own palm tingled where she could still feel the phantom press of Tessa’s hand. Even as she remembered every one of Tessa’s quirks and thought, I could never have imagined you.

			Mattie cut a glance at Gemma and saw the confusion in her journalist’s gaze. There was no way that Mattie could properly articulate how Tessa was both real and not real, a story she told herself and a flesh-and-blood sister. So she shrugged and sipped some water.

			‘But it wasn’t your idea to be trapped in the basement,’ Gemma said, after a moment. ‘Your mum and dad –’

			Mattie sighed, long and loud. She wished Gemma would stop perpetually referring to the Andrew Family Encyclopedia in her head. ‘Don’t, okay? I know what my mum and dad did. You don’t need to explain it to me.’

			‘I’m just saying that you shouldn’t be putting any blame on yourself,’ Gemma said. ‘You had no control over the situation.’ She leaned in, face earnest. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

			Mattie leaned in too. ‘Wow. Thank you so, so much. My PTSD is now cured. I never, ever would’ve thought of it that way until you spoke those incredibly powerful words.’

			Gemma leaned back. ‘Okay. You don’t have to be a bitch.’

			Mattie also pulled away. ‘Just pointing out that you telling me it’s not my fault isn’t going to magically undo deep-rooted trauma.’

			Gemma’s cheeks pinkened. ‘I know that. I just thought it would be good to hear that from someone else.’

			‘Yes. Fantastic to hear it from a journalist with three articles under her belt. Definitely holds more weight than it did from the psych who told me that repeatedly.’

			‘Well. I mean, that’s good. At least. That you’re seeing a psych to work through it all.’

			‘Saw a psych,’ Mattie corrected. ‘I saw a psych as a teenager.’

			‘You don’t anymore?’

			‘Good psychs cost money. I don’t have money. You see the issue here?’

			‘But surely the … the government provides ongoing therapy, right?’ Gemma frowned. ‘Support and all that? Isn’t there a support service for victims?’

			‘You think the government just gives me money because my family was fucked up?’

			‘I didn’t say that. I said there must be support –’

			‘I’m sure there is. But I’m sure it’s much more helpful to people who can hold down jobs and have stability and who have enough money to fucking survive. Christ, don’t you get it? I’m just trying to get through the day half the time – working on myself would be a fucking luxury.’

			Gemma was quiet. She looked at the floor. ‘Right,’ she said quietly. ‘Sorry. I didn’t … I didn’t think about that.’

			They both sat in silence.

			Gemma drummed her fingers on her thigh. ‘I could write an article about that – the lack of support for victims. I think that’s a really good issue that could use some highlighting, and with a personal angle from yourself it could –’

			‘Gemma,’ Mattie groaned, ‘for the love of god.’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘No, you’re not.’

			‘I was just trying –’

			‘No, you weren’t.’

			Another silence.

			‘Listen,’ Gemma said finally, ‘I – I really do appreciate you opening up. I understand things better now.’

			Mattie looked at her and inclined her head to one side. She did not think Gemma understood very much at all. She thought Gemma had heard the words that Mattie had spoken but had not let them stand on their own, had instead tried to squeeze them into the narrative she already knew rather than letting them alter it or add nuance. ‘You’re still going to write an article, aren’t you? About what happened these past few days.’

			Gemma’s cheeks reddened. ‘I can keep you out of it.’

			Mattie laughed humourlessly. ‘How?’ Because Mattie was the story – was a story, to Gemma. In the end, Mattie remained Matilda Andrew, the girl whose father had trapped her in the basement.

			Gemma’s hands balled into fists. ‘Look, there are some things that you don’t understand about me either, okay? This goes two ways.’ She sounded cross. ‘You don’t get what it’s like to try and have a career! Especially not this type of career. Journalism is – is this impossible industry to crack into, particularly here in Australia, and it’s all about connections and who you know and where you did your cadetship, and you’re one of, like, a thousand other people just like you trying to land a job in the few media companies we have. And that’s just a job – any job – let alone one that’ll actually let you write something worthwhile.’

			Her voice was escalating.

			‘I tried so hard to – to look the part, to look the right way, to be perfect, only to find out that no one takes you seriously. So I read all the books about how to stand in order to project authority and how to speak and email in a way that makes you seem more masculine – and none of it does anything. No one will give me a chance or let me write anything meaty, and they keep just putting me on health and lifestyle or celebrity gossip. I even tried going freelance, and it turns out that’s harder, and the only thing that sells is pointless lists and puff pieces. Or they want you to dredge up the miserable parts of your life and write about how much it hurt you that time a guy grabbed your arse without your consent one night when you were out drinking. They don’t care about your opinions or your leads – they just want your trauma. I don’t want to have to write about my darkest moments for an article!’

			‘So you decided to write about mine instead?’

			‘Yes! No. I don’t know. This wasn’t planned – any of it! It wasn’t even –’ Gemma crossed her arms over her chest and looked like a petulant child. No, not a child: an Emo Teen. ‘I wasn’t even supposed to be chasing leads or interviewing people about your story, okay? An editor at The Fizz who I was pitching to just felt sorry for me because none of my pitches were landing, so she asked me to write a “refresh article” about your story – one of their podcasts was doing an episode based on the case, and they wanted an accompanying basic article. And I just – I just ran with it. I was desperate. I needed something.’

			Gemma rubbed her eyes.

			‘Then I tracked down your neighbour, and she told me about the little girl she saw. She said she’d told so many people – the police, podcasts, other media – and no one had done anything with it. And I just thought, screw it, I’ll do something with it. I thought, what if this is something? I had nothing to lose. But the only person who would be able to confirm anything was you, and so I tried your aunt and uncle, and they said no. I should’ve stopped there, I know that, but I just kept searching, and I found you and your workplace and – and, well. Then everything happened. My article was quoted everywhere, I was on podcasts and TV, and I thought, I’ve done it. I’ve cracked it. This is it.’

			Her words seemed to run out. She was almost breathless and looked miserable.

			Mattie knew she shouldn’t feel sorry for a pretty white woman complaining about how hard it was to be a pretty white woman. And yet, Mattie thought of all the parts of Gemma that, somewhere along the line, she’d internalised were undesirable in Australian society, and that she’d taken great pains to carve away or bury deep. An unpopular, know-it-all nerd in high school, she had decided the problem was with her and set about becoming perfect. Maybe in a reality somewhere else, teenage Mattie – spiky, unsocial – had done the same thing. Rather than think, Fuck them all, she had instead acquiesced to the expectations placed on her and become as palatable as she could.

			Was it this tenuous thread of connection that had repeatedly driven Mattie to open up, in her own way, to Gemma? Had she connected to the fellow outsider lurking inside the journalist that only emerged in private places when she still played the music she’d screamed to in her bedroom as a teenager?

			It was too deep, though. Mattie could see that now. Gemma was so committed to this dream life that she probably thought would one day make her feel accepted. If Mattie had been feeling generous, she might have let Gemma in on the secret that life usually didn’t work out that neatly. She wasn’t feeling particularly generous, though, even with the pathetically downhearted expression on Gemma’s face. And she doubted Gemma would’ve taken it on board anyway; she was too wrapped up in her own problems. They were not in the same realm as Mattie’s trauma, just like their teenager selves had both been outsiders but in vastly different circumstances. Mattie knew that pain was not comparable though, of course. It wasn’t a competition who could suffer the most, in the largest way, for the longest time. Everyone was just out there, struggling with their own shit.

			‘Anyway. Turns out it wasn’t my big break.’ Gemma’s shoulders slumped forward. ‘It wasn’t anything. Everyone just – moved on. The police did their statement, but then nothing happened, and everyone just …’

			‘Went to the next thing,’ Mattie supplied.

			‘Yes,’ Gemma exhaled. ‘I thought for sure the article would put me on the map. Mark me as this hard-hitting journalist who was capable of breaking the news. I thought I’d have places offering me jobs. But everyone forgot I was even the one who broke it. The Fizz looked at my new pitches and … shrugged them off. They weren’t interested unless it was something to do with you, a follow-up. So when Sam’s email came through … I just … jumped on it …’

			They sat side by side. Together physically but a million miles apart in every other way.

			Mattie felt foolish for ever thinking that she could breach the distance. That was what hope did to you: it made you vulnerable. Time to take that flamethrower to the weeds in her mind.

			As if in anticipation, her head pulsed, an ache lancing across her brain. She put a hand to her forehead and pressed. ‘I think I just want to go home now.’

			‘Yeah.’ Gemma sighed. ‘I don’t think I could afford another night here anyway. Are you going to be able to handle the drive, or do you feel too sick?’

			‘I’ll be fine,’ Mattie replied, then she realised. ‘Wait, you paid for this place?’

			‘I paid for everything,’ Gemma said, standing up. ‘You really think The Fizz were going to cover expenses for a freelance journalist to chase a random lead? I just said that to sound impressive and convince you to come.’

			Mattie stared up at her. ‘You really would do anything to succeed, wouldn’t you?’

			Gemma shrugged. ‘I want this,’ she said simply.

			‘I can’t figure out if you’re a completely awful person or just a slightly okay person.’

			‘I’m just a person,’ Gemma said, moving towards the door. ‘That’s all anyone is.’

			‘That’s a good line. You should use it in an article sometime.’

			Gemma rolled her eyes and made for the door.

			‘Gemma,’ Mattie said suddenly. ‘One more thing.’

			Gemma paused, turned back.

			‘On the record …’

			She perked up slightly.

			‘Don’t ever contact me,’ Mattie said, ‘again. Ever. I mean it.’

			Gemma deflated, then she gave a soft laugh. ‘Fair enough.’ She opened the door, slipping out and shutting it behind her.

		


		
			Twenty-four

			On the drive home, they exchanged no words and listened only to the radio, not Gemma’s playlist. Mattie realised that she had to make a decision. She could continue to wallow, as she had ever since Gemma crashed into her life. Or Mattie could put everything that had happened these past few weeks firmly behind her, pick herself up and keep pushing on.

			Dr Jo Prean would have told her that these weren’t her only two options. There was an option where she took time for herself to process everything: the ripping open of the poorly sutured wound that was Tessa’s disappearance, the loss of her job, the pseudo-connection with Gemma, the building up of her hopes by Sam, the destruction of them shortly thereafter, her drink being spiked, Sam’s hot breath on her face, Sam’s words in her ears, Sam’s intentions in the press of his hands to her arms, what might have happened if Gemma hadn’t been there –

			Mattie stopped herself. What might have happened hadn’t, and there was no point in going down that road.

			There was also no point indulging the echoes of Dr Jo in her head that cautioned against compartmentalisation. Take the time to sit and process? Self-care and healing? What kind of fucking world allowed people the breathing space to do that? No, Mattie didn’t have the time for some elaborate healing journey. What she actually needed to do was find another job, start paying her rent again and get her life back on track. Just like she’d done countless times before and just like she could – and inevitably would – do countless times again. Dr Jo would have pointed out that the fact Mattie had found herself doing this countless times meant it wasn’t really working in the long term. Mattie was – she tried to think of the childish analogy that Dr Jo would use – a hamster stuck in a wheel, cycling around but never getting anywhere. Well, Mattie was fine with being called a rodent: she’d been called worse.

			So she got back home and unpacked the suitcase. She sent out resumés and cover letters. She searched daily for jobs, deciding she would work anywhere that would bloody well have her. She even left small bowls of cooked chicken on her porch for the elusive cat. The animal was just looking for shelter, for some semblance of peace; Mattie could relate to that.

			The police reached out to her once, by phone, to say there’d been no updates. Vi’s drinking lessened. Their routine got back to normal.

			Mattie googled Gemma to see what she’d published, to give herself a heads up should another shitstorm be heading her way. She anticipated something along the lines of ‘Surviving daughter in Andrew case suffers another crushing blow!’ So she was surprised by the angle Gemma had taken.

			‘An obsessed creep’ – exposing the dark side of true crime after the Andrew case discovery

			BY GEMMA HANNICK – FREELANCE REPORTER

			If you’re reading this article, then you might be a little bit intrigued by true crime. You’re not alone – interest in true crime has exploded across mainstream media in recent years, with a new podcast delving into some long-forgotten cold case or a serial killer biopic seeming to pop up every day. But what happens when interest in true crime takes a sinister turn? The Fizz will expose a shocking side to this entertainment phenomenon, after our encounter with a shady figure that almost ended in tragedy.

			Perth, Western Australia, was recently rocked by news about the infamous case of the Andrew family, whose teenage daughter was trapped in their basement for over a year before she managed to escape. The Fizz uncovered evidence of a second, younger daughter, missing this entire time. The surviving daughter, Matilda Andrew, confirmed to police that she did have a younger sister who had disappeared during their time in the basement. This left the rest of us wondering: what happened to the youngest Andrew daughter?

			When The Fizz received an anonymous tip-off via email, we travelled to a coastal WA town to investigate the potential lead, with the blessing, full support and cooperation of Matilda Andrew.

			The email came from a local man who for legal reasons we cannot identify, so we’ll call him Dan. He said that he believed the younger Andrew daughter had found herself growing up in his local town, living under a different name. He even offered proof in the form of a photo.

			There were some red flags. Dan was evasive, and he insisted on speaking to someone close to the case who has asked to remain anonymous. The Fizz proceeded with caution and no small amount of scepticism. But we couldn’t help but feel a little hopeful – could it be that this mystery would be solved in the most uplifting of ways?

			Our source close to the case consented to accompanying us on our visit to Dan’s town. We met him at a local pub. Nothing about his appearance set off alarm bells: he was in his early twenties, with a blond mullet and relaxed clothing. But a predator can look like just about anyone. It can look like Randolph Andrew, and it can look like Dan.

			Dan avoided most of the questions The Fizz directed at him. He insisted on buying drinks for everyone. He paid particular attention to our source, asking her questions and trying repeatedly to get her on her own.

			Any woman reading this will now hear the alarm bells ringing. We’ve either been in this situation or witnessed it happen to a friend, a colleague or a stranger. The plying with alcohol, the attempted isolation – what The Fizz was witnessing was a predator in action. And his prey? Someone vulnerable. We were lucky enough to get our source to safety before the worst happened.

			The next day, she alleged that Dan had spiked her drink. She was seen by others at the bar being unsteady on her feet, slurring her words and unable to focus, despite not having had more than a few standard drinks. Dan denied the accusation, both on the night and the next day, when The Fizz emailed and phoned him for comment.

			But The Fizz knew there was more at play than a man targeting a woman. Because this was not just any woman: she was a victim, a survivor. And this wasn’t just any other night at the bar: it had been orchestrated by Dan through deception.

			The Fizz dug into his background and found that he belonged to a number of groups, chats and discussion boards across a variety of platforms – from Reddit to Discord to Facebook and more – all of which share an interest in true crime and a goal of helping to solve crimes and become experts in certain cases. Across these groups, there are people dedicated to truth and to justice. But Dan was not one of them. He was part of splinter groups whose true crime obsession is far more sinister. Dan’s particular fascination was the Andrew case. There is no clear reason why he was drawn to this case – what is clear is that he thought himself an expert.

			It’s likely that Dan believed he could get additional information from our source that he could then share with his online groups to gain accolades and respect. However, when it became unlikely that our source would offer anything, Dan’s motives seem to have taken a darker turn. The day after our meeting, he posted a photo of himself and our source across his accounts: ‘Guess who I got with the other night? [Redacted] She was totally hot for me!’ The Fizz has reported the post and many others like it. But it seems unlikely, given the Wild West nature of the internet, that much will be done. At the time of writing, Dan’s post was still live.

			We spoke to a former friend of Dan’s who chose to remain anonymous. Previously, this man had helped Dan in his ruse to lure us with the promise of a lead, playing along with him. But after The Fizz explained the depths of Dan’s depravity, the former friend decided he wanted no part in it. ‘If I’d known that’s what [Dan] was gonna do, there’s no way I would’ve lied to youse [sic] guys. Listen, I’d have stopped it, you know? If I’d been there, or whatever. Not all us guys here are like him. I hope your friend is okay.’

			The source described Dan as a ‘weirdo’. ‘He’s an obsessed creep. Can’t get chicks, so he spends all his time online.’ It’s a reductive take, but there may be some truth to Dan’s isolation sending him down a more sinister road. No doubt there are dark places on the internet always ready to welcome lonely souls with open arms.

			So what does this mean for our true crime obsession as a whole? It’s easy to see our casual consumption of podcasts and television shows as separate to these corners of the internet where things are taken too far into disturbing places – but doesn’t one feed into the other?

			Of course, there are people who tirelessly work in pursuit of truth and justice, and to amplify voices that might not otherwise be heard. Would we even know of the existence of the second Andrew daughter if it weren’t for our reporting on true crime, for example? And what about the justice brought to cold cases from investigative podcasts and documentaries?

			Perhaps it begins with interrogating our own motives and those behind the content that we consume. Are we doing this, listening to this, watching this because we want to learn, to be challenged, to change, to fight for justice – or just to be entertained?

			Mattie exhaled and shook her head. Gemma Hannick, professional bullshit artist. Or was it bullshit when Mattie was pretty sure the woman believed everything she spouted? Mattie supposed it could’ve been worse. So maybe Gemma had listened to her, at least enough to see her, if not as a real human, then as a more complex story than she’d realised.

			***

			A new week started, chugged along. Mattie interviewed for a barista position and, in a day or two, was offered the job. She hadn’t worked as a barista since her first job when she was eighteen. Sometime after that, someone – probably a well-intentioned Yvonne – had told Mattie she needed to get an office job, that it was more stable; obviously this hadn’t worked out for her. The barista position was casual, and the money was just enough to cover her rent and allow her to maybe eat sometimes, but it was something.

			Another week began. She worked her first shift, then her second and third, and it was hard, busy and tiring, but it was fine. The rest of the employees were younger than her by at least eight years, but this worked in her favour. None of them read The Fizz – one called it ‘boomer shit’ and another ‘feminism-lite’. If they knew who she was, they didn’t seem to care. Their apathy was Mattie’s saving grace. Even the circumstances of their lives seemed more aligned. Maybe it should have depressed her that she had a lot in common with an eighteen-year-old in terms of life achievements, but she didn’t really care. She’d found she was even starting to feel … positive about life. Insomuch as she ever did. She had a new job, she had money coming in, she had her granny flat, she had the normal Vi back.

			At night, she’d stopped telling herself stories about Tessa. She’d stopped thinking of Tessa at all. Mattie wasn’t sure if this was a good thing.

			It was as if having the possibility of Tessa in the real world presented to her and then cruelly ripped away had tarnished Tessa herself. The girl was no longer a source of comfort for Mattie; she was a missing person being investigated by the police, one who many people believed was dead, and the cold, stark facts meant that every thought of Tessa was accompanied by pain. Mattie didn’t have time for that, and so, she didn’t have time to think about Tessa. Not right now. Later, maybe.

			When? Dr Jo would have asked. When will you deal with this? And Mattie would’ve deadpanned something like, The same time I deal with everything else about The Dark Years, fully knowing – and Dr Jo also knowing – that she had no plans for that.

			Anyway. Everything was okay. Mattie was getting through this. Everything was fine.

			She even called Yvonne and Milton, although she wasn’t sure why she was reaching out; she thought it might be a reckless attempt to prove to herself and to the Dr Jo in her head and maybe the entire fucking world that she was going great. So great, in fact, that she was reaching out to her dad’s brother and his wife and mending that bridge, because she was clearly so fucking great that she was one hundred per cent ready to have them back in her life.

			They talked and talked. She rambled to Yvonne about Vi, and the garden and the dogs and the night cat that ate the food she left out. Yvonne spoke about her own garden, especially the roses, and Milton’s troubles with his knees.

			‘Well, being a barista is a new direction for you,’ Yvonne said when Mattie told her, ‘but maybe that’s just what you need!’

			Yvonne was happy for her, Milton was happy for her, and both were happy in their mundane suburban existence. The call lasted about ten minutes, and no one so much as breathed the name Tessa or mentioned that the last time Yvonne had called she’d been crying, that Mattie had hung up on her and that they hadn’t talked since. When they ended the call, Mattie finally understood that she’d inherited her tendency to sweep everything under the rug.

			Three weeks had passed since the trip with Gemma, and Mattie had breakfast with Vi, walked her dogs, fed the cat, worked her shifts, watched movies that weren’t Matilda, slept and didn’t sleep. Everything, she had decided, was A-okay.

			On the Wednesday of the fourth week, Mattie worked her shift and talked sparingly with her co-worker, an eighteen-year-old named Jill who had a shaved head, a septum piercing and arms adorned with tattoos. In her spare time, Jill volunteered at an animal rescue centre; she was working at the cafe to pay her rent while she trained to become a vet nurse. She lived out of home because her mother was an alcoholic and her father wasn’t on the scene. ‘Families – they suck, right?’ she said that Wednesday.

			Mattie nodded silently.

			‘Oh, yours too?’ Jill said with curiosity.

			Mattie realised that Jill didn’t have a clue who she was and almost burst out laughing. ‘Yeah, not as bad as yours, though,’ she said, deadpan.

			Jill nodded sagely in agreement, and the entire thing tickled Mattie so much that she felt buoyant for the rest of the day – the freeing lightness of being anonymous.

			At the end of the shift, she retrieved her backpack from the staffroom and took out her keys and phone. They weren’t supposed to have their phones on them when they were working, although the young manager didn’t seem to care. But Mattie, who had neither social media to scroll through nor friends who might message her, always kept hers tucked away. She looked at it now, and her brows drew together.

			There were missed calls from private numbers and five voicemail messages. There were two calls from Vi. Four from Yvonne.

			A shiver ran down Mattie’s spine. She held her phone, staring at the screen, and felt a sense of foreboding. She couldn’t explain it – but she looked, and somehow she just knew.

			She just fucking knew.

			So, she inhaled, exhaled – and then put her phone into her back pocket without opening a single voicemail message. She walked out of the cafe and headed to her car.

			Behind her, Jill locked up before walking to her own car, parked alongside Mattie’s. She waved. ‘See you on Friday, Mattie. Have a good night.’

			Mattie smiled back. She smiled big and wide and huge and as hard as she could. ‘I will,’ she said, too loudly, ‘and you too!’ Her voice boomed.

			Jill looked at her curiously then climbed into her car.

			Mattie smiled some more. She bared her teeth. She thought about how much smiling it would take to tear her face in half, stretch her muscles to capacity until they ripped and her face became a jagged, dripping Glasgow smile. There was so much tension, and she thought if she could just smile so hard it shredded her muscles, she might finally be able to relax.

			Her phone burned in her back pocket. She didn’t reach for it.

			She got in her car and put her hands on the wheel. Her phone pressed uncomfortably into her through her jeans. She wondered if it might snap into pieces.

			On the drive home, she kept the radio off and hummed the song at the conclusion of Matilda, ‘Send Me On My Way’ by Rusted Root, drumming her fingers in time. The tension was spreading throughout her body.

			Cars drove beside her, behind her, in front of her. She watched them. The tension bled into her fingers. She wondered what would happen if she jerked her steering wheel to the left, to the right. If she slammed her foot into the accelerator, the brake. She imagined the impact. Would the tension release then? Would she feel better then?

			Mattie worked her jaw back and forth. She wondered what would happen if she started screaming. Would the tension break then? She’d probably never fucking stop.

			She pulled up to Vi’s electronic gate, pressed the button on the remote. There was another car parked on the street in front of the house. A figure got out. The gate opened. Mattie went up the driveway and parked outside the garage, watching in the rear-view mirror as the figure followed her car through the open gate.

			Mattie got out of her car. She watched as Gemma Hannick made her way closer.

			Mattie wondered what it might feel like to punch Gemma in the face. The noise – the crunch – and the feel of her knuckles making contact with Gemma’s cheekbone, her eye, her mouth. Would Mattie be able to feel, briefly, how soft Gemma’s skin was? Or would the move be so quick, so violent, that all she would take note of was the force, the break, the splitting of skin, the slick of blood? Would Gemma fall to the ground?

			Would the fucking tension fucking release then?

			Gemma reached her.

			Mattie’s hands were clenched into fists. ‘I told you never to contact me again.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry.’ Gemma’s mask was off. She looked sad.

			Messages on messages. Calls on calls.

			‘I wanted to make sure you knew,’ Gemma said. ‘The news is already reporting on it. Have you spoken to the police yet?’

			‘I’ve been at work.’

			‘I can tell you, or you can call the police. I just … needed to make sure you knew.’

			Mattie wished Gemma would put her mask back on. That she’d look at Mattie as though she was a character, like she had before, and not like she was human. They’d tried to be genuine with each other, and it hadn’t worked because Mattie was just a story to Gemma, and that was all she’d ever be. Except right now, she wasn’t – and she didn’t want to know what had broken through finally, far too late, to change that for Gemma. She didn’t want to fucking know.

			‘Tell me,’ she said.

			Later, she would think: It was always going to be Gemma who told me. Later, she would think: It was right that Gemma was the one.

			‘Tell me.’

			Gemma said, ‘There was an anonymous tip-off. Someone said they saw him digging, years ago. They were probably lying. Why would it take someone so long to come forward? But it was enough to get a warrant. The police got permission to take the dogs there. The ones that can … you know, smell death. They got a scent in your old backyard.’

		


		
			Twenty-five

			The police came the next morning, early. They were led by a silent Vi to Mattie’s front door, where they knocked and knocked until she finally opened up. Rynd and Davis looked tired, as if they’d been working for a long time with little sleep, but there was a spark in Davis’s eye, almost like excitement.

			‘We’ve located human remains,’ Rynd told Mattie, her face grave and voice equally solemn. ‘We can’t comment exactly on the nature of them, but …’

			A pause.

			‘But they’re small. And they appear to have been there for quite some time.’

			Mattie said nothing. She’d said nothing since Gemma had delivered the death blow.

			Mattie had sunk to the ground. Gemma had gone down with her. Gemma lifted a hand. Touched her arm. Distance breached, closeness at last, at last. Mattie lifted a hand too.

			And pushed Gemma’s touch away. Too late, too late. Their eyes met, and for the first time, Gemma did understand Mattie, Gemma did understand what she was saying, and all it had taken was for Mattie not to say a fucking thing.

			Gemma whispered an apology, got to her feet and walked down the driveway, out of sight. It would be the last time Mattie saw her in person.

			Mattie stayed on the ground for a long time before she managed to head into her flat. She returned no calls. Spoke no words. She said nothing, because there was nothing to say.

			Now she listened in silence to the detectives.

			‘We’ll keep you advised on whether or not the remains belong to your sister,’ Rynd said. ‘Please come to the station as soon as you can to provide a DNA sample that we can match the remains against. You’re welcome to come with us now, but we understand you might need some time to process the news.’ Rynd paused, waited.

			It became apparent that Mattie wouldn’t be contributing anything to the conversation.

			Rynd continued. ‘We’ll leave you for the moment, Miss Andrew. But please come to the station. We’d like to move quickly on this.’

			‘If there’s anything else you want to tell us,’ Davis said, and his voice was too loud, ‘then now would be a good time. To come clean, I mean.’

			Mattie said nothing, because there was nothing to say.

		


		
			 

Sometimes, she caved and looked herself up online.

			Sometimes, she read what they said about her.

			You’re all suckers if you believe the shit about Randolph Andrew killing the girl. Congratulations on being sheep! Think about it: the dude was just a gross pedo, he was weak as shit. It was obviously Matilda Andrew – you don’t think getting molested by your dad and locked in a basement wouldn’t fuck you up? ALSO: the two girls were ALONE in that basement for ages. Matilda never lifted her little sister out the window. I bet the sister was annoying the shit out of her and she flipped the fuck out and beat her or strangled her. Randolph found out when he got home and covered for his daughter. It’s OBVIOUS. Why else would she keep it all a secret for fifteen years?????? – post by SammyBoy_88

			It’s super sus. There’s defs something there with the sister – comment by BlakeBody51

			EXACTLY, it’s weird, and suspicious as fuck, and the police should just arrest her NOW – reply to BlakeBody51 by SammyBoy_88

			She was a traumatised teenager when all this went down, who knows what was going through her head. Maybe it was a repressed memory? I know it’s weird, but also, who knows how you’d react if you go through something like this? I dunno, my issue is, where was the support for her when she came out of this? Maybe if our system was set up better to give victims access to support, this all would’ve come to light earlier, like if she’d worked with a therapist or something – comment by SorceryPoints

			You know NOTHING. She TOLD me she did it. You’re WRONG. – reply to SorceryPoints by SammyBoy_88

			Weren’t you just defending her like a week ago? This because they outed you as a creep bro – reply to SammyBoy_88 by Jessabee

			Stories. Everyone telling stories.

		


		
			Twenty-six

			The regression began again.

			Mattie thought, Didn’t I only just do this? Didn’t I just emerge from this a few weeks ago? One step forward, one hundred steps back. That hamster wheel analogy. Any time she was up, she’d be knocked right back down. Repeat until death.

			Repeat until death.

			‘Any suicidal ideation?’ Dr Jo Prean had asked Mattie when she was a teenager.

			‘No,’ she’d replied honestly. Everything had only just happened; she’d thought she had her whole life for things to get better. It’s okay, she’d thought, I’ll get through this. But now it was almost ten years later, and she was so exhausted, and it felt like her body was scraped raw and bleeding from trying to drag herself back up again and again and again, trying to tell herself it would all work out.

			It’s okay? I’ll get through this? Everything will be fine?

			Mattie was so tired.

			Rage had sustained her for a while, a steady diet of anger to keep her upright. Her motto. You want to fire me? Fuck you. You want to evict me? Fuck you. You want to trap me in a basement? FUCK YOU. You want to tell me my little sister is probably dead? FUCKYOU, FUCKYOU, FUCKYOU.

			But now Mattie was so tired.

			Maybe she should have learnt more coping mechanisms from Dr Jo. Beyond counting her senses, grounding herself. Maybe she should have told Dr Jo everything; maybe then Dr Jo could have offered her a way through. Or maybe she couldn’t have – Mattie might have been one of those lost causes.

			At least Dr Jo could have leaned forward, looked into her teenage eyes and said, ‘You’re always going to struggle, forever.’ Then Mattie could have adjusted her expectations – or removed them altogether, started drinking and doing drugs. Why not, she would’ve thought. If it’s never going to be easier, why not make it fun?

			Is it too late to go down that path now? Mattie wondered.

			Vi took her to the police station. Mattie gave some DNA. She still hadn’t spoken aloud.

			Mattie was so, so fucking tired.

		


		
			 

Sometimes, she looked her family up online.

			Sometimes, she read what people said about them.

			Randolph Andrew killed the little girl, no doubt about it. Listen, this is what I think – the dude was spiralling by this point. Criminal mastermind, Randolph was not. No Josef Fritzl here. The dude wasn’t capable of maintaining this whole situation – police said he had no money, after leeching off his wife’s trust fund or whatever the entire time. I think he reckons the writing is on the wall. So when that little girl gets out, he finds her and just thinks, this is the easy way out … Police haven’t said how she died, but I reckon strangulation. Then he buries her in the yard, and, because he’s a coward, he has to build up the guts to do it to the other daughter as well. I reckon if he hadn’t had a heart attack, he’d have done her in as well, and then killed himself. – post by AKillerDetective78

			Agreed – comment by StupidAngelShit

			Add to this – I reckon he killed the wife as well. Things start falling apart, she’s dying of cancer, he starts hatching the plan as far back as that to wind things up. I think he helped her on her way, so to speak – comment by Fartsinsparklespace

			Stories. Nothing but stories.

		


		
			Twenty-seven

			Two days. Three days.

			Mattie watched Matilda and transplanted Tessa’s face over Matilda’s and watched her little sister acquire magical powers, thwart the evil principal, be adopted by the lovely teacher. She reached the end, went back to the beginning and watched it again. And again, and again. Tessa, she thought, Tessa, you did it, you’re happy, you and Miss Honey together forever.

			Four days. Fivesixseveneight.

			The manager of the coffee shop texted: Hey, don’t worry about coming in, don’t stress, we’re aware of the situation. Know you’ve just started here, but please reach out when you’re ready and we’ll see if we still have space for you. The manager was only twenty-six, had an undercut and wore black eyeliner sharp as knives. Mattie hadn’t realised they knew who she was, but wasn’t that just her life? Everyone knew everything, always and forever.

			More time passed. The police showed up again.

			‘… can confirm the remains are of your sister.’ Rynd’s hair had red highlights; Mattie wondered if the overtime money earned while working this case had paid for it. ‘We are still determining the cause of death, but we can say it seems highly likely that Tessa was killed shortly after she went missing. We won’t be able to say definitively, but …’

			‘We’re operating on the assumption she was killed the day of – or at the latest, a few days after.’ Davis hadn’t outwardly changed; he probably used his overtime money on his car.

			‘The investigation is ongoing,’ Rynd said. Mattie thought that the highlights looked fake. ‘We’ll keep you updated. I’m very sorry for your loss, Miss Andrew. We understand that this must be hard for you.’

			‘Again, if there’s any information you want to give us, now would be the time,’ Davis butted in. His car was probably too loud, Mattie thought, and made people cringe when he drove past. ‘If you know anything, now isn’t the time to be keeping secrets.’

			Mattie said nothing, because there was nothing to say.

			***

			The cat came that night, the curtains wide open, Mattie staring through the glass, lying on her bed. The cat appeared, put its face to the glass, tiny nose leaving a wet mark, eyes peering in.

			Everyone always peering in. Everyone always looking at her. Everyone judging and intruding on her peace and destroying everything, and she was just trying to live, why wouldn’t everyone just leave her alone and stop fucking looking at her?

			Rage seized her chest.

			She lunged out of bed. She hit the glass with her hands so hard it rattled.

			‘Fuck you!’ she screamed.

			The cat fled.

			Mattie went outside. She grabbed the unused clothes horse and threw it in the direction the cat had gone. She tipped over her chair. She took the food bowl and hurled it into the grass.

			‘Fuck you!’ she screamed. ‘Fuck you! Fuck you!’

		


		
			Twenty-eight

			Vi came the next morning.

			Mattie watched through the window as the older woman brought the clothes horse back onto the porch and set it up. She righted the chair. She found the food bowl in the grass and placed it where it had been. She stood and looked through the window, and Mattie felt the woman’s gaze, steady and unyielding.

			Vi tilted her head to one side, then she turned and walked back to the main house.

			Mattie waited, then she got up, walked out her front door and followed the woman.

			Vi met her on the veranda, with coffee on the table. The woman was seated in her chair, a cigarette dangling from her fingertips. Mattie took her seat. Vi poured her a coffee, pushed the mug over, and Mattie curled her hands around it but didn’t drink. There wasn’t any food on the table, and Mattie’s hair was unwashed, and she was wearing her threadbare pyjamas – but aside from those details, it could have been any other morning with them performing their little ritual. Mattie searched deep and was able to find a smidge of comfort in that.

			She broke the silence first. ‘Did I wake you last night?’

			Vi shrugged. ‘You know me, girlie, I’m always up and about throughout the night, the downside to getting older. I haven’t known a good night’s sleep in a decade.’ She took a drag then exhaled. ‘Who were you yelling at?’

			‘The cat.’

			‘Thought a truce had been called. You were feeding it.’

			Mattie shrugged. ‘I changed my mind.’

			‘Confusing. For the animal.’

			‘Who the fuck cares? It’s just a cat.’

			‘Exactly. Not exactly clued in to the complexities of humans. You started feeding the cat, it thought it was being encouraged, now you’re screaming and throwing things.’

			Mattie scowled. ‘It’s just a cat,’ she repeated but less vehemently.

			‘Cats, dogs, animals …’ Vi paused. ‘Children. They trust people, because they don’t know any different, and then they’re left lost and confused when that trust gets betrayed.’

			‘Is that a metaphor where the cat is me? Seriously?’

			Vi sighed. ‘I’m just trying to encourage some empathy.’

			Mattie bristled. ‘Having empathy for a cat is the least of my concerns.’

			Vi was silent, then inclined her head as if conceding the point. She exhaled a plume of smoke. ‘I’m sorry about your sister.’

			Mattie looked into her mug of coffee. She’d always hated when people apologised for losses, tragedies, traumas. I’m sorry you went through that. I’m sorry you lost that person. It reeked of pity and exuded insincerity, a generic bandaid that people whacked onto her oozing wounds. That it was Vi speaking this time forced Mattie to bite her tongue. Vi meant well. She didn’t deserve a bitter response, but that was all Mattie could think to offer, so she stayed silent.

			Vi gave her a sideways look. ‘I won’t ask how you’re going. That’s obvious. I just thought you might need to talk. Of course, you know how things go between us, darling. You never have to answer anything you don’t want to, and you’re always welcome to tell this old biddy to shut up.’ She paused. ‘Was it a shock to find out Tessa is dead?’

			Mattie almost reflexively said, Shut up. She didn’t. This cycle she was trapped in – the up, the down, the hamster wheel, the back, the forth, the endless exhaustion – she kept doing the same thing and getting the same results, exactly like Dr Jo would have told her. She’d thought that one step after another was enough. But the news of Tessa’s death had changed something. Mattie wasn’t sure why or how, but it had changed something. Did that mean she’d somehow always thought Tessa was alive? Did that mean her sister’s death was a shock?

			‘I don’t know,’ she said finally, answering Vi, answering herself. ‘I … I tried to explain it to Gemma, when she was pushing me about how uncooperative I was being about tracking down my sister. Tessa … sometimes she felt like something I just made up to survive. When she vanished, she really fucking vanished. And it … it was my fault. For lifting her up. For helping her out the window. She wouldn’t stop begging, you know? She was crying and asking over and over, and I was so sick of it. I thought, What the hell, so what if she just ducks out for a little bit then climbs back in? What could happen? I didn’t let myself think the worst then, and after she didn’t come back … I fucking lost it. It broke me. I was … I don’t know, catatonic, I guess, for a good few days. But then I … I had to find a way to get my shit together, or else I’d just fade away. I had to do something to get myself through it.’

			It’s okay. We’re going to get through this. Everything is going to be fine.

			‘Maybe that’s when Tessa stopped feeling real. Because I just told myself she was fine. She was off living her life. I made up all these ridiculous stories, and Tessa sort of … became a story as well. So now I don’t even know if I’m shocked that she’s dead. It’s like, how can she have been dead this whole time when I’ve been telling myself for years that she’s fine? When I’ve … imagined her life so thoroughly? I just …’

			Mattie didn’t want to say ‘I don’t know’ again. She was sick of saying that, of not knowing her own mind.

			‘Loss is a very hard thing to accept,’ Vi said slowly. ‘Especially when it’s not a loss that’s … immediately felt in your life. You were living without Tessa these past fifteen years, and her death being confirmed hasn’t changed how you’re living. That makes it harder for you to believe she’s gone. Makes it easier to pretend she’s still just out there.’ Vi paused. She held her burning cigarette between her fingers. Ash drifted in a light breeze. ‘My Melanie …’

			Mattie swallowed a noise of annoyance. Was now really the time to hear about how Melanie accepted loss? How much better Melanie was at coping with death?

			Then Vi said, ‘When my Melanie died, because she’d always lived over east, it was so much easier to just carry on like she was still across the country, going about her business.’

			Mattie stared. ‘What?’ She blinked a few times. ‘What are you talking about?’

			Vi shrugged and stubbed her cigarette into the ashtray.

			‘What do you –? Melanie is dead? That’s not … You talk about her all the time. About what she’s doing. Her work with the dogs or whatever. Her hair.’

			‘She did have lovely hair.’

			‘What do you mean “did”? You’re not making sense. You never talk about her … like she isn’t around anymore.’

			Vi looked out across the garden. ‘She was so very young. Twenty-four. This would have been three years ago now. It was a car accident. Some bastard drunk driver ploughing through a red light. And then she was gone. Just like that.’ Wetness glimmered in Vi’s eyes.

			Mattie’s brain struggled to catch up. She frantically scanned through every instance of Vi talking about Melanie and her job and her volunteer work and her singing voice and her seemingly endless capacity to succeed in life. Mattie pictured Vi’s face as she’d talked, trying to remember if there’d been any hint of sadness, any clue to the truth. Had Mattie just been too self-absorbed to see? Or had Vi just been that good at hiding it?

			‘She lived over east,’ Vi said. ‘She never – she was such a busy girl. She never had time to visit. Didn’t call much, especially once she finished school and moved out of home. All I got those last few years were text messages, and only when I reached out first. That’s just how it is sometimes. My Melanie was incredible at so many things, but regular contact was not one of them.’ Vi gave a wet chuckle that rapidly faded. She stared at her hands then sighed. ‘When she died, I just … I was distraught for so long. And then one day, after about a year, I was at the shops, and some lady ahead of me in the queue was talking about her grandkids, buying them treats, and I just … I just found myself saying something about Melanie. About how she loved Skittles. Except I said, “My Melanie loves to eat Skittles,” like she was somewhere eating them, right then. And I kept doing it. Talking about her like she was still over in Melbourne, living her life. It was so easy to pretend, even to myself. To think, Oh, I haven’t heard from her, she must be too busy to text. To believe it, to some extent. To fool myself.’

			Mattie now saw everything with different eyes. Vi had decided, two years ago, to rent her place out, still mourning the death of her beloved granddaughter one year on and looking for a distraction – trying anything to keep herself from thinking too hard, so she could continue to pretend that everything was okay.

			Vi cleared her throat then looked over at Mattie. ‘I guess what I’m trying to say, darling, is that I understand, to some extent, what you’re going through. What you’ve been going through ever since Tessa went missing. Maybe somewhere inside, you knew she was dead, but, good god, isn’t the fantasy so much nicer? Easier?’ Vi shook her head.

			Mattie exhaled. She opened her mouth to say something automatically: I’m sorry about Melanie. And she wanted to laugh. It was a knee-jerk reaction, wasn’t it? Even she fumbled in the face of another’s grief and reached, blindly, for the only platitude she knew. It suddenly made her less angry at people in the past. Maybe they too were at a loss for what to say, feeling the sense of words being inadequate, falling back on what was tried and tested. But they were afraid of silence, those people, afraid the silence would be read as indifference. Mattie embraced silence, for it allowed people to sit, collect, breathe. So she closed her mouth and took a moment.

			‘Thank you,’ she said finally, ‘for telling me about Melanie.’

			‘I understand why you didn’t tell me about Tessa before. Me, or anyone.’

			Mattie let out a breath and was surprised when it shook slightly. ‘I thought you were … rethinking me,’ she confessed. ‘You were acting so differently after the article got released.’

			‘Ah. Yes. There were … other things on my mind. Like I said, the police … unsettle me.’ She didn’t elaborate.

			Mattie studied her. She thought of Vi’s vague allusions to her late husband’s rages and the evidence of them that she bore on her body. Mattie imagined a young Vi mustering the courage, turning up to the police station; asking for help, looking to them to save her. Then Mattie saw Vi being turned away, dismissed, saw her husband arriving to collect her, laughing with the officers – don’t mind her, she’s a bit dramatic – and then spiriting Vi back into the car, to this house, under his thumb.

			Mattie decided not to press. That was the way of their friendship, after all.

			Another silence. Mattie had a mouthful of her coffee. It was lukewarm and too strong, but she drank more anyway – the caffeine was waking up her sluggish body.

			‘You can’t spend the rest of your life thinking Tessa is still out there, though,’ Vi said finally. ‘You know that – right, dear?’

			Mattie put the mug on the table. ‘Are you going to stop talking about Melanie like she’s alive?’

			‘No. But I’ve got maybe five, six years left on this planet. I can allow myself a modicum of pleasure, right at the end.’

			‘You don’t only have –’

			‘Oh please, darling. Don’t beat about the bush. I’m seventy-seven. I smoke, I drink, and I lived an awful, tough life for a long time – and that does things to the body. Wears it down. I can feel the clock ticking. It’s there, in the back of my head. I feel it, every day. You, though – you’ve got a long life ahead of you. It’ll eat you alive, this knowing but not accepting. You’ll never be able to move on, not fully.’

			‘It’s not that simple.’

			‘I know it’s not simple, or easy, but –’

			‘Look, I get it, you understand about losing someone and fooling yourself that they’re still around. But it’s different for me, okay? Melanie’s death, that’s a tragedy. Tessa, though? Tessa’s isn’t a tragedy. You know it, I know it. And I just – just –’

			‘Tessa’s death isn’t a tragedy?’

			‘No – I mean, yes, of course it is. Fuck’s sake. That’s not what I’m trying to say.’

			‘Then what are you trying to –?’

			‘It was a murder,’ Mattie burst out. ‘Okay? Tessa’s death was a fucking murder.’

		


		
			 

Sometimes, she’d tell herself stories about what happened to Tessa. The worst ones went like this:

			Randolph, after being told Tessa had escaped, went back up and checked the backyard. He saw Tessa innocently playing in the overly long grass, running back and forth, stretching her tiny legs, breathing the fresh air. He went outside, stood on the concrete porch, called out her name. Called her back inside. Tessa, heady with the glow of being outside for the first time in so long, and because she was a toddler, ignored him. He called again and again, with increasing frustration. ‘Inside! Tessa, now! Now!’ He gave chase. Tessa ran. She probably thought it was a game. Maybe she giggled. Maybe she threw her little hands in the air. A lap around the garden. Randolph should’ve been able to catch her, easily. Maybe he held back, didn’t run full tilt because he was scared of grabbing her too hard, of colliding into her roughly. Tessa was a toddler. She wasn’t used to running, had spent so long confined to a basement. Tessa’s tiny bare foot caught when she tried to run up onto the concrete porch. She went down, and her arms were still up. They didn’t protect her. Her head hit the concrete. Her head hit the concrete. Her tiny, little, precious, fragile head.

			Randolph, after being told Tessa had escaped, went back up and checked the backyard. He saw Tessa innocently playing in the overly long grass, running back and forth, stretching her tiny legs, breathing the fresh air. He went outside, stood on the concrete porch, called out her name. Called her back inside. Tessa, heady with the glow of being outside for the first time in so long, and because she was a toddler, ignored him. He called again and again, with increasing frustration. ‘Inside! Tessa, now! Now!’ He gave chase. Tessa ran. He caught her, easily, and grabbed her arm, pulled her up short. Maybe she shouted, told him he was hurting her. Randolph would’ve been worried about prying eyes, about ears pricking at the sounds of a child’s distress. He hauled her towards the door by her arm, with her legs off the ground, kicking wildly. Her little body struggling. Tessa wouldn’t have wanted to go back inside – she would have been frantic. Maybe she hit him or bit the hand that held her arm. Maybe Randolph, frayed, fading, coming apart at the seams, unable to save his wife, desperate for control, stopped walking, dropped to his knees and released Tessa’s arm, but only to grab her tiny shoulders. Shook her, violently, aggressively. Shouted, maybe. ‘Stop it! Stop it!’ She screamed, maybe. ‘Stop it!’ He pushed her away from him. Her head hit the concrete. Her head hit the concrete. Her tiny, little, precious, fragile head.

		


		
			Twenty-nine

			Mattie had always known.

			She had known from the moment her dad walked back down the basement stairs after he’d gone searching for Tessa and stood there, empty-handed, with no Tessa.

			Randolph – and he was at the base of the stairs, and Mattie was on the couch, anxiously twisting the hem of her shirt between her clammy fingers, sick with worry. Randolph – and he looked at the ground, for a second, two seconds, then he looked up at Mattie, and she sat up slightly, and he said, ‘I couldn’t find her.’

			I couldn’t find her, and the both of them, staring, eyes locked. I couldn’t find her, and Randolph’s eyes had unfathomable depths, his face was worn, thin, haggard, covered in an overgrown beard. I couldn’t find her, and Mattie’s stomach dropped.

			Randolph shrugged, sat on the couch and put on the television. Mattie was frozen beside him, and it was him and her and a glaring absence, and her stomach rolling over and over and over. Him and her and his hands on his threadbare trousers, resting there, and Mattie looked and then looked at the television and allowed herself one brief moment of thinking about the dirt she could see beneath his fingernails – because they hadn’t been allowed to have dirty nails for so long. Thinking, noticing, but doing nothing else, and they watched television until night-time, when Randolph went upstairs and locked the basement door behind him.

			‘Have you found Tessa yet?’ the next day, and ‘no’ and that was it.

			‘Have you found Tessa yet?’ the day after, and ‘no’ and that was it.

			‘Have you found Tessa yet?’ the day after that, and ‘stop asking’ and that really was it.

			Mattie didn’t ask again, and she spiralled for days and days. Dirty fingernails. I couldn’t find her. Stop asking.

			Mattie put Matilda on the screen, sat down and watched it, then watched it again, then watched it again, and then, in the dimness of the basement where she was confined, she thought, Tessa walked to the bakery down the street …

			She told herself the stories until she could almost believe them. Until the lines between reality and fiction blurred, and Tessa herself became blurred. Tessa with brown bobbed hair and a fringe and blue-grey eyes and a round face – and years later, Mattie would realise she was picturing the actress from Matilda, describing Mara Wilson to the police. And Mattie was thinking, Did Tessa have brown hair, or was she blonde like Sandra? But there was no one to ask. It was just Mattie and her stories and her confused mind and that feeling in her gut that when she’d told the police she didn’t know what had happened to Tessa, she’d been lying again. Why didn’t you mention the dirt under his fingernails? And Mattie could think, What dirt? There was no dirt, because Tessa was fine, Tessa was living her best life somewhere else.

			Randolph hadn’t been the same after Tessa vanished.

			It might seem odd to think of it as him not acting ‘normally’. What part of the shitshow had been normal? But, in a fucked-up way, it had become normal for Mattie. It was amazing the things that humans could get used to. Yes, it was weird at first to be pulled from school – weird until it wasn’t, because time moved on. Yes, it was weird at first to have the food replaced in the kitchen and her time outside restricted – weird until it wasn’t, because time moved on, and she adapted. Tessa had never known anything different, while Randolph and Sandra had gradually been sliding into deterioration.

			Dr Jo would probably use this analogy: a frog placed in a pot of tepid water slowly brought to the boil, being cooked to death but never jumping out, not realising the danger until it was far too late. Mattie and Tessa, two little frogs.

			But Randolph, after Tessa had vanished – yes, that had been odd.

			He’d spent more time in the basement. Not teaching Mattie, not talking much to her; just sitting on the couch, watching television. He’d even started sleeping down there, something he had only done very rarely before. It hadn’t felt like Randolph was trying to keep an eye on her after Tessa’s escape. That’s what it should have felt like, but it didn’t. Because Randolph barely looked at her. Randolph barely looked at anything.

			What it had felt like was Randolph giving up.

			Something had irrevocably changed in her dad, and it had started the moment he’d come down the stairs and said, ‘I couldn’t find her.’

			But something had irrevocably changed in Mattie that moment too.

			That final night, Randolph was on the couch and he was more tired than usual, his eyelids drooping. He’d come down about twenty minutes earlier, and he’d been swaying, unsteady on his feet.

			Mattie hadn’t learnt about the pills in his system until years later. Then she would think about her dad taking pills, walking downstairs and sitting next to her.

			She would wonder if Randolph had known what was coming next. If he’d known even before, when he’d taken the pills – had he taken them to prepare himself? Or maybe he’d had his own plan, his own escape hatch ready to be pulled, one that had been there for a long time. Those pills had been left over from Sandra’s cancer treatment, which meant that at some point, someone had squirrelled them away, hidden them somewhere. To what end? Maybe it had always been to this one. He had taken more than was healthy, and the keys to the basement had conveniently been in his pocket.

			Randolph had stared at the television for a moment, then stood and walked slowly to the bed he slept on. He sat on the edge.

			Mattie remained on the couch.

			Randolph looked up, gazing somewhere beyond her as he said, speech slurred, ‘Goodnight, sweetheart. I love you.’

			He wasn’t speaking to Mattie. He wasn’t speaking to Tessa. He was speaking to Sandra. He had always, only ever been speaking to, living for, Sandra.

			Randolph lay down. Minutes passed. His breathing slowed.

			Mattie sat on the couch and watched and counted the rise and fall of his chest. Minutes ticked by, then half an hour. Then Mattie got off the couch, picked up the pillow that was next to her and walked over to where her dad was sleeping.

		


		
			Thirty

			Murder.

			The word hung between Mattie and Vi. The silence was heavy, thick.

			Mattie clawed herself from a flood of memories to root herself back into the present. ‘I used to tell myself that my parents did what they did because they were keeping us safe,’ she said. ‘It was like a mantra to keep myself sane. I even starting buying into the crap they were telling me. They believed it, so why wouldn’t I? And that made it easier to get through it all, even in that fucking basement. Randolph would tell us it was going to be for forever. I’d go insane if I let myself really think about that, so I just had to tell myself it was going to be okay, and that he wouldn’t let anything bad happen to us.’

			Mattie looked out over the garden. She saw, in her mind’s eye, another garden, with overgrown grass and tangled weeds, two little girls playing, two little girls lying on their backs, staring at the sky.

			‘But then … then Tessa went missing. Tessa went missing, and he started acting weird. And I just …’

			A garden with overgrown grass and tangled weeds, one little girl on her back, in a hole, facing up but seeing nothing, and the rain of dirt on her face.

			‘I tried. I tried to keep believing it. I fucking tried. I’m angry that I tried. I’m angry that I still tried to believe he was a good man. That he wasn’t just a fucking coward who got sucked into his wife’s bullshit and then couldn’t cope after she died.’

			Mattie’s cheeks felt hot. With shame? Anger?

			‘When we love someone,’ Vi said, voice soft, ‘and I do think you love your parents – or you did, back then – when you love someone, darling, you want to believe the best in them. Otherwise, our love makes no sense. How could we love someone who hurts us, after all?’

			Mattie looked to Vi.

			She studied her fingernails, a bright cobalt. Finally she glanced up, met Mattie’s gaze, then looked away. ‘I used to tell myself things too. Like mantras. I used to tell myself that my husband loved me. That he didn’t mean to hurt me. That every apology he made was genuine, and when he looked me in the eye and promised me it wouldn’t happen again, he was telling the truth. I even used to tell myself that when he said what happened was my fault, it was.’ Vi’s lips twisted into a sardonic smile that melted from her face. ‘Then, I told myself other things. That I just had to wait. For my son to grow up. For my son to leave. For my husband to grow older, weaker and maybe less angry. And then things would get better.’

			Mattie again thought of a younger Vi, and she also thought of her younger self. Both of them telling themselves, Just get through this. Different times, different places, both of them closing their eyes and trying to believe that the people hurting them only did it because they loved them. Clinging to the idea that just around the corner was something better.

			‘Then one day,’ Vi said, and now her voice was hard as flint, ‘I woke up, and I was in my sixties, and I realised I’d been lying to myself for a very, very long time. I was tired of it.’

			Mattie thought of herself on the couch that final night. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I know the feeling.’

			Somewhere inside the house, one of the dogs let out a bark. The others followed. It was nearing the time they’d be let into the garden to do their business or, if they were lucky, be taken for a walk.

			The world spun on, but for Mattie and Vi just then, there was an almost frozen stillness.

			Mattie thought of Vi’s anxiousness about the police, and her jitteriness, and there was distrust, yes, from a history of being disbelieved. But it went deeper, and Mattie hadn’t pushed before. Could she?

			‘How did your husband die again?’ Mattie asked Vi.

			It was the closest she would come to asking the question.

			‘A heart attack was the official cause,’ Vi said. ‘Found at the base of the stairs.’

			It was the closest she would come to giving an answer.

			‘How did your father die again?’ Vi asked Mattie.

			It was the closest she would come to asking the question.

			‘A heart attack was the official cause,’ Mattie said. ‘Found in the basement.’

			It was the closest she would come to giving an answer.

			Vi nodded, and Mattie nodded, and for the briefest moment Mattie didn’t feel alone or angry, or anything really beyond the peace of existing with this woman.

			Who knew what could trigger a heart attack? Genetic predisposition. Lifestyle habits. Coronary disease. A tumble downstairs. A pillow to the face. Had sleeping pills contributed? Had the attack been triggered at the bottom of the stairs or at the top? Did it matter? Should it matter?

			Official cause of death: heart failure.

			Vi placed a hand, palm up, on the table.

			Mattie looked and then placed her own atop it.

			Vi curled her fingers around Mattie’s and held firm. But her skin felt parchment-thin, terribly fragile and delicate, and when Mattie looked at her, she saw the years on her face. The years and the struggles worn into every line, even those she’d tried to erase with plastic surgery.

			‘My girl, the first time I saw you at that open home, I saw everything. You think you hide it under your anger and bravado. But like recognises like. I didn’t know who you were at first, but I didn’t need to. Pain is pain, no matter the underlying cause. I chose you because, yes, you didn’t try to impress me or talk my damn ear off, but also because I wanted someone who … needed this place. Really needed it. And you did. Even without knowing all that had happened to you, I knew you needed a refuge. And it has been my absolute honour and delight to give it to you, my dear.’ She gave Mattie’s hand a squeeze.

			Mattie’s throat felt tight, a lump lodged in there.

			‘But there is something else I want to give you, beyond a roof over your head and some stability – though god knows you can’t underestimate the power of those. This is something you might not want. Lord, I’ve never wanted it, never thought I needed it, disregarded it when I got it. And that’s some advice.’ Vi smiled wryly. ‘Back when I was younger, you could’ve come from the future and given me all the advice in the world, and I would’ve laughed at you and told you where to go. I know what it’s like. But I’m hoping you know, now, that I may understand more than the average well-meaning almost-octogenarian.’ Vi exhaled, and Mattie smelled coffee and cigarettes. ‘It’s scary, letting go of the stories, but it is necessary. I think you know that, too, deep down. The only way to move forward is through, and the only way through is by accepting it. All of it. Tessa, your dad, your mum. And if you don’t want to do it for yourself, then at the very least, think of doing it for Tessa. You loved her, didn’t you?’

			‘She was my little sister.’

			Vi shrugged. ‘That doesn’t mean anything. We know that. Families are not obligated to love or even be kind to one another. So – you loved Tessa, didn’t you?’

			‘Yes. Very much so.’

			‘Then don’t you think she deserves to be mourned properly? To pretend she’s out there living her life is to deny her the justice of acknowledging how she died. It was tragic, and awful, and senseless – and you can’t pretend otherwise. You need to grieve her, then maybe you can stop living in fantasies of the Tessa who could have been and just sit in the memories of the Tessa who was.’

			Mattie slipped her hand from under Vi’s and flexed her fingers, staring down at her lap. ‘I don’t … It’s fucking hard, Vi. I told you. It’s – it’s this tangled mess. And it’s harder to accept a murder over a tragedy. I’m not making this a game of who’s got it worse, okay? I’m just saying it’s complicated. She died – she died scared, Vi. She must have been. She died scared, and she died because the person who loved her – who was supposed to love her – hurt her, whether it was intentional or not. That doesn’t even fucking matter. It just matters that he hurt her. He hurt us. He trapped us. They trapped us, and they pretended it was love, but it was just control. And I was the one telling Tessa that everything would be fine, that she would be okay and that we were going to get through this. I told her that – I promised her – and then she died. I told her they were doing everything because they loved us, and then he fucking killed her, and I can’t –’

			Breathe, Mattie thought, wildly. I can’t breathe. I can’t speak. I can’t think. I can’t – I can’t – I can’t –

			‘Vi, I can’t do this,’ and it came out almost like a wounded howl.

			Vi’s hand was back, gripping her own. ‘Listen to me, my girl. Yes, you bloody well can. You can do this. Lord in Heaven, dear, you survived that basement. You came out of that ordeal and grew to this glorious woman I see before me – no, don’t snort, you are. You are. Even if you can’t see it. As glorious as Melanie, mark my words. You will get through this, because you have got through everything else. Why stop now?’

			‘Because I was lying to myself! I was … pretending everything was okay. That’s how I got through this. And that’s – that’s fucked. I’ve been fucked. I’ve been pretending about my sister, and now I can’t – It’s all messed up in my head, Vi. What was real, what wasn’t. I can’t even remember what she looked like.’

			Vi squeezed her hand again. ‘Then we take some time to untangle it. That’s all. And you know how we do that? The first step? It’s accepting that she’s gone. We work back from there. We remove the stories. We trace our steps right back into that basement. That’s how you get your Tessa back, darling.’

			A pause. Mattie’s breathing was ragged. Her nose felt snotty, her eyes wet. She fucking hated crying. She snuffled, sniffed, blinked. She thought about going backwards. Stepping off that goddamn hamster wheel and retracing the steps that had taken her there. All the way to her old front door and down those steps in the basement. The thought almost made her gag. She didn’t want to go back. She was supposed to be moving forward, pushing onwards.

			‘You know those toy cars,’ Dr Jo said in her mind, ‘the ones you have to pull backwards a fair bit before you release them? Do you know what happens when you do? They go forward. See, sometimes things need to go back to get the propulsion to move forward.’

			Fucking Dr Jo Prean and her fucking analogies. And how fucking accurate they were.

			As if Vi could read Mattie’s mind, she said, ‘Of course, sorry, just to backtrack a bit. I said “we”, but I did mean a therapist, dear – not me specifically. We’ve established I’m the last person to be giving mental health advice.’

			Mattie surprised herself with a laugh. She nodded slowly.

			Vi, still holding her hand, met her gaze again. ‘Does that mean you’ll try, then, to work through this with a professional? Even if it’s just as long as I’m alive. God knows that’s only a few years – then I’ll be gone, and you won’t have to worry about it.’

			‘Jesus, Vi.’

			The older woman, satisfied that some of the tension had eased, that some of their normal relationship had returned, gave her hand one last squeeze before she released it and sat back in her chair. ‘Let’s do a deal – you agree to work on your closure and acceptance, and I discount your rent by seventy dollars.’

			‘Vi, god.’

			‘It’s a good deal!’

			‘That’s the least ethical thing I’ve ever heard.’

			‘I have never pretended to be ethical, darling.’ Vi flipped her cigarette packet open.

			‘The rent you charge is too low anyway. I can’t accept any lower. I think I’m two weeks behind as it is.’

			Vi waved a hand, a cigarette now held between two fingers. ‘When you get to my age, money means nothing.’

			‘When you get to your level of richness, you mean.’

			Vi smirked. ‘Yes, probably, something like that.’ She lit her cigarette, met Mattie’s eye and spoke through the plume of smoke. ‘Take the deal. Put the extra money towards therapy.’

			Mattie stood up. ‘You’re out of touch if you think therapy only costs seventy dollars. It’s two hundred dollars a session at the minimum.’

			‘Good lord,’ Vi said. ‘In my day –’

			‘No one went to therapy at all …?’

			‘Yes, that. Will you take the deal?’

			Mattie stepped away from the chair. ‘Fine. Okay. I’ll take the deal.’

			Vi smiled, and it was genuine and a little relieved.

			Mattie smiled back, but it was more reserved, because she didn’t have high expectations of herself, never had. It was nice that someone else did, though.

			‘You going somewhere?’ Vi asked.

			‘To get dressed. To shower. Clean a bit. Take the dogs for a walk. Maybe message the cafe, see if there’s still a barista position available.’

			‘Good girl.’

			Mattie started to walk off then paused, turning back. ‘Thank you. For giving me a roof over my head. Stability. Everything. You’re a good landlord.’

			Vi raised an eyebrow. ‘Pfft. I’m your friend, darling, and don’t you forget it.’

		


		
			Thirty-one

			Rynd was standing in Mattie’s small granny flat, Davis at her side. She told Mattie that there was a significant fracture in Tessa’s small skull. ‘It’s likely – and what we’ll be putting in the report – that she died from blunt force trauma to her head,’ Rynd explained.

			Mattie digested this like something sharp and hot directly in her gut: confirmation. There was a surge of bile to her throat and a wobble to her knees, as if she might drop and hit the floor like a lead balloon. Her stories suddenly took on the sharper, more vivid quality of reality when they played out across her vision.

			It was odd, Mattie supposed, that this aligned with what she had assumed. Odd – or was there something more nefarious at play? A repressed memory? Something she’d seen, heard?

			Christ alive, that was too much to contemplate. Mattie pushed the thought aside. One fucked-up issue at a time, she decided; that was all she could handle. It had probably just been because blunt force trauma was easier to comprehend than envisioning her dad with his big hands around a tiny throat or brandishing a weapon of some sort. How nice of her brain, Mattie supposed, to provide the more palatable murder option.

			She wondered why the police had to tell her the nitty-gritty details. What purpose did it serve for them to look her in the eye and tell her that her toddler sister’s tiny little skull had cracked against something hard? But of course, they were looking for her reaction. Davis’s eyes practically bulged out of his skull with the effort of scanning her face and posture. How in the fuck he would be able to decipher anything, she had no idea. Maybe the police got a handbook outlining how people should react to bad news: This is an example of a normal human being receiving awful news – note the wailing, the sobbing, the guttural cries.

			Dr Jo had once told Mattie there was no normal when it came to reacting to things – that everyone experienced emotions differently, and no one could say definitively how they might act in any given situation. Mattie supposed the police had been given different training on the matter. The entire world, actually, had been given training on the matter, because Mattie had rarely come across someone who told her it was okay to be the way that she was.

			She swallowed the bile. Held herself steady. Kept her face impassive and said nothing, responded with nothing.

			‘What we don’t know,’ Rynd continued, ‘is whether or not the death was intentional or accidental. Whatever the case, we’re operating under the assumption that your father then buried her in the backyard. Potentially he was panicking and feared repercussions – for one thing, his wife’s body was in the house still, and you, of course, were in the basement. Things wouldn’t have looked good for him. You told the police at the time that you didn’t think your father was operating in his right mind, so this makes sense.’ Rynd paused. ‘We’re unsure if Tessa’s death was immediate, or if she might have survived with medical intervention. It’s likely she would’ve suffered permanent damage given the severity of the fracture.’

			With medical intervention … And the stories changed. Not an instantaneous lights out for Tessa: a toddler on her back, red pooling beneath her, her eyes open, mouth open, a gurgling noise, a sucking of breath as she struggled to survive, the bloom of blood across the white of one eye. With medical intervention … And Tessa was in a hospital bed, hooked up to machines that beeped and clicked and pumped air into her lungs and pain relief into her veins, and Mattie sat next to the bed and put Matilda on the television screen and held her sister’s little hand, and somewhere their dad languished in a jail cell, but he comforted himself with the knowledge that he had done everything to protect his daughters, keep them safe – he’d even called an ambulance despite the consequences for him. With medical intervention … And Mattie was back to Tessa slowly dying on that porch, and Randolph sat to one side and watched and waited, and maybe he was crying, maybe he wasn’t, but there was one thing for sure, he wasn’t doing any fucking thing to keep his daughters safe, to protect them, and he never had been the whole time, it had all been a lie, he was a liar and –

			Mattie’s knees wobbled again, then they held. Her face felt like a stone mask, even as she bit her tongue so hard it broke the skin. One, thing you can taste – the metallic flood of blood in your mouth.

			‘… given the time that’s passed,’ Rynd was saying, ‘and the lack of witnesses …’

			At this, Davis made a small noise and widened his eyes meaningfully at Mattie. She met his gaze. Five, things you can see – this dickhead and his shitty hair and shitty face and shitty clothes and shitty attitude.

			‘All we can do, in the end, is hypothesise,’ said Rynd. ‘Maybe, if Tessa had been found right away … but, of course, with the state of the backyard when you were eventually discovered, and given that the police at the time weren’t aware they even needed to be searching for another daughter …’

			Was that a slight on Mattie? She felt mildly disappointed; she’d thought Rynd was partially on her side or at least someone who withheld judgement until irrefutable evidence was presented.

			No one is on your side, Mattie reminded herself.

			‘… talked to other owners and tenants who have lived in the house since,’ Rynd carried on. ‘None of them did much in the way of landscaping beyond cleaning up the backyard, and the place your father chose to bury the body … well, it seems intentional – the base of the tree, the far corner, the plants that were growing there. It seems he chose somewhere unlikely to be … dug up or altered.’

			Mattie looked past the detectives – who were both watching her as Rynd talked, Davis’s eyes narrowed and Rynd inscrutable – out the floor-length windows to the lawn, to the house beyond that, where, on the veranda, she could just see a figure standing, keeping an eye out.

			One person, Mattie backtracked, is on your side.

			And that thought – along with the sight of Vi, even with all her reservations about the police, standing guard – was better than all the grounding techniques in the fucking world. Was enough for Mattie to put her shoulders back – maybe Gemma was on to something, because hell if it didn’t make Mattie seem taller and more commanding – and say a single word that gave nothing away, gave the police nothing to go on and made Davis look really pissed off.

			‘Okay.’

			There was a beat, as if the detectives had been expecting this word to lead into a fuller sentence. When it clearly wasn’t going to, Davis shifted his weight and puffed his own chest up; Mattie decided that on him it looked ridiculous and diminished his authority. ‘I’ll clarify, in case you’re not sure. We really only have theories and circumstantial evidence. So as far as this case goes – the murder, manslaughter, whatever, of your sister – if we get any additional information, anything that, say, might bring someone else into the picture –’

			‘Or anything that confirms what we already believe,’ Rynd interrupted.

			Davis seemed annoyed at the interruption. He ploughed on. ‘If we get anything else, we’re going to pursue it. This isn’t an open-and-shut, case-closed situation. You understand?’

			Both detectives watched her, Rynd with something approaching compassion, Davis with something no longer approaching but fully in the realm of suspicion.

			‘Okay,’ Mattie said, again, and was satisfied to see Davis’s cheeks flushing red, his jaw tightening with frustration. Fuck you, she thought savagely. She wanted to show that he wasn’t going to rattle her, wasn’t going to make her feel like shit.

			Mattie had been a traumatised fourteen-year-old who’d just emerged from a basement after being trapped there for a year and a half, who’d had her mum waste away, ravaged by cancer, in a bedroom in her house, until her eventual death, when her corpse continued to rot behind a closed door, who’d lost her sister, who’d lost, really, her dad, who’d lost everyone and everything, including her own faith in humanity and her trust in the basic concepts of love and family and community. She had been a fourteen-year-old who’d gone through too much, seen too much, and if she’d repressed things and convinced herself that certain things didn’t happen, and if she’d lied because she’d been confused and starved and barely able to trust her own reality, and if she’d lied without even fully comprehending that she’d been lying – if she had done all of that, then so fucking what.

			Mattie had done what she’d needed to do to survive. Now, she wanted to meet that fourteen-year-old self and tell her, It’s okay. Everything is going to be fine. You’re going to get through this. You did get through this. You did what you had to do to get through this, and you’re a child, and so that’s okay because you are just a fucking child.

			What had Gemma said? Who you are as a teenager doesn’t define you for the rest of your life. Good god. Gemma and Dr Jo coming through with the pearls of wisdom. Wonders never ceased.

			The detectives left shortly after, Rynd thanking Mattie for her time and telling her, once again, that she was sorry for her loss. Davis said nothing. Mattie stood on the porch and studied them as they walked across the yard. Davis was shaking his head, talking animatedly; Mattie would have been willing to bet that he was speaking about her.

			She waited until they were gone from sight before she walked over to her chair and sank into the comforting embrace of the cushion. She wondered if this would be the last time she saw the detectives. Davis, it seemed, was convinced she was hiding something – and, yes, she kind of was, but it was nothing to do with Tessa. Would Davis keep hounding her? Mattie turned the idea over in her head. Maybe. But also, maybe not. He struck her as the type of person to be drawn in by the next shiny thing. Something more scintillating would fall into his lap – a large-scale drug bust, maybe – and he’d be off on the chase. Mattie, Tessa, Randolph and Sandra would fade quickly from his mind; they were just parts of another case, just names and faces and facts and not really real, not to him.

			Not to him, and not to all the people who lapped up articles and gave little thought to how the subjects lived outside the circumstances of the stories.

			Fuck them all.

			Mattie was aware her motto had flaws. It required nuance too. Fuck them all – except landlords who became friends. Fuck them all – except aunts and uncles who were just trying their best. Fuck them all – but occasionally try to make connections, because even if they didn’t work out, Mattie could look at her own heart and be surprised to find it wasn’t as hardened as she’d thought it was. Beneath the calcification, there was something warm, alive and beating, and that meant there was a chance she could fulfil her promise to Vi to live like Tessa would’ve wanted, like Tessa didn’t get the chance to. How exhilarating. How terrifying.

			Mattie, now, looked out over Vi’s garden. The veranda was empty – Vi must have gone inside once the police left. Maybe she was watching television, maybe going to take a nap, maybe packing away all the equipment she’d bought for yoga because that phase had well and truly passed, as she’d told Mattie that morning: ‘Who needs all that slow breathing anyway? Good god, I just wanted to tell the instructor to get on with it.’

			Tomorrow morning, Mattie would have breakfast with Vi, and maybe she’d tell the older woman about what the police had confirmed about the circumstances of Tessa’s death. Maybe – she wasn’t sure yet. The fact that she was contemplating doing it was a good sign. There had been a time, barely a few months ago, when it wouldn’t have even crossed her mind to open up to anyone, even Vi.

			It was all about small steps. That was infinitely annoying, and Mattie, like Vi with her yoga instructor, wanted to tell her brain just to get on with it. Brains apparently didn’t work like that – especially not ones that had spent fifteen years compartmentalising like crazy and tangling fact and fiction until it was all twisted into a big knot. Very obviously, she wasn’t going to be cured overnight, she knew that. It was going to take time – years, decades – an exhausting amount of time.

			She’d need a therapist, although she hadn’t the faintest clue where to start looking for one. Maybe Dr Jo Prean was still practising. She’d be well into her sixties, probably grey-haired, undoubtedly still wearing her prim skirts and square-toed heels. Would she say, I told you so? That wasn’t really Dr Jo’s style, unless it came in the form of an analogy. She’d probably call Mattie a ‘frisbee’: You went away, and it might have taken a while, but eventually you came back.

			The light dimmed, the sun setting. Mattie had been out here for a while, just mulling things through. Only rising once to get herself some water and a cup of tea, and to fill a tiny bowl with chicken pieces and place it on the porch: a peace offering.

			She rested her head on the back of the couch. Five, she thought idly, things she could see. The light on in the lounge of Vi’s house, where Vi would be, pottering around with her dogs at her heels. The veranda, where Mattie sat with Vi and ate breakfast most mornings and listened to her friend – her friend – talk and talk. The garden around her, that she tended to as often as she could, where she lost hours breathing in the fresh air as she plunged her fingers into soil. The granny flat, where she’d made a home, where she’d found some semblance of peace and stability, for the first time in a very long time. And – a small, rangy-looking black cat slinking out from the bushes, low to the ground, heading for her back porch.

			Four, things she could touch. The fabric of the couch that she’d spent many early mornings, late nights and everything in between sitting on. The mug of half-finished, rapidly cooling tea on the table beside her, emblazoned with CRAZY PLANT LADY; Vi had bought it for her as a joke six months into her living here. Her phone, in her pocket, where a message from the cafe manager confirmed that Mattie could come back to work next week, that there were shifts available, and that there were no hard feelings about her briefly dropping off the face of the planet. The cat, if she wanted to, because it was on the porch now and cautiously heading towards the plate of food, one eye fixed on Mattie, who held as still as she possibly could.

			Three, things she could hear. The birds in the trees, twittering, because the cat hadn’t scared them away or attacked them, just like Vi had pointed out, because it turned out even animals could sometimes act outside of their normal behaviour; Mattie supposed there was an irony in that somewhere, if she cared to find it. Her own voice, telling the cat to relax, and that it was fine, and that she wasn’t going to hurt it, and even, meekly, offering an apology for her tantrum the other night. The soft sounds of the cat chewing when it reached the bowl.

			Two, things she could smell. The chicken the cat was eating, a roast she’d bought from Woolies; she figured it was safe for the cat to eat, but hell if she’d know, because she’d never owned an animal, of course, given her past. (Sometimes she’d thought of Tessa owning a dog – her sister had wanted a puppy, after all – and Mattie imagined Tessa playing fetch with a golden retriever maybe, just to be completely cliché, and then thought of Melanie, volunteering in an animal shelter, calming big dogs with her words and her soft touches, and maybe Melanie would have been the one to give Tessa the retriever, an older, abandoned dog looking for a new family and – no. Mattie wasn’t doing this anymore. Focus. What could she smell?) Vi’s dinner, the scent of it coming through the open kitchen window, and it was a curry, maybe, something with spices, and it was delicious – and maybe Mattie would get up, once the cat had finished eating, go across to the house and have dinner with her friend, and for once not choose to spend a night alone, lost to her stories.

			One, thing she could taste – freedom, as fresh and liberating as the cooling breeze that gently drifted over her face.

		


		
			Thirty-two

			After the police finally released the remains a week or so later, Vi helped Mattie organise to have Tessa buried. They took great lengths to keep the details private, and, in the end, the only people there when Tessa was laid to rest were Mattie, Vi, Yvonne and Milton.

			The funeral was in a private room, with a coffin that was heartbreakingly small, and the only person to speak was Mattie. She kept it short and simple, because she couldn’t help the paranoia that someone might be listening in, ready to pass on details to the media, couldn’t stop from warily eyeing the celebrant. She said that Tessa had been too young, her time on the planet too short. She said that she missed her sister, who had been bright, smart, independent and giggly, and who had loved to watch movies. It was surface level, shallow, but Yvonne still bawled even though she’d never met Tessa, and even Milton got misty-eyed.

			Afterwards they all went to a local bar, ordered drinks and toasted Tessa quietly. Milton bought fries for the table, and for an hour or so they picked at the food. The conversation, largely led by Vi, plodded along, keeping firmly to all things light and uncontroversial – the weather, new movies and TV shows, how terribly boring yoga could be, and how Vi’s granddaughter was rehabilitating dogs that had been abused.

			‘You must be extraordinarily proud of Melanie,’ Yvonne told Vi. ‘All the things she’s doing! What a superstar. It must be so hard to live so far away from her.’

			‘Yes,’ Vi said. ‘Yes, it’s very, very hard.’ If Vi’s eyes were wet, then, Mattie supposed, they were at a makeshift wake after all.

			The hour passed, then Yvonne and Milton gave Mattie and Vi awkward hugs and left. The afternoon was heading to evening, and at home there would be three dogs getting restless, eager for dinner. Probably curled on Mattie’s porch chair, the cat would stretch and rise and anticipate her arrival, when she would feed him chicken like she had been every night. Mattie still hadn’t named him; she wondered if she ever would.

			Vi said, ‘Shall we head off then, darling?’ and linked her arm in Mattie’s, guiding her to the car.

			***

			Later, when the earth had settled, Tessa interned to the ground, on a day off from working at the cafe, Mattie visited her. She sat on the ground next to the headstone, even if she wasn’t sure she was supposed to, and put her fingers in the dirt, curling them and letting herself breathe. She’d kept the stone simple: TESSA ANDREW, LOVED AND MISSED. There were no dates of birth or death and no mention of family, because Mattie was sure there would be people out there who would try to track this place down, who would look at whatever Mattie wrote on that stone and read between the lines, and she wanted to spare Tessa that.

			She sat beside her sister, like she had so many times in the basement, and though it was only dirt that surrounded her fingers, she could, for a brief moment, almost imagine that it was another hand instead, a smaller one, holding hers quietly. Mattie imagined giving the hand a squeeze, gentle, soft. It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay. We’re going to get through this.

			She thought about talking to her sister. Telling her that she missed her. That she loved her. That she was sorry for trying to forget about her for so many years. That it tore her up inside that she couldn’t get the both of them out. She thought about telling Tessa that sometimes she wished it was her who’d survived, and Mattie who had not. But she didn’t say any of that. Tessa, if she could hear, wherever she was, had heard Mattie say lots of things in that basement, all of them empty promises. Mattie had always been better expressing herself through actions.

			She’d brought her laptop. She set it up on the ground in front of them and settled herself in. The sound was low, but it didn’t matter, because both Mattie and Tessa knew the words by heart. They had, after all, watched this movie over and over together, trapped in a basement, holding on to one another, drawing comfort not from pointless phrases whispered to each other, but instead from the simple act of linked hands and a movie they loved.

			It could have been any movie; Mattie knew that. That it was this movie was purely by chance, by the fact of Matilda sharing the name or by the fact of Randolph having deemed this DVD acceptable for his daughters to watch. But the movie wasn’t the point: it was the act of watching it that truly mattered.

			On the screen, Matilda started to play.
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