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	‘The tale of a good teacher who follows her moral compass and risks damnation. A decade long journey that culminates in a gripping John Grisham-like-climax.  A book club favourite. It’s not surprising that movie producers are circling around The Good Teacher.’ – Mark Naglazas, The Sunday Times Magazine
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Foreword

	 

	 

	Narrative – A narrative or story is a report of connected events, real or imaginary, presented in a sequence of written or spoken words, or still or moving images. The word stems from the Latin verb name, ‘to tell’, which is derived from the adjective ‘gnarus’, which means ‘knowing’ or ‘skilled’.

	 

	Narrative Therapy – part of the school of Family Psychotherapy. It exists within the Philosophy of Mind, the Social Sciences and various other clinical fields, including Medicine. A narrative can refer to some very important aspects of human psychology.

	 

	Personal Narrative – it is thought that a personal narrative process is involved in the construction of memories and is considered by some to be the fundamental nature of self. The breakdown of a coherent or positive narrative has been implicated in the development of psychosis and mental disorder, and its repair is said to play an important role in the journey of recovery.

	 

	 


The information below has been adapted from a document titled: ‘Child Protection - The essential guide for teachers and other professionals who work with children’. Four indicators have been highlighted in grey in column four, to make sure you, the reader, are fully informed.
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Part One

	2010

	 


1

	NOW

	 

	 

	10.10pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	A taut and knuckled fist rapped heavily upon the white-slatted grooves of a modest front door. The pounding of skin on wood rippled across the night, ending the quiet solitude of the last few hours.

	An eye peered in through the brass keyhole, dilated iris flitting from side to side, searching for signs of life.

	Beyond the door, an eerie mix of shadowy hues, a stone fireplace only just visible, the amber glow of embers smouldering away in the grate, the smell of burnt timber wafting through the lock.

	The machine gun repetition of the clenched fist returned, demanding attention — impatience and frustration both equal parts of the urgent message being hammered through the door. This wasn’t Morse Code. It was: get the hell up.

	‘Ms Hansen, it’s the police!’ The gravelly male voice seeped in through the gaps. ‘Please open up.’

	Below the door, a thin wisp of porchlight, the lilted play of light and dark, movement suggestive of the shuffling of feet — the hint of trouble.

	A narrow shaft of light burst in through a large bay window, its beam drifting across the floor and walls of the front room like a searchlight in a storm. It glided across a blanket, draped upon a couch, a folded mess of crumples and creases. A flicker of movement beneath it brought the beam to a halt, drifting left, homing in on a face, eyes closed, quilted edges pulled tight under a youthful chin.

	A pair of white cables snaked out from beneath a thick lock of brown hair, the static-like resonance of music seeping from a set of in-ear headphones. The cords meandered down towards the floor, the glint of glass hinting at a phone, its screen face up on thick brown carpet.

	The voice beyond the door returned. ‘Ms Hansen, we need to evacuate you. Your life might be in danger.’

	The young body stirred beneath the blanket, limbs stretching out like a river, eyes blinking open, pupils flickering under the intense observation of light.

	‘C’mon, Ms Hansen!’ A fresh burst of persuasion. ‘We can see you’re in there.’

	The phone screen lit up, an incoming call, unknown ID, an annoying ringtone leaching out from the headphones. A bare arm slid from beneath the blanket, a flurry of fingertips across the glass as she accepted the intrusion. ‘Hello?’ Her voice was croaky.

	‘Ms Hansen, we’re outside your front door. Please open up.’ The declaration was designed to slice through the air of confusion, but the time delay between the reality outside and the headphones in the woman’s ears had created an echo, unbalancing their target further, showering her in doubt.

	‘What’s going on?’ she asked, looking up towards the front door. ‘Who’s we?’ 

	‘The police, Ms Hansen.’ 

	A grimace, her brain processing events through heavy eyes, a strange mixture of sights and sounds informing her she’d woken to a real-world problem, not just the continuation of a bad dream.

	‘This is an urgent matter, and your safety is paramount,’ continued the voice. ‘Please, Ms Hansen, if you want us to help you, then you must open up now!’

	She ended the call and swung her legs off the couch, rising quickly to her feet. The woollen blanket tumbled forgotten to the floor, the occupant now clad only in a white singlet and blue boxer shorts, her twenty-three-year-old body lean and muscled.

	The experiences of the last few days were foremost in her mind, lingering at the front like a troubled teenager. This night-time strike was just another episode in a growing list of surprises.

	She tiptoed away from the couch, an urge to keep her movements as discreet as the smoking embers she’d lit just hours ago. The modest size of her rental made navigation easy: a petite lounge transforming into a condensed kitchen, brown carpet to cream Lino, both areas small and compact like their tenant. The house had come with the job, and Ms Hansen had made it her safe place, clean and tidy like she was.

	She paused a few feet short of the door, her ears burning, her breath steady. ‘What’s your name?’ she demanded.

	‘Sergeant Spears. I’m here to move you … to a safe house.’ He spoke with an easy rhythm.

	‘Who else is with you?’

	‘Officers Banks and Timmins.’

	‘That’s a lot of people for one person. You sure I’m the one in danger?’

	‘Affirmative, Ms Hansen. Our only job is to keep you safe.’

	‘Was there a storm warning that I missed? Is that what this is about?’

	‘It’s not the weather that is a threat to you,’ explained the sergeant. ‘Look, please Amy, can you just let us in.’

	The officer’s use of her first name made this intrusion more personal, drawing an extra breath from her chest.

	‘There are many things I need to tell you,’ he continued, ‘and all of them I can explicate with much more clarity once we’re inside your home.’

	She took a breath and stepped forward, turning the door handle, easing the door open. The chrome-plated safety chain yanked taut, and Amy peered through the gap. An older male stood in the foreground, a toothy smile beneath a strong moustache. His skin was creased and dark, catching Amy off guard. Kilgarry was not known for its multi-cultural sensibilities; First Nations people rarely held positions of power in the region.

	‘Hello.’ She smiled, more a nervous reaction than a display of pleasure.

	‘Hello, Ms Hansen,’ replied the sergeant. ‘Nice to finally meet you in person.’

	‘Sorry, the feelings not mutual. Been a tough week, and given the current time of day, or night for that matter, I’d much rather be sleeping.’

	Spears grinned. ‘Understood. May we come in?’

	She looked past his shoulder towards two young officers, staggered like dominos behind him — one male and one female, both light-skinned.

	‘You look like the real deal,’ confirmed Amy. ‘My first instinct was that you were the boys down the pub.’

	‘Really?’ said Spears. ‘They been annoying you then, have they?’

	‘I wouldn’t put it like that, exactly. Harmless fun. Although I think Mrs Varcoe next door might see it a bit differently.’

	‘We know Rosie. She puts in a few calls to the help desk. Likes her peace and quiet.’

	‘That she does.’ Another smile.

	‘A bit silly of the Education Department to put a rental here then,’ noted Spears.

	‘It’s the locals we attract who make all the ruckus. Don’t go blaming us teachers.’

	‘All right, agreed, but you do represent half of the available women in this town. Those country boys can be hard to quell.’

	‘I think it’s the same the world over, Mr Spears.’ Amy had learnt quickly that nights down the pub were out of the question. Unwanted attention could be worse than any bouts of loneliness. Mrs Varcoe was an elderly stateswoman of the town, a good sort, country through and through, which made Amy wonder about the sergeant’s timing. ‘If late night noise is such an issue for Mrs Varcoe, then why not come a bit earlier?’

	‘Good question.’ Spears unfolded his arms like he was preparing to catch a ball. ‘We had planned to be here during daylight hours, but you know how plans go.’

	‘Never as you hoped?’

	‘That’s right.’ He smiled, taking an instant liking to this girl, admiring her intelligence and pluck. ‘I too would have preferred the accompaniment of the afternoon sun, rather than the eeriness of night, so may I apologise for our tardiness.’

	‘Apology accepted.’ Amy thought the banter was relatively pleasant, given the situation, and Spears’ mannerisms were not dissimilar to her own father’s. ‘Give me two secs and I’ll remove the chain.’

	‘Thank you.’

	She closed the door, stepped left and took a quick gaze in a small round mirror hanging on the wall. Her gran had told her it was essential for a woman to always present herself appropriately. Amy had taken some of this old-school etiquette to heart; the installation of this mirror was a nod to another person she had loved and lost.

	She ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing out the slept-in kinks of the couch. She hadn’t planned to spend the night on the living room sofa, but it had been an emotional day and sleep had come unexpected. Fortunately for her, she had been born with beautiful olive skin and bright blue eyes.

	She slid the door chain free and opened her house up to the crazy new world she’d inhabited. ‘Come in.’

	Sergeant Spears nodded, his team stepping past her, one by one, removing their police hats as they entered.

	Amy closed the door behind them and retreated within the limited confines of her L-shaped kitchen, any space previously available now at a premium. She flicked a switch on the wall behind her, both rooms blowing up with a warm glow.

	Spears considered the well-organised environment, each surface as clean and tidy as a hotel room. The walls were adorned with paintings, rural depictions of green fields and rolling hills. They weren’t a reflection of Ms Hansen’s tastes, having come with the house, as did most of the furniture. The Education Department was wise enough to realise that graduate teachers weren’t exactly flushed with either funds or furnishings. A bare room would have been bad for both morale and brand. 

	Spears turned to his team. ‘Give the place the once over. Check all exits.’ 

	The two officers quickly filtered out.

	‘Where are they going?’ protested Amy.

	‘Just making sure the house is safe.’

	A loud scream surprised them all, Ms Hansen rushing from the kitchen and down the hallway.

	The peace and quiet of the night had been interrupted once again, but that wasn’t what Amy found so alarming. It was the fact that her life no longer resembled what she’d started the week with. Any semblance of normality was long gone, and the genesis of her current situation could be traced directly back to a singular moment in time. A decision she’d taken some thirty-seven hours ago …

	 

	 


2

	THEN

	 

	 

	Thirty-seven hours earlier

	9.00am, Wednesday, 2 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	A stick of white chalk scoured its way across a blackboard, a smooth feminine hand using it to finish the slow curve of a question mark, before adding the dot below. Amy stepped back and admired her handy work.

	 

	What is a narrative?

	 

	She deposited the chalk upon the wooden ledge below and turned. ‘So, what is a narrative?’ she asked, her crisp black shirt creasing as she moved, a pair of cream trousers complementing the smart outfit. A thin black belt and black flats added the final trimmings.

	A flurry of hands went up. Her students were a mixture of Year Fives, Sixes and Sevens, with all twenty-one of them clothed in free dress. There was no school uniform as such, allowing their personalities to shine through via a canvas of style and colour.

	‘Andy?’ asked Amy.

	A boy of nine lowered his arm, a smile on his freckled face, brown shaggy hair touching the shoulders of a red and black T-shirt. ‘It’s a story you create yourself.’ 

	‘Yes, that’s right. What else?’ prompted his teacher.

	‘It’s a work of fiction and not fact,’ answered a girl in a pink T-shirt, one of the tallest and smartest in the class, her long brown hair secured tightly in a ponytail. Sarah had been bumped up a year and her natural self-confidence was obvious.

	‘That’s partly correct,’ accepted Amy. ‘It originates in our imagination, but it can also be based in truth, or have at its core, something that actually happened.’ She eased past the evenly spaced desks across the front, children following her with their eyes, listening intently. ‘When we talk about a narrative, we are not just talking about the content, but how a story is both delivered and received. It forces us to ask ourselves a question. What are the rules under which our reader is making sense of what has been written?’ She waited as the question sank in. Another hand flew up. ‘Yes, John?’

	‘I remember we did a recount after we went on that excursion to the iron ore mines,’ he explained. John was from fourth-generation farming stock and loved anything to do with land management and resources.

	‘Yes, we did,’ encouraged his teacher.

	‘That was based on fact.’ He then continued, ‘But it wasn’t a narrative, was it?’

	‘No, it wasn’t. Do you know why?’

	‘Because it was just us talking about what had happened there and what we saw,’ surmised John. ‘There were no characters, or problems that needed to be fixed.’

	‘Exactly. A recount is one hundred per cent fact based on someone’s experience of those details and events.’

	Another boy put his hand up.

	‘Yes, Paul?’

	At nine years and one month, Paul was the youngest in the class. ‘Can a narrative be a mix of truth and lies?’ he asked.

	‘It can, and that’s because we are creating a piece of entertainment, for ourselves and for others. It’s not lying, just like Harry Potter isn’t a lie. He’s a creation from JK Rowling’s mind, from her imagination.’

	‘But he feels real,’ blurted out Sandra from the rear of the class, the happiest girl in Year Six. A self-confessed Potter tragic, she saw little separation between Radcliffe the actor and Harry the wizard. 

	‘Yes, and it’s okay to believe in a character and their life outside of the book they are in. It’s actually really healthy to allow your imagination to wander and dream up ideas and events, even to continue to believe beyond the last page.’

	‘So, a narrative is a mix of both fact and fiction?’ verified Sophia. She was the most outgoing of ten-year-old twins, her brother Claudio sitting next to her, more than happy for his sister to do all the talking.

	‘Yes, that’s right, Soph. It might be ten per cent fact and ninety per cent fiction, or fifty-fifty, or any mix you want really, but it should be entertaining and written in a way that makes sense to its readers.’

	‘Can it be all fiction?’ wondered Julia, her German ancestry still evident in her clipped pronunciation.

	‘Yes, it can. But usually there is some fact in it, even if it’s just the fact that humans walk the earth, or that gravity holds everything to the surface of our planet. If in your story we all float around in the air, then even that fact is no longer true in the fictional world of your characters.’

	‘That would be so cool,’ said Kane, the sole First Nations boy in the room, his extended family hailing from Badimaya country, a continuous line of ancestors who’d made this region their home for over 40,000 years. ‘It’d be like flying.’ He smiled and the class laughed with him.

	‘Followed quite quickly by dying, I’d imagine,’ corrected Sarah, who was sometimes more serious than was necessary. ‘We need gravity, otherwise we couldn’t walk on earth at all and we’d be floating through space without oxygen. It would be a horrible way to perish.’

	‘That wouldn’t happen in my story,’ explained Kane. ‘We’d be able to control our flying, like an eagle, and go anywhere we wanted to, just like in the dreamtime.’

	‘Which is great.’ Amy grinned. ‘Many well-known storytellers have chosen to throw away some of the most basic facts of life, when writing their stories. You can have your characters doing and saying whatever you want them to. It really is a very underestimated freedom.’

	‘Are we going to be writing a story today?’ asked Julia, her creative juices already flowing.

	‘Yes, we are,’ responded Amy. Julia’s delight was obvious. ‘But first, let us return our focus to the question we started with.’ She pointed at the four words on the board. ‘What is a narrative?’ She leant across her desk and grabbed the dictionary, flicking it open to the page marked with a floral bookmark. ‘The actual definition of a narrative is this.’ She placed a finger underneath a word and read direct from the text. ‘A narrative or story is a report of connected events, real or imaginary, presented in a sequence of written or spoken words, or still or moving images. The word itself comes from the Latin verb name, “to tell”, which is taken from the adjective “gnarus”, which means “knowing” or “skilled”.’

	‘That’s way too complicated,’ complained Paul.

	‘I agree, so let’s break it down.’ Amy picked up the same piece of chalk she’d started with and began scribbling.

	 

	Definition: The reporting of connected events, real or imaginary, presented in a sequence.

	 

	She finished with a full stop, and then stepped off to one side. ‘Is that better?’ Most of the class nodded. ‘Could you all please copy what I’ve written into your books. Put it at the top of the next available page,’ explained Amy. ‘It will remind you as to the expectations under which you are writing.’

	The children picked up their pencils and did as they were asked. 

	Amy smiled, watching them with a sense of achievement, proud to have got them this far. Narratives were a complicated topic, and being a graduate teacher, she was never really certain as to how the lesson would go.

	She knew a lot about stories though, as well as the depth to which human life was so heavily steeped in words and experiences. Her own personal narrative had been filled with more drama than she would have liked, both real and imaginary. Some of it was of her own making, and other parts had been created thanks to the decisions of others. She was always mindful of the fact that she’d never started out on a career in education, a degree in psychology having been her first love. She’d enrolled in a pre-med course and discovered early on that within the fields of philosophy and the social sciences, the term ‘narrative’ also referred to aspects of human psychology that applied to her own mental journey. One of her first textbooks had introduced her to a sentence that literally blew her mind: ‘We all own a personal narrative process, which is involved in the construction of memories and is thought by some to be the fundamental nature of self.’

	It had been a lightbulb moment, so much of her life having been crystalised into that one sentence. She’d investigated this idea further, discussing it with her peers, learning later on from one of her lecturers that: ‘The breakdown of a coherent or positive narrative has been implicated in the development of psychosis and mental disorder, and its repair is said to play an important role in journeys of recovery.’

	She’d sprinted from the lecture hall to call her mother, wanting to share this revelation, but the ringtone went unanswered, a moment of clarity lost. A chance to start unpacking what had become a very complicated relationship was missed, but that’s how it so often went with Amy. The sliding doors of life often sliding the wrong way at the wrong time.

	But today was a good day, and she felt happy to be here in Kilgarry. A small class of willing students was a luxury, and she knew it. Her journey here had started with those psychology classes at the University of Western Australia. The first signs of change came during a lesson on a relatively new chain of thought called ‘Narrative Therapy’, in which affected patients were aided in the recovery of their fragmented story. The lecturer, who was also a practising psychologist, was a big believer in this new development, conveying a passion that flowed easily onto students.

	Professor Michaels was the first person to encourage Amy to divert her attention towards teaching, believing that children, and the schools they enrolled in, were where the frontline of psychology now existed. Michaels could see a trend emerging, where child psychologists were running out of time to see all the patients that were referred to them. That schools were struggling to cope with the demands of a growing number of dysfunctional families. The need to catch these problems early was of increasing significance, and it would require the people at the coalface to be psychologically literate.

	Amy was filled with hope and a great desire to make a difference. So, with a truckload of romantic notions, she followed her lecturer’s advice and changed courses. She gazed across her classroom, confident she’d made the right decision. These red brick walls and wood framed windows had become her second home and she felt fulfilled. ‘Now remember, your narrative must be at least two pages long and be from your own imagination. It cannot be from a movie you have seen or include characters someone else has created.’ It frustrated her when the boys peppered their work with characters like Spiderman and Thor. ‘Any questions before we begin?’ 

	Not a hand was raised, the children all poised for action, their pencils ready. All except one student. Leah Hargreaves sat up the back, staring out the window to her left. She’d spent the whole morning looking very distracted, having taken no part at all in the discussion. Amy took a breath. As one of just five Year Sevens in the class, this had unfortunately been Leah’s approach to most lessons. Amy appreciated that not all children learnt the same way, but having worked so hard to cover the ever-widening scope of the curriculum, she had found the deeper nitty gritty of student welfare ever more demanding. She’d gone into teaching for exactly that reason though, and she swore that once her ability to plan lessons had become a speedier exercise, she would make Leah’s well-being a priority.

	‘You may start,’ Amy announced, the loud click of her timer informing them that the countdown had begun. She was relieved to see Leah pick up her pencil and start writing. Amy smiled, unaware that this simple act, of putting pencil to paper, would have such a dramatic effect on the rest of her life.

	 

	 


3

	NOW

	 

	 

	10.21pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	The screaming had stopped by the time Amy discovered Officer Banks frozen solid inside the first bedroom, the light on and his face red.

	‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ screeched a young woman from her bed, a patterned quilt held tightly to her chest.

	‘It’s okay, Kate,’ explained Amy. ‘They’ve come to see me.’

	‘Well tell them to get the hell out of my bedroom then.’

	‘I didn’t realise you were in here,’ mumbled Banks.

	‘It’s the middle of the night!’ yelled Kate. ‘Where the hell else was I going to be?’ She was clearly pissed off.

	‘It’s ten twenty-two, actually,’ revised Banks.

	Amy gave him a sideways stare. ‘Are you serious?’

	‘Look,’ he said, directing her attention to the watch on his wrist.

	Amy shook her head and turned back to Kate. ‘They reckon I’m in danger.’

	‘From what?’ asked Kate.

	‘They haven’t told me yet.’

	Spears stepped past Banks and into the room. ‘Sorry for the intrusion. I wasn’t told our target had guests.’

	‘Target?’ said Amy.

	‘There’s more of them?’ Kate was clearly unimpressed.

	‘Three to be exact,’ informed Spears, acting as if he was verifying the number of marbles in a bag. ‘And it’s only Ms Hansen who’s at risk. You, miss, can go straight back to sleep.’

	‘Yeah right. Like that’s going to happen,’ seethed Kate.

	‘And she’s not my guest,’ countered Amy. ‘She lives here with me.’

	Spears looked at Banks with raised eyebrows.

	‘Sorry, boss,’ said the lower ranked of the two. ‘Must have missed that.’

	‘Just get out of my room!’ demanded Kate. ‘I’m half-naked here.’

	‘Of course, sorry,’ apologised Spears. He gestured to Banks who still hadn’t moved, his feet seemingly glued to the floor. It took a deft nudge in the ribs from his chief to encourage him into the hallway.

	Amy took a quick look back in Kate’s direction. ‘So, you’ll be out soon?’ she asked.

	‘Yes, of course I will.’

	‘Thanks.’ She stepped out and closed the door behind her.

	Amy had always preferred living by herself, hated having to put up with the strange habits and mood swings of others. She’d shared a room with her younger sister right up until she was sixteen. That was compromise enough. But Kate was different. They read each other like books, and seeing as they were both teachers, they knew the demands of the job, knew how important this safe haven was to their sanity. A place far from the prying eyes of town.

	But those beady eyes were now in here as well, and she faced up to Spears in the hallway, her mistrust growing, so many questions lingering unanswered. ‘You still haven’t told me why I’m in danger?’

	Spears spoke slowly. ‘We’ve had a tip-off from a member of the public. A suggestion that someone might be planning a surprise visit.’

	Amy wasn’t overly surprised. ‘And who do you think made that call?’ she asked, interested as to whether the sergeant was aware of the person’s identity too.

	‘It’s all pretty sensitive at the moment. I’m not sure how much I’m allowed to tell you.’

	‘Surely you should be telling me everything you know,’ demanded Amy. ‘How else are you going to protect me?’

	‘Look, I understand your anger, but I can only tell you what I think you need to know.’

	‘Needs and wants. You know that’s a teaching mechanism, right?’ The question was rhetorical, and Amy continued before anybody sought to respond, ‘Are you in charge of this operation?’

	‘I am,’ said Spears. ‘It’s the sort of problem that doesn’t crop up much in our neck of the woods.’ He gave her another one of those condescending smiles. ‘The people of Kilgarry prefer a quiet life.’

	‘That’s an understatement.’

	‘This is a local problem, and we’d like to keep it that way.’

	‘So, you’re saying that someone from around here wants to hurt me?’

	He smoothed his moustache. ‘We have information that concerns us. Someone with a reason to, shall we say, intimidate you.’

	Amy’s smile faded. ‘Can we stop with the pretence. I know his name.’

	‘Which is confidential.’

	‘It’s Hargreaves.’ Amy could sense she was getting on the sergeant’s bad side.

	Spears’ eyes narrowed. ‘It’s not my place to confirm nor deny anything at this stage. We’re just here to get you to safety.’

	‘And you think he’s going to come here? He’s a big guy, but he’s not stupid.’

	Spears held up his hands in deference to her question. ‘I have my orders.’

	‘So, you’re not in charge then?’

	Spears never got a chance to answer, Kate emerging from her room in a long blue dressing gown and pink slippers, her blonde hair tied up in a bun. ‘I’m still very confused.’

	‘They’re here about Hargreaves,’ explained Amy.

	‘The farmer?’ responded Kate.

	‘Yeah.’ Amy nodded, her attention turning back to the sergeant. ‘You realise that this was never meant to happen. That my identity was meant to be kept a secret.’

	‘As is his, Ms Hansen!’ noted Spears. ‘It works both ways. You entered into an agreement, whereby all information would remain classified.’

	‘So, he’s a protected species?’

	‘As are you.’

	‘Then how come I feel more exposed than ever?’

	‘Look, Ms Hansen, I’m not in a position to discuss the ins and outs of this case, and I’d prefer it if you didn’t share any confidential information with your girlfriend.’

	‘Girlfriend?’ scoffed Amy. ‘She’s a colleague, a fellow teacher.’

	‘You condescending old bastard,’ frothed Kate.

	Spears focused his attention on Kate. ‘Be careful, young lady. I’m also an officer of the law, and I won’t put up with that sort of abuse.’

	‘Neither will I,’ replied Kate, standing her ground.

	‘This is an Education Department rental that we both share,’ explained Amy. ‘Your background checking is woeful, to say the least?’

	‘Sorry, I never meant to offend anyone. Your private life is exactly that and your safety is our only concern.’ Spears looked up the hallway. ‘Officer Timmins will help Ms Hansen pack while we secure the front and rear entrances to the property.’

	‘Pack?’ said Amy. ‘I’m not going anywhere. It’s pitch-black out there.’

	‘Which makes it a good time to spirit you away to safety.’

	‘Look, I thank you for your concern, no matter how poorly handled it’s been, but I can deal with my own problems. Been doing it since I was born. Hargreaves isn’t going to change that.’

	Officer Banks interrupted them from the far end of the hallway. ‘Ready to go, Sarge.’

	‘Is the friend going too?’ clarified Timmins.

	‘No,’ replied Spears. ‘She’s staying put.’

	‘That doesn’t feel so reassuring,’ remarked Kate. ‘You obviously think he’ll come here. What do you expect me to do if he does?’

	‘Ms Hansen’s the target. She’s the one we’re moving. If he knows she’s gone, then I doubt he’ll be stopping by.’

	‘So, you’re keeping him informed?’ asked Amy.

	‘If it means you and your friend are safer, then yes.’

	‘Why not just arrest him?’ said Kate.

	‘Because he hasn’t done anything wrong.’

	‘Bullshit.’ Amy surprised herself with the outburst.

	Spears tried to stay calm. ‘I’ve been asked to evacuate Ms Hansen and that’s what I’m going to do.’

	‘Asked? By who?’

	‘Your employer.’

	‘Principal Barlow?’

	‘No. The Education Department. You work for them, and they’ve asked me to move you to safety.’

	‘It wouldn’t matter if your orders were from the Queen. I’m not going anywhere,’ insisted Amy.

	‘Which would be fine if I was giving you the choice, but I’m not.’ Spears smiled, exasperation surfacing as humour. ‘You stay here, you get hurt. Shit hits the fan and it’s all on me, and that is just not going to happen.’

	Amy folded her arms and leant against the wall. ‘I really don’t care whether you’re asking or not, Sergeant Steers.’ Amy liked to play with words, and her love of rhyming was front and centre.

	‘It’s Spears, ma’am.’

	‘Ma’am? Bugger me, you are as old as you look.’

	‘And you’re younger than I expected. Impetuous, ungrateful, stubborn.’

	‘Thanks for the compliment.’ The smile was genuine this time. ‘Young or old, this is my place, and this is my body. I’ll make the decisions around here.’ Amy stormed towards the lounge room and sat down on the same couch she’d started the night on, her arms and legs crossed. ‘I’m staying put,’ she shouted. ‘Guard me if you think it’s necessary, put as many men or women outside my front door as you want. I’ve done nothing wrong. This whole process is being hijacked, and I won’t allow it.’

	Spears listened, his face heavily lined, a testament to the years he’d spent out here in sunny Badimaya country. He was proud to still be making his living on ancestral land. ‘I didn’t think teachers were meant to be this difficult. Thought they knew how to follow orders, just like they teach their students to.’ He smiled at Kate, who was still beside him. Her frosty demeanour was enough to encourage a move towards the kitchen.

	‘We guide our students to make good decisions,’ hollered Amy. ‘The methods of control have probably changed a lot since you went through the school system. Corporal punishment no longer exists.’

	Spears faced her from his new position beside the kettle. ‘You think I don’t know about control and systems? Life certainly didn’t do me any favours when I was in school, but I see the troubled youth your fancy new system is producing, and I’d say it’s failing both them and us.’

	‘You know all too well that it’s the drugs and the alcohol that are the issue now. It’s not a teaching problem. Or do you want a female-dominated profession to take the blame for that too?’

	Spears’ mood changed instantly. ‘Don’t play the sexist card with me, young lady. You can lay the blame anywhere you want; I don’t really care that much. Just get your ass off that couch and do as I say, or I’ll be forced to carry you out of here like a naughty schoolgirl.’

	Kate interjected, ‘I’m not sure that would be appropriate, Sergeant.’ 

	‘I couldn’t care less whether you feel it would be appropriate or not, Ms … whatever your name is.’

	‘Wilson,’ Kate replied with a sarcastically sweet smile.

	‘Well, Ms Wilson, I’ve been asked to protect your colleague and that’s what I’ll damn well do, whether you both like it or not.’

	‘I’ll be a witness to the whole incident.’

	‘Good. By the looks of you two, I’ll need all the back-up I can get.’

	 Amy looked over at Officer Timmins, who was guarding the front door. She was yet to speak, and the obvious male versus female slant that this conversation had taken on was seemingly of some concern. ‘He always talks like this?’ she asked.

	‘Only when he gets frustrated,’ responded Timmins. ‘He’s right though. Our job is to get you out of here. Allowing you to stay is not an option we can afford.’

	‘And how much do you know about this operation?’

	‘Not much, other than what I’ve heard tonight. I too am just following orders.’

	‘Great!’ exclaimed Amy. ‘We’re all acting blind. Love to know who’s actually pulling the goddamn strings.’

	‘Probably some dim-witted politician,’ said Timmins unexpectedly.

	Amy appreciated the observation, but could clearly see spontaneity morph into regret the second it had spilled from the officer’s mouth.

	‘Excuse me,’ rebuked Spears. ‘Please stick to the facts, Timmins. Any discussion to the contrary would not be considered police work.’

	‘Sorry, sir.’ Timmins was already blushing as she returned her gaze to the floor.

	Amy took a breath, the couch no longer as comfortable as it was a few hours ago. ‘This week is going from bad to worse,’ she exclaimed.

	‘At least you’re still alive.’ Spears grinned, ever surprising with his turn of phrase.

	Amy stared up at him, wondering just how deep he was in this whole debacle. Whose side was he really on?
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	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	A green-tinged LCD screen flashed with the time at 38.00. Amy pressed the stop button on the digital timer and gazed out from behind her desk. ‘You’ve got two minutes to finish your last sentence and then give your story a quick once over.’ 

	The students hardly even looked up, their minds deep in the work.

	Their teacher had enjoyed the peace and quiet of the last forty minutes, providing her with the mental space to draft a few report comments together. The Semester One Reports were due to be handed out in just under three weeks, and she could feel the pressure building.

	These would be her first ever set, and she felt the sense of importance that came with a pivotal part of her job. The ‘General Comments’ were a particular favourite, and something she viewed with affection. It was a chance to explain to parents how she really felt about their child. An opportunity to talk about the wonderful human beings they were, free of the restriction and reward brought by their academic achievements.

	Amy watched as the students scribbled and checked their final sentences. She enjoyed reading their work, forever hopeful of what their imaginations could conjure up. ‘Time’s up,’ she called. ‘Make sure your name is at the top right, and then please bring your work to me.’

	They rose to their feet, narratives in hand, and came at her from all directions, ambling towards her desk.

	‘Here you go, miss.’ Kane Spears’ manners were always impeccable, and he laid his work on the desk in front of her with a smile.

	‘Thanks, Kane.’

	Next up was Sarah Coombs, the high achiever. She laid her work down and beamed. Behind her was little Andy, just a head and shoulder above the desk, his height something of a family trait. What he lacked in vertical coverage though, he made up for in heart. His family had been in Kilgarry for generations.

	Much of the town had been created at the turn of the nineteenth century. The old blackboard at the front of the classroom indicative of niggling rumours that it had remained there, stuck in the past, a feeling that modern-day technology was yet to arrive in this proud old farming community.

	Amy watched as John added to the growing pile of narratives, laying his work gently upon the previous page with precision and care. He was a stickler for perfection, bordering on OCD. ‘Cheers, miss.’

	Amy had only taught these children since the start of the year, but already she felt a connection that went deeper than their grades. Six months together felt like a lifetime, living in each other’s pockets for close to seven hours a day, Monday to Friday, as well as bumping into each other in the weekends. Living in the same town where she worked meant Amy had been unable to separate her private life from her job. 

	Maybe it was this simple fact that lead to the trouble she would soon find herself in. She’d allowed the children’s lives to seep into her heart. Put simply, she’d gotten too close.

	Leah Hargreaves came in last, sluggish and unsmiling. As a graduate, Amy was still trying to master the subtleties of student interaction. She often wished she could say something that would inspire her less-outgoing class members, especially when their emotions were so visible. She didn’t consider herself to be a natural mother and was still undecided as to whether she would ever bare children.

	Leah’s moods and sadness were something she too had felt at a similar age, but it was not something Amy was comfortable trying to unpick. She was all too aware of her own vulnerabilities, bought on by a period of instability, when as a child, her life had been turned upside down. Leah’s background was a blank page as far as Amy was concerned, and it nagged at her when she found the time to rest. Term Three was apparently a lot quieter work wise, so she promised to make amends then.

	Right now, that same sullen young lady had laid two sheets of work on her teacher’s desk.

	It was a win, and Amy smiled. ‘Well done, Leah.’ 

	Her student gave the tiniest hint of acknowledgement, a flick of the head, her blonde ponytail set in motion, before the twist of heels signalled her intention to leave, and she was gone.

	Amy and Leah had got on well during their first meeting, both born under the same star sign, Leo, both sharing a similar sense of humour. Today though there wasn’t anything funny about Leah’s demeanour. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of a connection, just a facedown narrative, and a speedy exit.

	Claudio slid in as Amy was about to lift the pile off her desk. He smiled. ‘Scusa.’ Excuse me.

	Claudio’s family were a recent addition to the population of Kilgarry, and having moved directly from Italy, he was still coming to grips with the heightened demands of the English language. Being top of his English class in Milan was very different to succeeding here, but he was bright enough and had the skills and fortitude necessary to adapt to his new life.

	‘Va bene.’ Amy smiled. That’s all right. She hoped that speaking in his own tongue might provide added comfort to Claudio. 

	‘Grazie.’ Thank you.

	‘Grazie.’ Amy had grown up beside an Italian family in Balcatta, picking up some of their native language. Using these few words brought those happier memories into sharper focus, lifting her spirits once more. Teaching, she had been told, was one of those careers where your mood and sense of achievement fluctuated like a broken petrol gauge. One minute you were feeling full of life, and the next, you were as empty as Jack and Jill’s pail. It was a feature that exhausted Amy, testing her mettle at every turn.

	She checked their work and grinned. ‘Well done, class. Looks like you’ve all written quite a bit. I’ll mark them straightaway, so I can give you some immediate feedback. Keep yourselves busy with some silent reading or a nice quiet game.’

	The students gave a little cheer. Free time was always a reason for celebration, and they knew the drill. Stay quiet and it could last all the way to recess.

	Amy waited as they got themselves organised, before she flicked through the pile of narratives and decided to start with John’s work. His stories were always good, but his handwriting was quite poor and very hard to decipher. She needed all her energy to interpret it and do him justice.

	Sarah’s came next, and then it was Andy’s. 

	Amy hand-picked each one, considering the ebb and flow that the task involved. 

	Twenty minutes had passed by the time she came to Leah’s story. She may be a sullen young woman, but she was a talented writer, and Amy always liked reading her work. ‘Weren’t all artists difficult?’ is how Amy had reasoned with this contradiction. ‘Isn’t that what made them so expressive and volatile?’

	She read Leah’s first paragraph with great expectation, any concern for the child’s irritability already consigned to the back of her mind. The swiftness of the first few sentences were an enticement to read on, an attack of goose-bumps covering Amy’s arms.

	The melodramatic style of the introduction wasn’t unusual for Leah; she knew how to create a terse entrance, both on the page and in a room. Amy had been surprised by Leah’s adult sensibilities when she first read her work, and often considered the girl to be eleven going on twenty. It was something she attributed to a country upbringing and a sense of responsibility towards the family business and their role in a tight knit farming community. Amy continued reading, her pulse quickening, her neck tightening.

	The first page flew by with hardly a blink between paragraphs, the words packed in tight, the handwriting an energy of its own. A flick and flourish to every letter, each word leaping off the page.

	One particular sentence saw Amy turn instinctively away from the page, a protective gaze across her students. Those last few words had caught her unawares, reaching deep inside her heart, breaking her concentration. The narrative itself was incredibly well written, but a fresh twist had unexpectedly blurred the lines between imagination and fact. A heavy dose of reality had settled between the lines, rearing its ugly head. Amy was unnerved as confusion and fear became her primary emotions.

	She considered Leah’s family and all that they embodied. Pastoralists of great standing in the district, the family name was synonymous with the area. There were even buildings and streets that bore their moniker. She’d never met the parents, nor had conversations with others about them. She’d been told many times during her practicum stints that it wasn’t uncommon for teachers to go a whole year without meeting the family, but that was Perth. This was small town Western Australia.

	Memories of her first day in Kilgarry were still fresh. It had been an unexpected whirlwind, her lack of first-hand experience exposing her to serious bouts of doubt. Kilgarry was a small school, with just three classrooms, all split across several year levels, and there had been a level of personal contact that Amy wasn’t prepared for.

	She remembered it vividly because it was also her first glimpse of Leah, and it had brought a smile to her face. A young girl not dislike her own sister — long hair, tall and skinny. She’d arrived at class alone, waiting patiently off to one side. Amy had taken it upon herself to seek her out, wanting to make that first impression count. 

	Leah appeared quite confident for someone so young, but there was a measured approach, an awareness of being well trained in the art of communication with adults.

	She had been well dressed in a pair of blue cotton shorts and a white button-up shirt, a pair of blue plimsolls finishing off the outfit. She could quite easily have stepped out of a Country Road Kids catalogue.

	They chatted briefly about Kilgarry and who Leah’s best friends were, and before she knew it, the siren rang for the start of the day.

	It was during those early weeks that Leah showed her love for the drama activities that her teacher ran. A chance to act in front of her peers, to play another character, an opportunity to step outside of her own limitations. Sometimes Amy would step in and play opposite Leah. On one such occasion, they had to impersonate trees swaying in the wind, constructing an improvised conversation about what it was like to stand still and watch the world go by. It went incredibly well, the class applauding loudly afterwards. Leah was a natural performer, a remarkable ability to shrug of her own real-world irritabilities, inhabiting a character and running with it.

	A loud thud brought Amy’s thoughts back to the present, a thick reading book having been accidentally knocked to the floor. It was Claudio, always in a hurry. ‘Scusa.’

	The hair on Amy’s neck suddenly stood on end, as she caught Leah looking straight at her, those sad eyes trained like lasers. She could feel the seconds ticking away, her professional career still in its infancy, not yet built to handle this level of complexity.

	An idea surfaced, a plan to slide Leah’s work under the finished pile and simply move on to the next piece. It would allow for a quick escape from a mounting problem, allowing her to put any questions she’d had onto the backburner, revisiting them later that day, or maybe never.

	It was this same sort of blatant ignorance and secrecy that had led to the covering up of so many uncomfortable truths throughout Australian history. That was how these things were sometimes handled. Hard decisions were difficult. Avoiding them was often easier.

	But Amy knew she could never be party to concealment. She wasn’t a coward, she was strong and proud, like her parents. She knew that continuing her investigations was the right choice, the one with heart and goodness. She also knew she had to be careful. She could already feel the ice cracking beneath her feet, such was the treacherous territory she was entering, and in a hot country like Australia, frozen water was never going to be a safe surface to stand on for too long.

	Amy re-focused her attention upon the tainted narrative in front of her and continued reading. By the time it was finished, she knew she needed help.
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	Amy emerged harassed and harangued from her bedroom, a bright purple backpack slung over her right shoulder. ‘Don’t you ever threaten me again,’ she seethed, her anger directed towards Spears, who was still standing in the kitchen.

	‘It worked, didn’t it.’ He grinned before taking a sip from the cup of tea in his hand.

	Kate was leaning against the fridge, her arms thrust into the pockets of her dressing gown. ‘Your assistant is the only reason she’s leaving,’ she said. Officer Timmins stepped in beside Amy, a dark-grey suitcase in her left hand.

	‘She talked her into it.’ Kate pointed. ‘Not you.’

	‘Well said.’ Spears accompanied his words with the soft clap of applause. ‘Credit where credit is due. I’ll make sure Officer Timmins gets a mention at the next communications meeting.’ He lifted his tea into the air like it was a trophy. ‘Nice cuppa by the way, Ms Wilson.’

	Kate’s wry smile indicated that she understood what sarcasm was. ‘Call me Kate, for goodness sake. You’re not one of my students.’

	‘Really? The way you’ve both been speaking to me, I wasn’t quite sure.’ Spears’ preference for the formalised lines of communication was dictated by honorifics and titles. He was keen to keep a healthy sense of distance between himself and everyone else he encountered. Life in a boarding school and a decade-long army career had drilled this approach into him, and he’d found it suited his personality. Always hated the assumed affability of first names and wasn’t about to change this approach. These civilians certainly weren’t his friends.

	Amy lowered her backpack to the floor. She’d changed into a faded pair of blue jeans and a grey sweater, a blue set of Converse shoes on her feet, sans socks. ‘I couldn’t fit everything in,’ she stated clearly. ‘So I’ve left a fair bit behind.’

	‘More than enough for the first few nights though,’ offered Officer Timmins.

	‘How long do you think I’ll be gone?’ Amy asked.

	Sergeant Spears looked around the room, avoiding eye contact. ‘Like I said earlier. We’re not sure yet. Might be a permanent move, so expect the worst. Less disappointment that way.’ If his smile was designed to soften the blow, it hadn’t worked.

	‘Permanent!’ thundered Kate.

	‘Are you kidding me?’ added Amy.

	‘It’s not my business to kid anyone, Ms Hansen.’ Spears tried to retain the upper ground he felt his position afforded him. ‘I just don’t think this problem is going to go away, that’s all.’

	‘So, you’re getting rid of me instead of the real cause?’

	‘I’m doing what’s best for you, Ms Hansen.’

	‘Of course, you are,’ stormed Amy. ‘Keep your buddy Edward out of trouble and get me out of here instead. You’d be forgiven for thinking I’d started all this.’

	‘He’s not my buddy!’ drove Spears, the irritation of the night rubbing off on him. ‘And I have my orders.’

	‘Yeah, and I have mine,’ shouted Amy. ‘I must always act with care and compassion to ensure the best interests of my students. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing all week. So why are your orders more important than mine?’

	‘Because yours don’t involve life and death.’

	‘It could well end that way if my suspicions are not investigated.’

	‘And may I once again remind you that we don’t know about the finer details of this situation, because we are not privy to any observations you have made, and I’d ask you to make sure it stays that way, Ms Hansen.’ He took a long breath and stared her down. ‘I’m sure you’re well aware of the rules governing a case such as this?’

	‘Yes, I am,’ drove Amy. ‘But it’s a shame the other side doesn’t appear to be playing by those same rules.’

	‘I can’t help that, but I can advise you that further revelations pertaining to this issue may result in a fine or even imprisonment.’

	‘What, for me?’

	‘Yes. Division 9A of the Community and Services Act clearly calls for confidentiality of all persons involved—’

	‘That’s pretty detailed knowledge of a very complicated piece of law,’ interrupted Kate. ‘I thought you said this sort of thing doesn’t happen much around here.’

	‘It doesn’t.’ Spears met her eyes with interest. ‘Ten years prior and I was part of a special task force based out of Perth. I won’t go into what we did, but that act has literally been burnt into my brain. It’s not something I’ll ever forget, much as I’d want to.’

	‘And you’re helping this man?’ cried Amy.

	‘I returned to the country to get away from this kind of thing! I’m not helping anyone. This is unfortunately my job.’

	‘And this same riot act will be read to the individual who gave up my name?’ asked Amy.

	‘Yes, of course. No one is above the law.’

	‘Experience tells me otherwise.’ Amy took a long breath, her nerves starting to fray, her resolve starting to crack.

	Officer Timmins sensed her vulnerability and leant in. ‘Look, this argumentative approach isn’t going to get you anywhere. We’re the police, and you’re just going to have to trust us.’

	Amy wanted Timmins to be on her side. ‘Trust you with what? My life or my career?’

	‘Your life, Amy. That’s why we’re here. That’s why I got into this job. To protect the innocent. And today that just happens to be you.’

	‘Innocent?’ screeched Amy. ‘Of what? You don’t even know what this is all about!’

	Timmins stayed quiet, feeling the pinch of truth.

	Amy knew her rights. ‘This whole operation is the result of me trying to do the right thing by someone else. Surely you must understand my reluctance to be the one to leave, when there are vulnerable people who need my protection.’

	Timmins hadn’t flinched, looking Amy straight in the eyes. ‘And that is why trust is so important when it comes to police matters,’ she said calmly. ‘It won’t matter what you know, if you’re dead.’

	Kate spread her arms and let out a big sigh. ‘Dead?’ She stifled a laugh borne of frustration. ‘This is crazy.’

	Timmins placed a hand on Amy’s shoulder. ‘It won’t come to that though. I promise you.’

	Kate walked across the room and hugged Amy. ‘What have you got yourself into?’ she whispered into her friend’s ear.

	‘I thought I was just doing my job,’ muttered Amy, her emotions almost getting the better of her.

	‘This isn’t teaching.’

	‘I’m not really sure what the hell this is.’

	Kate took a step back. ‘I think you should go with them. Just to be safe.’

	She nodded. ‘I’m so sorry this is happening. I never planned to involve you.’

	‘This isn’t your fault. You’re just getting lost in a system that has a lot of holes.’

	‘Make sure I don’t disappear down one of them will you.’

	‘You have my word.’

	The crime squad waited, positioned in a triangular formation around the civilians, a discreet degree of control.

	Amy looked at Spears. ‘I have nothing else to go on, and you can’t or won’t tell me anything, so you’ve got me cornered. It pisses me off, but what option do I have?’

	‘Does that mean we can go?’ asked Spears.

	‘Let’s get it over with.’ Amy sighed as she lifted the backpack onto her shoulder. The weight brought back memories of when she’d left home to move closer to the university campus. Her sister carried her suitcase that day, and they’d never been as close since, life having conspired to drive them apart, both emotionally and physically. Amy hoped her relationship with Kate was stronger than that. This would be their first test.
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	The pierced wail of the recess bell brought Amy some time. She dismissed her class with haste, watching as they filed out through the classroom door. Not all of them were in such a hurry, of course. Leah Hargreaves hadn’t moved a muscle, staring out the window, a tear running down her right cheek.

	Amy knew this situation was her responsibility, not the Education Department’s, nor the staff at the Department of Child Protection services. Their documents and Acts and online tutorials could guide her, but she needed to do what she thought and felt was right. Her actions were what she would have to live with, after all. It needed to come from the heart and the mind. A meaningful partnership of both emotion and intelligence.

	She stepped forward, screwing up her nose as she advanced. It was a nervous reaction that her family used to tease her about. It telegraphed her vulnerabilities, meaning she was never any good at cards or lying. She zig-zagged her way between the desks, the overlapping formation, making it feel more like a maze than ever before, every step adding to the feeling of discomfort quietly growing inside her chest. She stopped beside the desk adjacent to Leah and took a seat. The distance felt appropriate, providing the right amount of breathing space.

	‘Do you want to talk?’ asked Amy, each word controlled in both volume and emotion.

	Leah’s gaze was still out the window. ‘Did you read it?’

	‘Yes, I did.’

	Leah blinked, turning slowly, a glint of steel in her eye. ‘So, is it a narrative … or a recount?’ Her delivery was almost menacing, a link to their earlier discussion, the one Amy thought Leah hadn’t been listening to. ‘Is it fact or fiction?’ she continued between trembling lips.

	‘I’m not sure yet,’ said Amy.

	‘That’s what made me write it. All that talk about real and imaginary. About bloody Harry Potter and flying.’ Another tear fell down her cheek. ‘They wouldn’t have a clue what I’ve lived through.’

	‘I know. It can’t be easy,’ said Amy.

	Leah bowed her head.

	Amy wanted to keep the ball rolling. ‘Can I ask you some questions?’

	Leah nodded.

	‘The man you refer to in your story. Can you tell me who that is?’

	‘My father.’

	‘And the young girl in the story?’

	‘Me.’

	‘Okay, that makes everything a lot clearer.’

	Leah was breathing slow and steady.

	Amy winced at the obvious discomfort her student was in. ‘I’m going to have a chat with Ms Wilson about your story.’

	Leah lifted her head, eyes flickering like wild fire, a glare towards her confidant. ‘Tye’s teacher?’

	‘Yes. She might be able to help?’

	‘He can’t find out about this. No one can.’ She trembled like a trapped deer.

	‘I’ll be very careful. She won’t know what I know. I just need someone else’s advice, to help me take the appropriate steps. To get you the help you deserve.’

	The fast and heavy breathing had returned. ‘My father can never know I told you.’

	‘And he won’t.’ She held up the rolled sheets of lined paper in her hand, surprised to realise they were still in her grasp. ‘This story, your story is a secret between you and me.’ She felt a sense of doubt in relation to the promise of secrecy she was providing. Something told her it was risky, but Leah’s welfare was what mattered most, and it appeared to be appropriate, given the current climate of fear.

	‘You promise?’ Leah’s eyes pleaded.

	‘Yes, I promise.’ Amy’s heart was beating out of her chest. ‘After recess, we’ll sit down and talk a bit more.’ It took all she had just to stand. She looked down at Leah, who appeared unable to move of her own accord. ‘It’s really important now that you get some food and drink.’

	‘You think I’m hungry?’ Leah’s mood was clearly changing once again; a switch seemingly being flicked. She stood, eyes locked, their bodies of a similar height. ‘You think I feel like putting something in my mouth?’

	‘No, probably not, but it will be good for you. Get some fresh air. Maybe chat with a friend.’

	‘I don’t have any friends. They all ran away.’ Leah produced a wry smile. ‘Apparently, I’m not much fun anymore.’

	‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’

	Leah didn’t respond, stepping around her desk and moving swiftly across the classroom floor.

	Amy watched as she disappeared through the doorway, the soft thud of the closing mechanism breaking her trance. She’d hoped to send Leah into the recess break in a better headspace, but it wasn’t to be. A reminder that issues like these might never run to plan. These first few steps were the most important. Getting it right now mattered. She had read the section about tainting the evidence and wanted to do things by the book. Keeping her emotions in check was a big part of that, but it was tough, especially when the facts were already breaking her heart.

	She sat down at her computer and logged onto the Education Department portal. The documents she needed to read were easy to find. She refreshed her memories of the Child Protection Act 2004, including the correct steps to report a suspected case of child sex abuse.

	A series of Mandatory Reporting online training modules had come as part of her four-year university degree. She reassembled those memories and deciphered what her options were. Making these kinds of decisions via a multi-choice quiz had been so much easier. Those scenarios didn’t involve real people or real lives. If you got the question right, you progressed to the next set of circumstances. If your response was wrong, you had to do the whole section again, but no one got hurt. No one was really suffering.

	She downloaded the Mandatory Reporting forms and started reading them. Every section made the incident more real, heaping on the pressure, widening the hole she had found herself digging. Speaking to Kate would help, and while she remembered something about the risks of speaking to other teachers, there were no other options she could see.

	She blew out hard, her thoughts squeezing her brain, making her feel nauseas and afraid. She saved the forms to her hard drive and took a moment to breathe.

	The bright sunshine caught her off guard as she emerged from her classroom. She pressed on, across the courtyard and towards the shade sail just outside of the administration block. 

	Seconds later and she was standing outside Room Two, peering in through the small viewing window in the door.

	The room appeared empty, the Year Threes and Fours out eating with the big kids. A small student population meant there was very little separation between Years One and Seven. The families knew each other well. It was a small world here in Kilgarry.

	Amy eased the door open and stepped in through the gap. Kate sat up the far end, eating an apple from behind a desk, her blonde hair in a ponytail. She looked up and smiled.

	‘Hi, Ames,’ said Kate. ‘Everything all right?’

	Amy let the door close behind her. ‘Yes and no,’ she admitted with a frown.

	‘What’s wrong?’

	Amy sat down heavily in a chair opposite her colleague and housemate. ‘Is anyone else here?’ she asked.

	‘No. Just us.’

	Amy was looking paler by the minute. Kate could sense her friend’s fear. ‘You look scared?’ 

	‘It’s … it’s … mmm,’ Amy stuttered, trying hard to explain her predicament without giving too much away. ‘It concerns Leah Hargreaves.’

	‘Her brother Tye is in my class,’ said Kate.

	A breath. ‘Yes, I know. Have you noticed any changes in his behaviour?’

	‘No. Is this about him or Leah?’ clarified Kate.

	‘It’s about the family, but I’m not sure how much I can divulge.’

	‘Is there a problem at home?’

	‘Maybe.’

	Kate leant forward and said quietly, ‘Has Leah spoken to you about something?’

	‘Not so much spoken, but written, and I’m not sure what to do about it.’

	‘Is this one of those confidential conversations we shouldn’t be having?’

	‘Yes, I think so. I didn’t know who else to turn to. I needed to talk, hear my thoughts out loud.’

	‘You probably don’t know this, but I’m a qualified school chaplain as well as a teacher.’

	Amy’s hopes lifted. ‘Wow. No, I didn’t. I knew you had a church background of some sort.’

	‘It’s what I trained in straight from school, as a teenager. Wanted to be useful.’

	‘God knows I need someone like you right now.’ Her unintended pun felt uncomfortable given the seriousness of the situation.

	‘And normally, you could tell me everything,’ said Kate. ‘But Andre hasn’t employed me in that capacity. He reckons our school is too small.’

	‘His mind is too small,’ frothed Amy. ‘That’s what the real problem is. I mean how am I supposed to know how to react, when this has never happened to me before.’

	‘You’re not. That’s why there are so many guidelines. Add to that the fact that you’ve only been teaching for five months, and anyone would struggle in this situation. This might never happen again in your whole career.’

	‘Have you ever had to put in a Mandatory Report?’

	‘No, but I came close a couple of times. It was lack of experience on my part. You know, fresh out of uni. A new town. I was so keen to play it by the book.’

	‘See, that’s exactly how I feel. The facts appear so black and white, but it never is. How do you know it’s the right thing to do if you can’t talk about it before the report is filed?’

	‘That’s what the experts at Child Protection are meant to do. They will decide if it has merit or not. But here we are, talking about it. I’m sure this happens a lot too.’ Kate shared a reassuring glance with Amy. ‘Have you asked the student some clarifying questions?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And have you spoken to your line manager?’

	‘No. The disclosure only happened half an hour ago.’ Amy held up the four-page narrative that was still rolled up tightly in her hand. ‘This is all I’ve got.’

	Kate could feel the seriousness of the situation creeping up on her. ‘You need to see him. Sooner rather than later.’

	‘I still don’t know him very well.’ Amy winced. ‘This revelation, it’s of such a personal nature, and I’m not sure I feel comfortable talking to him about what might be going on. Or to any man, for that matter.’

	‘He’s your boss, Amy. You don’t really have a choice. Well, that’s not one hundred per cent accurate. You could deal directly with DCP, call them and explain what’s happened, but I personally wouldn’t recommend that at this early stage of your career.’

	Amy’s hands started trembling. ‘I wish I could just let you read it, then you could tell me what you think it all means.’

	‘You know I can’t do that.’ Kate was very serious. ‘Just ask yourself one question. Is the child in danger?’

	Kate’s question hit Amy like a bullet, driving a hole through the illusion of confusion she’d stumbled into. She remembered her first contact with Leah outside the school grounds. It was March, time for the Kilgarry Woolorama to come to town. All the teachers had been encouraged to turn out and mix with the community. Billed by Barlow as a chance for the newer teachers to meet the townsfolk, it was more a demand that an invitation. Amy had dressed for the occasion, an ankle-length floral dress and her brightest smile too. Her first four weeks in town had passed quickly, and she felt she was slowly making friends.

	It was about twenty minutes after her arrival that she spotted Leah, sitting with her brother Tye on a bench, both tucking into a freshly spun ball of pink cotton candy. Amy waved, sat down on the bench with them and chatted away easily. Leah explained how they’d walked from the family farm, which wasn’t too far away. Her dad was down in Perth, buying steel for the new fences on the eastern side of the farm. She made no mention of her mum, but that didn’t feel unusual.

	Leah and Tye showed her around the event, and they ended up spending an hour in each other’s company, wandering from tent to tent, talking to other families, observing some of the rides and attractions on offer. Amy found it easy being in Leah’s company. She was wonderful with Tye, holding his hand, making sure he was happy.

	She wondered now whether Leah’s sunny disposition that day was down to her father’s absence, and how advanced the issues at home had been. It made her shudder to think that the abuse had already started.

	Back in Room Two and Kate was still waiting for Amy to respond. ‘Amy?’

	That brief flashback had confirmed her own worst fears. ‘You’ve answered my problem,’ said Amy, her delivery solemn yet decisive. ‘I know what I have to do.’ She stepped around the desk and threw her arms around Kate. ‘Thanks.’

	Amy marched down a narrow corridor, mission brown bricks on both sides. This passage led to the administration block, a place where Amy still felt unwelcome. Her younger years as a primary school student had seen her spend more time than normal in these sorts of spaces, especially the principal’s office. Her father’s army job took them from military base to military base, and therefore, from school to school. Such transience had led to a lot of problems fitting in, an easy target for school bullies and an unwelcome addition for overworked teachers.

	When university finally came calling, Amy had hoped these earlier dealings with the behaviour management process and their inequities would one day make her a better teacher. So, she sucked up the past and pushed ahead with the present, stopping in front of the door to Principal Barlow’s office. It was shut, of course. She’d been told that this was the first rule of Kilgarry Primary. Always knock and wait, they said, so Amy followed procedure, and waited.

	The office staff sat quietly behind her. The school receptionist, Simone Chisholm, was at the front counter, ready to greet new arrivals. Debbie Youngs, the registrar, had her desk off to one corner. She was a tough lady who put fear into even the most senior of teachers. Amy had been warned to steer clear of her.

	 ‘He’s just on a call, Ms Hansen,’ Simone called out. She was close to retirement and had that lovely inner glow that Amy imagined came when you knew you were almost done with working for a living.

	‘Thanks.’ Amy smiled, turning briefly, just enough to be polite. ‘I’ll wait.’

	Thankfully, she didn’t have to linger long.

	‘Come in,’ came a deep voice from the other side of the door. 

	Amy grabbed the handle and eased the door open, a smiling principal greeting her from behind a large wooden desk. Barlow’s office was big. It was also immaculate, nothing out of place, no one item on show more than any another.

	Amy spoke from the doorway. ‘Sorry to bother you, sir, but—’

	He held up a hand. ‘Don’t be sorry.’ His voice was smooth and calm. ‘That’s what I’m here for. Come in, sit down.’

	‘Shall I close the door?’

	‘If you feel the need to.’

	She closed the door.

	Barlow was a skinny man, even when seated, shoulders not quite filling out his suit. His eyes narrowed. ‘Everything okay?’

	‘I’m concerned for one of my students.’ Her voice rattled with nerves as she stepped towards his desk.

	‘Who?’

	‘Leah Hargreaves.’

	‘Edward’s daughter?’

	‘Yes, I think that’s his name.’ The use of the father’s name added further gravity to the situation. ‘You know him?’

	Barlow chuckled. ‘Everyone knows Edward. He might possibly be the most important man in this town.’

	Amy soaked up Barlow’s brief explanation of a man she was about to condemn. It made her feel even wobblier on her feet, so she rested in one of two leather chairs opposite her boss.

	‘So, what’s he done now?’ asked Principal Barlow, the hint of a smile.

	‘Is he often in trouble?’ Amy hoped there’d been others before her. It was a straw, and she was grasping for it.

	‘Anything that happens in this town goes through Edward. The good, the bad and the ugly.’

	Amy placed the rolled-up narrative on the desk. ‘I think this is his ugly side.’

	Barlow frowned at the cylinder of paper as it slowly unfurled itself. He reached forward and grabbed it, flattening out the corners, gaining his first glimpse of the neat writing that filled each-and-every line. ‘So, I assume this is Leah’s work then?’ His tone had turned serious.

	‘Yes. It’s a narrative. She wrote it this morning.’ Amy paused. ‘I’ve been teaching the children about the difference between a narrative and a recount. How one is based on imaginary events and the other on a real experience.’

	Barlow looked up at her, an unusual expression. ‘I won’t be requiring a run-down of your lesson plan, Ms Hansen.’

	‘Sorry, I just thought some added context might be helpful.’

	‘Not this time. Just the facts.’ He returned his attention to the work in question. ‘So, how does this relate to her father?’ 

	‘Mr Hargreaves is the subject matter. He’s the main character. It’s difficult reading, sir.’

	‘Difficult, Ms Hansen?’ He grimaced. ‘Please, let’s cut to the chase. I have a mountain of work to get through. We may be out in the bush, but let’s not waste more time than necessary beating about in it.’

	‘It’s quite hard for me to explain.’

	‘Just give it to me, black and white, no holds barred.’

	 Amy took a deep breath. ‘I asked my students to create a new story. Something I’d never heard from them before. A narrative that would excite me.’

	‘You already mentioned your approach. What is the problem?’

	‘I’m getting to that, sir.’

	‘Well, hurry up.’

	Amy was flustered, his haggard approach derailing her concentration. ‘It’s just that I’m concerned. The story appears to be more fact than fiction.’

	‘She’s a strong student, yes?’ clarified Barlow.

	‘Yes.’

	‘One of our most capable?’

	‘Absolutely.’

	‘Very good imagination, if I remember rightly?’

	Amy disliked the awkward tangent he was taking her on. ‘She’s unmistakably talented, sir, but that’s not why I’m here.’

	‘I know that,’ said Barlow. ‘I’m just filling in the background. Making sure we’re both on the same page, talking about the same student.’ He looked down at the text and back up at Amy again. ‘Rest assured, I realise where you might be heading with this. I’m just searching for some clarity before I start exploring the more salacious details of what might or might not be in front of me.’

	‘The clarity your after is on those pages, sir. That’s what we’re talking about, and it’s the subject matter that Leah Hargreaves has chosen that is of greatest concern. If you read it, sir, you’ll see what I am talking about.’ Amy leant back and waited, her arms folded.

	Principal Barlow looked across at his most junior teacher, then back down at the words on the handwritten sheet. ‘Okay. I’ll read it.’ He looked back up at Amy. ‘You don’t need to wait here.’

	‘But I want to.’ Amy could feel the room spinning, but she stood her ground. She’d been duped by a system run by men in uniforms before, and it definitely wasn’t going to happen twice.
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	NOW

	 

	 

	10.58pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	Sergeant Spears stepped carefully through the door frame of the weatherboard house. He looked left, then right, scanning the humble front yard for any signs of activity. His patrol car was parked in the street, only just visible among the shadows, hard up against the curb, ready to go.

	Amy’s house was L-shaped, a small cottage, with a simple gravel driveway and carport off to the right. It wasn’t trying to be anything grand — neither expensive nor expansive. 

	‘Coast is clear,’ hushed Spears. ‘We’ll go straight across the grass.’

	‘You want the luggage in the boot?’ inquired Banks, louder than was warranted.

	Spears showed his displeasure. ‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘And keep your voices down.’ Spears stepped off the raised pad of the wooden portico and treaded across the grass, followed closely behind by Amy, both straps of her backpack secured across her shoulders. Banks was next, and finally Timmins, the grey suitcase in her right hand.

	Kate watched them depart, one by one, like ants across the lawn. Spears switched on his torch. The others followed his lead, step by step, breath by breath. The sound of barking dogs stopped them all in their tracks; Spears held his right hand up.

	‘They’re Jeff Hardy’s dogs,’ advised Amy. ‘They bark at everything.’

	‘Sssshhhh.’ Spears motioned for them to squat.

	Amy groaned, a low tolerance for the sergeant’s overly cautious approach. ‘This isn’t a war zone,’ she whispered sarcastically.

	Spears twisted his body until he could stare squarely at her. ‘You’ve been to one then, have you?’

	‘No.’

	‘Well I completed two tours of Vietnam, and it’s not something I like being reminded about.’

	‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend anyone.’

	‘Well you did.’ His pause gave her a chance to reflect. ‘We’re not moving you to a safe house for giggles, young lady. I keep telling you how serious this is, but it’s like you’ve got your head in the sand.’ Spears looked towards his most senior officer. ‘Banks, could you be so kind as to escort Ms Hansen by the arm this time. I want you to make sure she knows exactly where she is going and exactly what is expected of her at all times.’

	Banks shuffled forward, his left arm sliding inside Amy’s right elbow. ‘Ready when you are, Sarge.’

	‘Good. Let’s just get to the car, shall we,’ urged Spears. ‘This process has already taken far too long.’ He waved them forward.

	‘What’s going on?’ It was a male voice, drifting in from the darkness. A figure slowly emerged from across the street, bare feet, faded jeans, red and black tartan shirt. He stepped onto the road.

	Spears’ mood dropped. ‘Hi, Bruce. Going for a walk?’

	Bruce looked old, unshaven, with deep creases in his pale skin. ‘Just checking up on my neighbours. Making sure they’re safe.’

	‘A bit late to be wandering around with no shoes on though, hey?’

	‘This is when the bad people come out, my friend. No shoes means they won’t hear me coming.’

	‘Good, so we won’t hear you leaving either.’

	‘Not till I know that my girl there is safe,’ pointed Bruce. ‘She’s one of the special ones.’

	Amy had only recently met Bruce. Her move to Kilgarry coming during the summer break. The staff in Transport and Housing organised the rental contract. The teacher she was replacing had lived there before her, as well as the one before that. It was deemed safe and secure for a young woman, even if some of the townsfolk on this side of town were marginal and interesting, to say the least. Amy knew how to handle herself and she was already on good terms with most of the inhabitants of Jarrah Way.

	Tonight though, her world felt different. She had a target on her back, and after a week from hell, she had more reasons to be concerned by the attention coming her way, than feel flattered. 

	Bruce was a good man, but he was also another complicated piece of a very dangerous puzzle. One she’d unfortunately landed smack bang in the middle of. Word was spreading, and like a wildfire in the middle of summer, misinformation could be very hard to quell.
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	THEN

	 

	 

	10.53am, Wednesday, 2 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	Principal Barlow trailed his fingers beneath the last few sentences. He stopped at the last word, drumming his fingertips beside the full stop. ‘It’s very good,’ he said, eyes still focused squarely on the page. He angled his head, taking in Amy’s gaze. ‘I didn’t realise there were children at this school who could write so bloody well.’

	Amy’s arms stayed folded. ‘Leah’s never written with such detail. There’s a discomfort in her words. An urgency to her writing. That’s why it reads so damned good, but that’s also the reason we should be so concerned for her welfare.’

	‘She’s eleven, for goodness sake. What does she know about the discomfort of sex?’

	‘Exactly. She shouldn’t know about half the things on those pages. It’s top of the list of possible indicators; sexual knowledge inappropriate to age.’

	‘One of the indicators. There isn’t a hierarchy to them. Anyway, they all know more than they should, thanks to the bloody internet.’

	‘I think she’s trying to tell us something, sir.’

	‘And you want me to act against her father because she put pencil to paper?’

	‘It’s my duty to report this to you. You are my line manager.’

	‘Yes, and thank you for following protocol, but I disagree with your assumptions?’

	‘They’re not assumptions. I’ve spoken with her.’

	Barlow’s face doubled in creases. ‘You’re not trained for that?’

	‘Clarifying questions, sir.’

	‘Dangerous territory Ms Hansen.’

	‘It’s what the training modules suggest.’ Amy was feeling threatened yet determined. ‘They’re called TED question stems. Tell me everything about … Explain to me … Describe to me …’

	‘I know how these things work.’

	 ‘So, what do we do now then?’

	‘Revert back to my original stance. All we have is a four-page story. A work of great imagination, but not enough to form a belief of sexual abuse.’

	‘Maybe not alone, but it’s the last piece of the jigsaw. This is what connects the dots for a girl who has been very sullen lately.’

	‘My eldest daughter turned all moody when she was eleven too. It’s not uncommon for girls to go through a period of change. You should know that. Puberty sucks.’

	His poor attitude was clear evidence as to Amy’s earlier reluctance to talk about such a difficult topic. ‘That’s a bit unfair, sir.’

	‘Your accusations against Mr Hargreaves are even more hostile.’

	‘Sexual abuse is a well-documented problem here in Australia, and across the world, sir.’

	‘This school is my only concern, and it’s where my responsibilities start and end. And for goodness sake, stop calling me “sir”. Makes me feel like an old man.’ Barlow reclined within the padded confines of his high-backed chair.

	‘My dad was in the army,’ explained Amy. ‘Force of habit.’

	Barlow pushed the narrative to the top of his desk. ‘Look, Ms Hansen, ever since you came into this town, you’ve been looking to revolutionise things. Towns like Kilgarry don’t like change. They want consistency, similarity. They’re proud of their past and wish things could stay that way.’

	‘I’m not trying to change anything. I’ve done everything expected of me. It’s the law. I didn’t make up these rules.’

	‘You don’t really care about this town. You’ll do your two years country before running off back to Perth, taking the first city job you’re offered, leaving us with the debris of your concern.’

	‘I’ve been here five months, Andre, and I’ve followed every rule in the book.’ Amy found his opinion of her very distasteful. ‘I love this town, and I will continue to do everything in my power to help the kids in my class.’

	‘Well, be a good girl then and allow me to place this piece of work on file. We’ll keep our eyes peeled for further developments and any other warning signs. We might see something else later in the year, and then I promise you we’ll act.’

	‘But I think she’s in real danger now, sir.’

	‘Yes, and so we’ll keep a keen eye out, looking for more red flags. To be honest, there’s a voice in the back of my head that’s saying she’ll be graduating in six months. I’m sure the staff at Harbury Colleges Boarding School will be much better resourced to handle these sorts of issues.’

	‘Six months might not be long for you, Andre, but for a child in an abusive relationship, it could be a death sentence.’

	‘Don’t be so bloody melodramatic!’ He leant forward, his hands clasped together, trying to re-gather his emotions. ‘You need to trust me more. I have way more experience than you do.’

	Amy bit her lip and reached forward to collect the narrative. 

	Barlow pulled it closer and out of reach.

	‘Can I have that back, please?’ asked Amy.

	Barlow’s smirk looked about as uncomfortable as a sudden bout of diarrhea. ‘I’d like to limit the chances of this spreading around town. Could get into the wrong hands. I’m sure you agree.’

	Amy didn’t. ‘I’ll need a copy then. For my own records.’

	Barlow pursed his lips. ‘All right then.’ He got up and moved swiftly around his desk. ‘Wait here.’ He stepped past her, opened the door to his office, and marched out.

	Amy gazed at the photos on the sideboard, one of Barlow’s two daughters and his wife, smiling, on holiday somewhere exotic. Another picture of just Barlow this time, squatting on the ground, gun in hand, a dead tiger on the dirt beside him. His love of hunting was well known in town, and it was hard to build a conversation outside of the education sector that was built on anything else. It was hard-wired into his DNA, possibly a product of his South African upbringing. The red ring of machismo ran as deep in him as the stereotypes between black and white Australians, and while happy to leave the damage left by apartheid behind him, Andre would always miss the thrill of the big kill.

	Barlow’s return surprised her. ‘The photocopier’s faulty,’ he blurted out. ‘I’ll get one of the girls to do a copy up for you when it’s fixed.’

	‘I’m not sure they should be privy to its contents, Andre.’

	He nodded. ‘Of course, you’re right. I’ll do it myself then, as soon as they’ve rectified the problem.’

	‘And you’ll drop it down to me?’ Amy doubted his intentions.

	Barlow smiled. ‘Personally.’ He waited. ‘I think we’re all done here?’

	Amy got to her feet and eased past him.

	‘Please close the door,’ said Barlow as he returned to his desk.

	Amy pulled the door shut with more vigour than planned, the thud conveniently covered up by the recess bell.

	She walked down the hallway, steeling herself for a return to the problematic ambiguity of her classroom, a wisp of suspicion now hanging over it like a plague of sadness. A storm was brewing, and she could feel it in every bone in her body.
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	NOW

	 

	 

	11.01pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	Sergeant Spears laughed. ‘We all think they’re special when we meet them. It’s called youth.’

	‘She’s different. It’s her eyes.’ Bruce’s words were slurred, his blue jeans rolled into cuffs, his shirt untucked and loosely buttoned. ‘I’ve been keeping my ears out for her, and I was outside me place just now, on the porch, and I saw you drive past.’

	‘Just doing our nightly rounds.’

	‘Same as me then, I reckon.’

	‘I don’t think so, Bruce. You’ve scared more people than you’ve ever helped.’

	‘Same effect as you then.’ He laughed heartily.

	‘At least we’re sober.’ 

	Bruce ignored the insult. ‘Everything okay, Amy?’

	‘Yes.’ She smiled. ‘It all came as a bit of a surprise, but I’m fine.’

	‘You leaving us?’

	‘No, I’m—’

	‘Police business, Bruce,’ interrupted Spears.

	‘You remind me so much of Marianne,’ continued Bruce.

	‘I don’t see the likeness,’ observed Spears.

	‘I wasn’t asking you. And anyway, you don’t know her like I do. Ms Hansen’s my friend.’

	‘Thanks for looking out for me, Bruce.’ Amy’s appreciation was genuine – people like Bruce appeared to be in short supply around here. ‘I’ll be okay.’

	The creaking hinges of a fly screen caught everyone off guard. The front porch of the house beside Amy’s lighting up, as an elderly woman stepped out.

	Spears took the initiative. ‘Hello, Mrs Varcoe?’

	The old lady acknowledged him with a brief wave.

	‘Everything okay?’ asked the sergeant.

	‘I’m not sure,’ she answered, her soft voice almost lost to the distance between them. ‘Was it you that woke me up?’

	‘Probably,’ accepted Spears. ‘Rest assured we’ll be leaving soon.’

	‘Sorry, Rosie,’ said Bruce with a wave.

	‘What’s Amy done wrong?’ asked Mrs Varcoe.

	‘Why do people always think someone’s done something wrong, when the police get involved?’ asked Banks.

	‘’Cause that’s usually how it works,’ explained Mrs Varcoe.

	‘You’ve seen too many cop shows,’ said Banks.

	‘And you obviously haven’t seen enough,’ shot back Mrs Varcoe.

	Amy took the opportunity to speak up for herself. ‘Hi, Rosie.’

	‘Hi, Amy,’ said Mrs Varcoe. ‘Are you moving out then?’

	‘No,’ said Amy. ‘Just taking a short holiday?’’

	‘Where?’

	Amy looked at Spears. He shook his head.

	‘The Greek Islands.’ Amy chuckled. ‘Just for a few days.’

	‘Has that idiot son of mine been hassling you?’ asked Bruce.

	‘Possibly,’ whispered Amy.

	‘Bloody bastard.’

	‘Ms Hansen,’ said Spears sternly, ‘remember our agreement.’

	‘He knows already,’ explained Amy. ‘Bruce and I met at the pub after school today.’

	‘And I’m not dumb,’ pressed Bruce. ‘I know my son can be a real dickhead sometimes.’

	‘Poor decision, Ms Hansen.’ Spears turned his attention to both Bruce and Mrs Varcoe. ‘You need to pretend you never heard that piece of information. If I hear word of this on the main street tomorrow, then I’ll have reason to come knocking.’

	The creak of the fly screen was the last thing they heard from Rosie Varcoe.

	Bruce wasn’t so easily scared. ‘What have I got to lose?’

	‘Your freedom, mate.’

	‘So, we’re friends now, are we, mate? Just another chum like my brother and you, hey. You two always were an unusual pairing. Black and white don’t always mix so well up this way.’

	Spears face stiffened. ‘A night in the cells might be just what you need.’

	Bruce frowned, turning his face towards Amy. ‘You sure you’re all right then?’

	‘Yes.’ Amy nodded. ‘You just look after yourself.’

	‘I’m giving you ten seconds,’ goaded Spears. A pause. ‘I’m only giving you a chance because of Marianne. Ten, nine …’

	‘The Hargreaves family saga is once again worth its weight in gold,’ lamented Bruce, before turning and walking casually away from the cluster of uniforms.

	Spears watched him go, a shake of the head. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

	Amy clocked a last look up at her house, Kate still in the doorway — a witness to it all.

	Spears climbed in the driver’s door of the blue and white Falcon, Banks in the passenger seat, while Timmins and Amy slid across the back. They closed their doors one after the other.

	‘Do you want me to radio the station about the incident with Bruce?’ asked Banks.

	‘Nah, I’ll deal with that personally,’ responded Spears.

	‘But the Hargreaves name was mentioned,’ added Timmins. ‘Might be a dangerous situation for Ms Wilson.’

	‘All the men in town know where these two live. It certainly isn’t a secret.’

	‘Excuse me?’ Amy was far from happy with the inference being made.

	‘Those young lads down the pub,’ continued Spears as he switched the car on. ‘You chat with them all regularly, Friday afternoon, happy hour.’

	‘So, what are you implying?’

	‘Nothing, just a statement of fact, Ms Hansen.’

	‘That’s where you’re wrong. Misogyny isn’t based on statistics or data, it’s an attitude, and a poor one at that.’ Amy leant forward, putting her head in between the front seats, keen to make sure Spears heard what she had to say. ‘The real facts are that I’m one of only ten unmarried women in this town of yours. It’s not my fault Kilgarry can’t convince its daughters to stick around. Truth is, I reckon they leave because of inappropriate accusations like the one just levelled at me.’

	Timmins tried to contain her smile.

	Spears put the car into gear. ‘Being friendly is a really nice trait, Ms Hansen.’ 

	Amy was at boiling point. ‘Yes, and being rude and impolite aren’t. I feel very sorry for your wife.’ She slid back into her seat.

	‘No need to be. She left a long time ago.’

	Amy felt a tinge of sadness. Her anger though was stronger. ‘Good on her,’ she said as she folded her arms.

	Spears clocked her in the rear-vision mirror and smiled at her aggression. ‘It’s funny, my ex was a graduate teacher just like you when I first met her. Same innocence and wide-eyed hope; same stubborn approach to life. But that was twenty-five years ago now. Some things change, Ms Hansen, others don’t. You’d do well to get used to that concept.’

	The patrol car burst forward from the curb, rear lights disappearing into the darkness.

	 

	 


10

	THEN

	 

	11.02am, Wednesday, 2 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	Amy watched as her class filtered back into the room. Leah Hargreaves arrived last, all shuffled steps and bloodshot eyes. This display of raw emotion alone would have been clear cause for further inquiry, but Principal Barlow had made his wishes clear.

	Amy had lived through a major period of unhappiness herself. Her tipping point was an unexpected death, and the gulf of sadness that followed had stayed with her like a stubborn shadow. It was an altogether different proposition from the one she was slowly uncovering today, but still, a feeling of shared trauma made the connection even greater, and she wanted to do whatever was necessary to resolve it.

	‘Okay, class, let’s get our math books out and have a read of today’s lesson.’

	 

	Ten minutes later, the students had their heads in black line masters, providing Amy with an opportunity to conduct a range of investigations from her desk. The morning was racing away, and time had become a cumbersome commodity.

	She took a file labelled ‘Student Data’ from the bookcase behind her desk and flicked through it, searching for the written tasks Leah had completed during the year. There were three first draft narratives on file, all created in preparation for the National Tests that had swept through classes in May. She skimmed over them, none appearing even remotely concerning — a mixture of fanciful stories about fairies or sun-filled holidays at the beach.

	Amy returned the file, this time choosing a thick white folder labelled with the letters ‘SAER’. It was a mandated piece of evidence, which followed students from class to class, teacher to teacher, throughout every year of primary school. It held notes on meetings and any phone conversations between teachers, parents and caregivers.

	She flicked it open on her desk and searched alphabetically for the Hargreaves name. She hoped last year’s teacher may have left mention of a family concern, providing her with a link to a prior incident, a teammate even, someone in this fight with her.

	She found Leah’s paperwork and probed every word. What she found surprised her. Fortnightly meetings between Edward Hargreaves and a teacher called Ms Starc. There was no Starc on staff this year, so she must have been the one she replaced. The one who lived in the cottage before her. So why all the meetings? Had Starc noticed something too?

	She read the notes: Meeting 25/3/09 — Met with Mr Hargreaves regards the year ahead. Fortnightly meetings agreed on. Then another entry two weeks later: Meeting 8/4/09 — Edward inquired regards home reading expectations. The children’s nanny keen to stay abreast of any educational needs.

	Nanny? That was news. Still no mention of his wife or the children’s mother.

	She looked across at Leah, her head down in her work. Amy needed answers and she needed them now. She would have to move fast if she had any chance of countering Barlow’s reluctance, so she wandered over and squatted beside her. ‘Excuse me, Leah. Can we have a chat outside?’

	Leah nodded and then followed her teacher out through a door at the rear of the classroom. It led to a garden of sorts, a collection of raised beds filled with herbs and an assortment of other vegetables. It was a nice sun trap, a place to sit and rest for both students and teachers. Amy wedged a door stop beneath the open door, then gestured to a wooden picnic table. They sat opposite one another.

	‘How was recess?’ asked Amy.

	‘Not good.’

	‘Sorry I wasn’t able to talk sooner.’

	Leah shrugged.

	Neither was able to make any solid eye contact, both flitting between embarrassment and fear.

	‘It’s my mum’s birthday tomorrow,’ said Leah, unexpectedly.

	‘Wow. Great. A celebration.’

	Leah’s brow furrowed. ‘I think she’d want me to speak up.’

	‘And you have, which is tough.’

	‘I feel like things are going to get worse though. Not better.’

	‘No, that’s not true. I can help you. You and your mother.’

	Leah screwed up her face. ‘You can’t help my mother, she’s—’

	‘Having a friendly chat, are we?’ Principal Barlow’s voice sliced Leah’s sentence in two, his entry coming via the paved footpath that linked the garden to the administration block. 

	Amy stared up at him, trying to stay calm. ‘Principal Barlow. We were just talking about Leah’s mother.’

	Leah kept her head down.

	‘Are parents the subject matter for today’s lesson?’ His inquiry was very matter of fact.

	‘Yes, I mean no. It’s our math block.’

	‘I thought so.’ Barlow stopped beside their table, throwing Leah into shadow. ‘Strange then to be discussing families, wouldn’t you agree?’

	Amy let the accusation to sail over her head. ‘What can I do for you?’

	‘I said I’d bring you that photocopy,’ explained Barlow. ‘And while I don’t have it in my hand, I do have news that the copier will be fixed tomorrow morning. Can it wait until then?’

	‘It’ll have to.’

	Barlow smiled before moving his attention across to the student. ‘Good morning, Leah.’

	‘Morning, Mr Barlow.’ She tried to lift her head, but her mind had other ideas.

	‘Having a good day?’

	‘It’s okay.’

	‘Ms Hansen’s been a bit worried about you lately.’

	Leah’s eyes flitted up and across the table at her teacher, searching for signs of a broken promise.

	Amy swallowed. ‘She’s feeling much better now, aren’t you, Leah.’

	A nod.

	‘Good. I’m glad,’ said Barlow.

	Leah surprised them both by shooting up to a standing position. ‘I need to get back to my work,’ she muttered before stepping over the bench seat and moving with haste towards the classroom door. She gave the door stop a kick as she walked past, dislodging it, the door closing behind her.

	Amy stood and faced Barlow. ‘You shouldn’t have interrupted us like that.’

	‘I didn’t know you’d be out here. I’m sorry for any discomfort I may have caused you.’ He grinned. ‘It’s a reminder that we must all be careful about the choices we make.’

	‘I’m doing what I feel is right.’

	‘Your feelings shouldn’t be playing a part in this process, Ms Hansen. It’s a fact-based exercise, and that is all we are responsible for — facts.’

	‘And the facts are … We have a young girl in absolute turmoil. I’m scared to let her go home.’

	‘That is not your call to make.’

	‘So, whose call is it?’

	Barlow leant closer. ‘Mine!’ he whispered. ‘Leave this to me.’ His words were spoken with robotic perfection, clipped and clear. ‘I am the only one here qualified to handle this kind of situation.’

	‘What about Ms Wilson? She’s a chaplain. Have you spoken with her?’

	‘She’s not a chaplain at this school.’ 

	Amy noticed that Barlow appeared agitated by the mere mention of the word.

	He continued, ‘I will be speaking later today with our regional director, Diana Forrest. That should please you.’

	‘It’s something.’ Amy stepped over the bench seat. ‘I need to get back to my class.’

	Barlow smiled. ‘You’re a good teacher, Ms Hansen. Always remember that.’

	Amy returned to her class, Barlow’s footsteps echoing in her ears.

	 

	An hour later and Amy ambled into the staffroom, taking a seat beside Jennifer Robins, who at sixty-three was the second oldest teacher on campus. She was also the longest serving, which was why Amy sought her out. Ms Robins taught the Year Ones and Twos in Room One and was to Kilgarry what milk was to chocolate.       

	‘Hi, Jen,’ Amy said, her best smile a cover for the confusion within.

	‘Good morning, Amy.’ She lowered her mug of tea to the table.

	‘You having a good day?’

	‘As good as it can be when you’re sixty-three and your bones ache from standing all day.’

	‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t be, just enjoy your body while its young and supple.’

	‘Doesn’t feel all that young today.’ Amy grimaced.

	‘Trouble in paradise?’

	‘Not so much. They’re an amazing group of kids.’

	‘I loved teaching them too. All from good stock.’

	Amy grabbed her opportunity. ‘Do you know much about the Hargreaves family?’

	‘What do you want to know?’

	‘Anything and everything. Leah’s in my class, and I just realised I know nothing about her background.’

	‘Is there a problem?’

	‘No,’ lied Amy. ‘I just like to be well informed.’

	‘Well, good on you. It’s always handy to know where your students come from.’ Jennifer smiled. ‘That’s where us locals have it over you city girls. Family history runs deep in these parts. It’s what makes Kilgarry the great place it is.’

	‘That’s why I’m here, trying to learn, fill in the gaps of my knowledge.’ Amy felt like an impostor.

	‘Very wise.’

	‘Ms Starc had Leah last year, and she met the father, Edward, almost every fortnight. That seems unusual.’

	‘Yes.’ Jennifer nodded. ‘In most cases, that would have been out of the ordinary, but Edward’s a good man, and the Hargreaves family had a lot of heartbreak the previous year. The town had to rally behind them.’

	‘What happened?’

	Jennifer looked perplexed. ‘You don’t know?’

	‘No. The notes only mention a nanny. It’s like the mother doesn’t exist.’

	‘She doesn’t. Well, not anymore. She was killed, November 18, during harvest.’

	Amy’s left hand rushed to cover her mouth. ‘Oh my God!’ 

	It was a strong reaction, garnering the attention of everyone else in the room.

	‘I still remember where I was and exactly what I was doing when I heard the news,’ continued Jennifer. ‘Like when Princess Diana died. It shook the whole town to the core.’

	Amy swallowed hard. ‘How did she die?’

	‘Farm accident. Got her hair caught in a hay baler.’

	Those last two words sent Amy’s mind into freefall. She could feel the blood coursing through her body, the urge to vomit surging through her chest. She drove her chair backwards and ran from the staffroom, heading straight for the ladies bathroom. She pushed the door open and lurched above the toilet, dry retching into the white ceramic bowl. She was already sobbing when another retch shook her from the core, forcing her to her knees, her cries muffled, her pain as fresh as the day she lost her father to a similar bloody mess.

	Twenty minutes had passed before she was able to stand, staring at herself in the mirror above the small basin. Her face was ruddy, strands of wet hair hanging loose from her ponytail. Amy’s past had caught up with her in a violent rush of recall and recoil. It was as if her ability to distance herself emotionally from the goings on of the day had vanished, intertwining with precious details of a prior life. A time when she was even smaller than she was today. Haunting memories she had tried so hard to forget.
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	NOW

	 

	 

	12.17am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Mount Magnet Road, Shire of Kilgarry

	 

	The headlights of the Falcon were on full beam, lighting both sides of the dotted line.

	The interior was as calm and quiet as you’d expect with four people squeezed into opposite corners of a steel box. They were in closer proximity than they would have preferred, the radio on low, the windows up.

	Amy stared out into the darkness, a growing mistrust fashioned by a constant trail of stone walling and indifference. Her mind was on repeat and she was first to break the peace. ‘We’ve been driving almost an hour. Where the hell are you taking me?’

	‘To a safe house,’ answered Spears.

	‘Just like the sergeant told you earlier,’ added Banks.

	‘I think Ms Hansen meant geographically,’ corrected Timmins. ‘I’d kind of like to know too, just in case something unexpected happens.’

	‘Geraldton,’ Spears said with a grunt.

	‘Geraldton?’ said Amy. ‘All the way to the coast.’

	‘It’s our feeder town. Most of our coppers come from there, or that region, at least. We have a good, solid relationship with their station.’

	‘So, you’re all from Geraldton then?’ asked Amy.

	‘Born and bred,’ replied Banks proudly.

	‘Not me,’ said Timmins, smiling. ‘I’m a Perth girl.’

	‘Makes two of us,’ added Amy, keen to make a connection wherever she could.

	Spears watched them in the mirror. ‘We find it hard to recruit women from the country. Timmins here is part of a superficial drive to improve our female representation. Much like bringing you city girls in to teach at our schools.’

	‘Superficial?’ asserted Amy. ‘Sounds like you don’t agree with the concept.’

	‘It’s a dangerous job,’ replied Spears. ‘I worry for the women.’

	‘Looks to me like Timmins could handle herself just fine.’

	‘I’ll admit, she’s one of the better ones we’ve had.’

	Amy and Timmins shared a cynical smile. ‘So, what happens once we get to Geraldton?’ asked Amy.

	‘We’ll check in to the Geraldton Hotel, of course,’ explained Spears. ‘It’s on the main drag. Everything’s booked.’

	‘Still a couple of hours away then, yes?’ asked Amy.

	‘Yes,’ said Banks.

	‘And the further away from Kilgarry you are,’ advised Spears, ‘the safer we will all be.’

	‘You’re staying with me?’

	‘I am,’ said Spears. ‘Separate rooms, of course. You’ll be expected to stay put. I’ll pop out for supplies when required.’

	‘Supplies? How long will we be there?’

	‘A day or two.’

	‘I still plan on returning to Kilgarry, you know.’ Amy’s body language was resolute. 

	‘That won’t be happening.’

	‘I stopped caring about what you thought a long time ago.’

	Spears’ chuckle felt like a knife in her back. ‘Sorry, that bridge has well and truly been burnt.’

	‘But my class, my school. They need me.’

	‘They’ll find a replacement.’

	‘I don’t want to have to start all over again.’

	‘These experiences make us stronger,’ chimed in Banks, his two pennies worth something Amy would have rather he kept to himself.

	Timmins rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘Six months down the track and you’ll be just where you are now. Another beautiful town and a bunch of really good people around you.’

	‘I don’t want another town. My heart’s in Kilgarry.’

	‘So is your assailant,’ said Spears, keen for the facts to do the talking.

	‘Move him then!’ thundered Amy.

	‘Can’t do that,’ said Banks, somewhat matter-of-factly. ‘His family have been town identities for decades.’

	Spears glared at his most senior officer.

	Banks was clearly none the wiser. ‘What’d I do?’

	Amy punched the rear padding of the front seat in which Banks sat.

	‘Ouch,’ complained Banks, leaning away from the padding.

	Amy hit the seat again, and again, and again.

	Timmins leant across and rested her right hand on top of Amy’s fist. ‘I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.’

	‘I feel like a criminal.’ Another punch.

	‘You’ve done nothing wrong,’ asserted Timmins.

	‘Doesn’t feel that way. Rushed out of town. Under police guard. I teach to a Y Chart; looks like, sounds like, and feels like. I’m presently ticking all the boxes for someone who is guilty as charged.’ Another punch.

	‘We work with Y Charts too,’ added in Spears. ‘I’m taking every precaution necessary to make sure you don’t look like a statistic, sound like a wounded animal, or feel like a corpse.’ His smile had pride written all over it.

	Amy no longer understood if he was being patronising or kind, so she dropped her hands and returned her gaze to the passing fields. She was growing tired of the company she was keeping of late. She had grown weary of everything they stood for.

	 

	Twenty minutes later, the patrol car eased off the highway and up beside one of the bowsers of the Mullewa Roadhouse. The forecourt was empty of any other vehicles, but the lights were on in the station shop.

	‘She needs filling up,’ explained Spears. ‘You guys go inside and grab a table. I’ll meet you in there for a quick bite.’

	Timmins pushed through the plastic strips of the fly screen, followed closely by Amy and then Banks.

	They found a table beside the front window and slid across the bench seats — Banks on one side, girls on the other.

	Amy looked out across the forecourt. ‘So, what’s the deal with Spears? Is he always such a hard nut?’

	‘It’s the army training,’ explained Banks. ‘He’s a good guy, though.’

	‘I think him being a First Nations person and all only makes a tough job even more difficult,’ suggested Timmins. ‘He must have thick skin to get where he is.’

	‘Don’t you think it’s odd that you’re being kept out of the information loop?’

	‘Not really,’ said Banks, ‘we’re just juniors. Sometimes they just don’t have the time to fill us in.’

	‘Time? We’ve been driving in silence for an hour already,’ countered Amy. 

	Timmins checked the salt and pepper shakers. ‘Sometimes we’re better off not knowing and even better off not asking.’

	Amy grabbed the paper menu Banks was focusing on and smiled. ‘Well, let me put you both in the picture, for my sake as well as yours.’

	Spears watched trance-like as the dollars clicked over on the petrol pump. He hummed a tune, tapping his feet to a mysterious beat. The nozzle clicked in his hand, having registered a full tank, so Spears returned it to the bowser. He looked out across the rooftop of the Ford, towards the café windows. He clocked his associates and their special guest deep in conversation. ‘Fuck!’ he cursed.

	He pushed through the plastic fly strips and strode towards the table. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

	‘Having a bite to eat, Sarge,’ offered Banks, ‘like you told us.’

	‘I warned you,’ Spears seethed, his eyes glued on Amy.

	‘I’m just filling in your gaps—’

	‘It’s okay, Sarge,’ interrupted Timmins. ‘We asked her to clarify a few things for us.’

	‘It’s not okay!’ shouted Spears, slamming his fist on the tabletop. ‘You’ve been compromised. So has the case.’

	‘Our lips are sealed,’ said a concerned-looking Banks.

	‘It’s in your head now, though,’ pushed Spears. ‘Can’t erase it. Can’t make it disappear.’

	‘You don’t need to make anything disappear,’ said Amy. ‘Someone’s committed a crime that needs investigating. Just do your job and everyone will be happy.’

	‘If only it were that simple,’ Spears said.

	The roadhouse looked tiny beside the large old Redwood that was growing next to it, branches reaching into the star-filled sky like it was searching for signs of life. One side of the tree was lit up by the roadhouse lights, the other side all dark and fearsome. 

	Amy was getting tired of the lack of transparency she was experiencing and wanted light to flood in and clear everything up. The darkness was getting to her, and she needed the new day to arrive as quickly as possible. 
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	THEN

	 

	 

	12.32pm, Wednesday, 2 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	The long arms of a Salt Gum tree loomed like a sentinel, high above the entrance to the Primary School. It was a main feature of the school’s crest, reflecting the strength and resilience that Kilgarry was well known for. Amy was seated on a bench, needing a re-boot herself, her listless form a sign of things to come. Her eyes wandered over the limbs and leaves of the impressive piece of nature above her, remembering the good fortune that had saved it.

	The tree had existed long before the school was even an idea — one of those memory trees local tribes refer to in legend — watching the world tick by, keeping spirits in balance. It had been earmarked for destruction, like so many of the larger native trees that once grazed these tracts of land; a thing of beauty long before the colonialists and their thirst for wood arrived. A small group of out-of-towners had saved it from demolition, taking local councillors and government on, standing up to a world driven by an all-consuming mantra of progress. They had won, against the odds, against the rule of money.

	Amy knew how that tree must have felt, unsure as to whether she was valued by the locals or seen as a problem requiring removal. It was a fear not unique to Kilgarry, having followed her everywhere she went. And as always, the same question burrowed into quiet moments like this. Would she ever fit in?

	Still delicate after her assault in the toilets, her immediate health was her primary focus. She’d chosen to rest out here, collecting her thoughts beneath the Jasmine-covered arbour that had been kindly donated by the P&C. Her mind was full, a problematic past becoming intertwined with the ugly present in which she’d found herself wallowing.

	Images of Mrs Hargreaves being scalped by a hay baler had brought back bloodied memories of her own father’s death. A corporal in the army, he was completing his fifth tour of war-torn Iraq when a roadside bomb had exploded. Amy was only thirteen when the saddest news of all settled on the family home. She’d answered the call of soft knocking; the man in uniform on the other side appeared kind and warm. He’d even smiled when he first saw her. It had been a cover though, she knew that now, for the damage he carried was not a laughing matter, and the ugly job he had been tasked with never made anyone happy.

	He’d asked to speak to her mother and the young girl nodded, before skipping away, up the hall to get her freshly labelled ‘single mum’. How painful an act of innocence it was.

	The washing line out back was where she knew her mother would be on a Saturday morning, catching up on the housework, keeping the house in good order. Waiting for her husband to return.

	Amy shared her news, that there was a visitor at the door, a man in a uniform — ‘like Daddy’s,’ she’d said. 

	Her mother’s face had dropped. 

	Amy thought that was odd. ‘He’s a nice man,’ she’d added.

	Her mother had composed herself long enough to force a smile, telling her daughter to return to her room and close the door. ‘This is adult talk,’ she said, already clearly trying to minimise the damage she’d feared for so long.

	Amy had always been interested in the conversations of big people, discovering things she wasn’t supposed to be privy too. Her interest had been piqued by the subtle drama surrounding this visitor, and so, with no appreciation as to the gravity of the situation, she’d ignored her mum’s request, following her inside the house before crawling and hiding behind the lounge room couch.

	Her mother let the soldier in, directing him to a pair of armchairs in the bay window. Amy had no line of sight upon which to marry the sounds, making their breathing, and the silences between words even more suspenseful.

	Her mother’s wail had shocked her, piercing the couch cushions and seeping in past the pine frame of the three-seater. The searing pain it carried penetrated Amy’s young and buoyant heart. A heart too young to handle such a barrage of emotion. A small part of her withered and died that day, and she had never truly recovered, the details of her father’s death branded across her chest.

	Her mother fought to bring a flood of tears under control. She was a practical woman and wanted clear answers, needed hard facts to accept her husband’s passing, even if it was and always would be an ugly truth.

	The soldier did as he was asked, a man following orders. He relayed the time, location and aftermath of the bomb that had ripped their lives apart. Their loving husband and doting father had been far enough away to survive the initial blast, but still close enough for one of his legs to have been blown clean off. A medic on the scene had stemmed the blood flow, but it was never going to be enough. A pain-free death was all they could offer him, an injection of morphine coursing through his body, the only comforting gesture available.

	Back at home, there was nothing that could soften the blow as a numbing pain filled their quiet and peaceful home. 

	For Amy, it was the day that changed everything.

	And in that moment, she reached her own point of explosion, bursting from behind the couch on instinct, running to the toilet with a strong desire to hide in the smallest room available. Her volatile dash had surprised the adults in the room, heaping more pain upon the growing sadness.

	Amy’s escape route back then mirrored her desperate exit from the staffroom, and now she was trying to resettle her dishevelled emotions, readying herself for an imminent return to the emotional battlefield of the classroom. 

	A soft hand on Amy’s left shoulder made her jump. She turned to face its owner.

	‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,’ said Debbie, the school registrar. 

	‘Hi, Debbie.’

	Debbie sat down on the bench beside her, forcing Amy to slide a little to the right. ‘I saw you run from the staffroom earlier. Thought I’d make sure you were okay.’ 

	Amy took a deep breath. ‘I’m not okay, but I am dealing with it.’

	‘Is it something I can help you with?’

	‘I don’t think so.’ Another breath.

	‘Jen mentioned you were inquiring about the Hargreaves family and their loss.’

	‘Yes. That’s right.’

	‘It was a deeply personal tragedy for the family. I’m not sure Jen should have shared that information with you.’

	Amy stared past the tree and across the road. ‘She was just trying to help.’

	‘Well, by the looks of you, she clearly hasn’t.’ Debbie was a straight up and down woman. Emotions weren’t her specialty.

	‘Was it meant to be a secret?’ asked Amy.

	‘No, it’s just that there was an investigation, which caused somewhat of a split in the Hargreaves family. It still hasn’t healed, and gossip only festers in that kind of wound. We’re a small town here. Nothing like the big city you’ve come from. We like to keep these things close to our chest. You understand?’

	‘Not sure I do.’ Amy’s reply was sterner that she’d planned. She faced her interrogator. ‘Did you come out here to make me feel better or to stop me talking?’

	‘Both, really.’

	‘Well, thanks for your concern, but I think I’ve got it covered.’

	‘You’ll be okay, then?’ asked Debbie, with a smile, of all things.

	‘I will.’

	‘The bell’s going in about four minutes?’

	‘I know.’

	Debbie paused. ‘It’s just that Jen’s class have art with Janet, so Jen is free to take your students, if you’re not up to it.’

	‘Umm, no. That’s really nice of her, but I couldn’t do that. My class needs me.’

	‘It was actually Andre’s suggestion.’ Another pause. 

	Amy looked across at Debbie, their eyes meeting. 

	‘More an instruction than a recommendation, I think,’ Debbie admitted.

	‘He wants me to go home?’ said Amy.

	‘He’s worried about you.’

	‘I think he’s worried about a lot more than just me.’

	Debbie reacted with another smile, an obvious awkwardness between them. ‘So, I’ll let Jen know. She’s a tough old country girl. She’ll step into the breach. You grab your stuff and head home.’ She placed a hand on Amy’s shoulder. ‘Rest up. I’ll put it through as a half-day sick.’

	‘Do I have a choice?’ asked Amy.

	‘Not really. Andre’s already signed you out.’ Debbie got to her feet and strolled back towards the administration building.

	Amy waited until she’d heard the front door swing closed. She leant forward and took a deep and desperate breath, feeling like the world was closing in around her.

	The highest branches of the Salt Gum swayed in the breeze. Amy felt as alone as the day she’d hid behind her parent’s couch. This time though she was the one in the blast zone and there was no one here to comfort her, no one to tell her that everything would be all right. Her sadness grew to a light sob, tears mirroring those of her mother’s, on that fateful morning, eleven years ago today.
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	NOW

	 

	 

	12.37am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Mullewa Roadhouse

	 

	Amy marched across the station forecourt, Timmins and Banks just ahead of her. Spears was behind her, and he tapped her shoulder. ‘Could I have a quiet word, please?’

	She stopped. ‘I’m all ears.’

	Banks and Timmins turned to listen.

	‘You two jump in the car,’ directed their boss.

	They looked at each other briefly, before doing as they were told.

	Spears waited for them to leave, then he spoke. ‘This case, your case, is still in its infancy, and we don’t really want word getting out about it, do we?’

	‘I want what’s best for Leah,’ clarified Amy.

	‘We all do, but you can’t go around sprouting the names or events of those involved. All individuals must be treated equal until proven guilty.’

	‘So, is he being whisked off to a safe house?’

	‘I don’t think he’s in any danger. Do you?’

	‘If he’s done what his daughter is accusing him of, then he’s in a hell of a lot more trouble than me.’

	Spears rested both hands on his hips and sighed. ‘See, that’s exactly what I mean. That mouth of yours could go getting you into a lot of hot water.’

	‘Already has by the looks of it.’

	Spears glanced across the forecourt; his two colleagues looked to be in a heated discussion over who was driving.

	‘You really think Hargreaves might try and kill me?’ asked Amy.

	‘No, I don’t, but others do, so leaving things the way they were wasn’t an option.’

	‘Who are these mysterious others you keep referring too?’

	Spears was loathe to pass on individual names, but this line of questioning appeared to be on repeat. ‘The regional director.’ He sighed. ‘Apparently, the Education Department have a system-wide approach to these kinds of problems. It’s never about the individual. Prevention is the key.’ Spears waited as Amy soaked up the information. ‘And you heard what Bruce said. Everyone knows where you live. Word travels fast in small towns, and we’d like to keep this to ourselves, at least until things die down a bit.’

	Amy crossed her arms, the futility of her position becoming all too familiar. ‘My gut feeling tells me this shit storm has only just started.’

	‘Maybe, but I would like to bring it to a swift end, if possible.’

	‘And getting me out of Kilgarry is part of that, right?’

	‘For sure. This all began with you, whether you like it or not.’

	‘No, see, that’s where you’re wrong,’ pointed out Amy, her index finger piercing the short distance between them. ‘Edward Hargreaves started this, weeks, months, possibly even years ago. I’m just bringing it to the attention of the authorities.’

	‘Well, aren’t you a clever little miss.’

	Amy was flummoxed. ‘I really don’t get you. Your grandson’s in my class. Leah’s a friend of his. How can you be so blasé about it all?’

	‘No, no, no,’ protested Spears. ‘My family have no connection to this problem.’

	‘Kane would want you to protect her. To stand up for her. It’s your bloody job, for goodness sake.’

	Spears took a threatening step towards her, his demeanour growing tighter and tougher with every second. Listening to a white woman lecture him about right and wrong was flicking his switches. ‘Ms Hansen, you have the right to remain silent and to refuse to answer any of my questions.’

	Amy stared at him incredulously, but Spears wasn’t finished. ‘Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law—’

	‘Are you reading me my rights?’ interrupted Amy.

	Spears was on autopilot; desperation and a lack of sleep were driving him forward. ‘You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking—’

	‘I’m walking away.’ Amy had had enough. ‘If you’re arresting me, then cuff me. You want to play deaf to the realities of this situation, then fine, do that at your own peril.’ She strode towards the car.

	Spears knew he was fighting a losing battle. ‘I’m just reminding you of the most serious nature of the situation you find yourself in,’ he yelled.

	Amy stopped and turned, spreading her arms out wide. ‘Does this look like your average Thursday night?’

	‘No, it doesn’t. Not many of my nights do.’

	‘Well, you shouldn’t have become a police officer then, should you.’ Spears’ appeal for sympathy had fallen on deaf ears.

	‘All I’m saying is don’t go spreading ideas and misinformation.’

	‘Misinformation!’ seethed Amy. ‘Are you kidding me? I’ve done what I’m mandated to do. You’re the one playing games with the facts.’ She waited for Spears to reply, but he looked spent. Amy, on the other hand, felt like an ever-tightening ball of frustration. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong!’ she screamed into the night air.

	‘No one’s saying you have.’ Spears had switched to self-preservation mode. 

	‘Bloody hell they are. You’re trying to intimidate me, and your buddy Hargreaves wants to kill me.’

	‘I will not have you insinuating that I am anything other than appropriate.’

	‘Well stop hassling me then. Get me to Geraldton and get out of my life.’ Amy stormed towards the car. 

	Spears watched her go, fists clenched by his side. He hadn’t known a woman as stubborn as this since his ex-wife. Conflicting emotions were at work, and he wasn’t sure who he could trust anymore, including himself.

	Timmins and Banks looked on from the safety of the car, she in the passenger seat and he behind the steering wheel. They hadn’t seen this coming. Convincing Spears and Hansen to share the back seat was going to be tough.
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	1.19pm, Wednesday, 2 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	Amy pulled her bright-yellow Barina into the driveway of her weatherboard home. Daytime gave it a prairie-like quality, with its small but well-managed garden framing a pastel blue colour scheme with white trim.

	She climbed out the driver’s door and closed it behind her. It wasn’t often she was home at this time of day, and she felt the strange sensation of wrong time, wrong place. She looked up at the sun, which was high in the sky, blue heavens surrounding it. There was not a soul on the street, making her feel like she was the only person on the planet. It sure would have made life simpler.

	Amy briefly considered going for a light jog, but her stomach was empty and she was low on energy. Running itself had been a coping mechanism throughout most of her life, a father-daughter activity that had taken on extra significance after his death. There were a couple of bush tracks on the outskirts of Kilgarry and weekends would often find her there, a quick five kilometre run to keep her mental health in check, as well as a chance to burn off those unwanted kilos. She was proud of her fitness levels and her body, but for now, it was rest she needed, so she headed straight for the front door.

	‘Hello, love.’ A voice from her left. It was Mrs Varcoe, a green dress helping to camouflage her position, in a chair on the porch of number fifty-four. She was always home. Had nowhere else to be, no family in town to speak of; the younger generation she had reared, long gone in search of greener pastures. The husband too.

	‘Hi, Mrs Varcoe,’

	‘What you doin’ home so early?’

	‘Feeling a bit unwell. They sent me home to rest up.’

	‘Lucky you. At least people care when you’re unwell. I could die in me place and no one would know. I’d have to rot away before anyone would think to worry.’

	‘That’s not true. I’d know something was up. I see you almost every day.’

	‘Well, that’s comforting, I guess.’ She smiled. ‘If you need anything, let me know.’

	Amy did need something — information — so she strolled towards her nosy neighbour, eager to fill in the gaps that had been thrown open by the morning’s events.

	‘There is something you might be able to help me with,’ surmised Amy, resting a hand on the painted white rail surrounding the porch. ‘Do you know the Hargreaves family well?’

	‘Who doesn’t. They’re everywhere.’ She laughed.

	‘So I heard,’ added Amy. ‘What happened after Edward’s wife died?’

	‘You mean Marianne. She was a gorgeous woman. Well liked, heart as bright as a sunflower. Died on the family farm, machinery ate her up and spat her out.’

	Amy shuddered at this fresh interpretation of the gory details. ‘And what happened afterwards, to the family?’

	‘They fought like cat and dog, is what. One minute they were a big happy family, next minute they were at each other’s throats.’

	‘What changed?’

	‘Well … some people were very suspicious as to how it all happened. Marianne wasn’t a tough girl; she was very feminine, not exactly your “out in the fields” kind of woman.’

	‘So, what was she doing out there then?’

	‘That’s what everybody else wanted to know, but he shut it down. Didn’t like the chatter floating around the pubs. People supposing it wasn’t an accident, that sort of thing. You couldn’t talk about it for fear of reprisal. He’s a powerful man is Edward. Means what he says. Plenty of people fallen foul of his temper before.’

	‘And the rest of the family? What did they do?’

	‘It was his father Bruce that led the charge with all that suspicion. Bruce loved Marianne. She was the daughter he’d never had. They were really close. Bruce was so happy when Edward married her, ready to take over the farm.’

	‘I never even knew Leah had a grandfather.’

	‘Yeah, it’s a shame. He’s more the town drunk now. Comes around here sometimes, harmless really.’

	‘Is he the noisy one I hear walking down the street at night.’

	‘Yep, that’s him. I used to have a bit to do with him when I worked at the council. He was me boss. Once he handed over the family farm to Edward, he put all his knowledge to good use for the benefit of the whole town. He was bloody good at it too, and we all really liked him, but then Marianne died, and the anger and resentment just gobbled him up. He pesters me because I’m a bit soft on him, but you know, he lost the people he loved most.’

	‘It can’t have been easy.’

	‘So, why’s a city girl like you interested in the shitty backstory of life here.’

	‘Edward’s daughter is in my class,’ offered Amy.

	‘Poor thing. A mother’s love is very important.’

	‘Don’t I know it.’ She sighed. ‘And the investigation. What did the police say?’

	‘Nothing. Big fat zero.’ She spoke quieter now, like someone was listening. ‘People reckon the new chief in town got pressured by Edward. The funeral was three days later in Meekatharra, where Marianne grew up.’

	‘Didn’t her family make some noise?’

	‘Nah, they loved Eddie. Thought he was God’s gift to the whole region. They believed his version of events. Probably wanted to protect their daughter’s memory as well. The Thwaites are from a very proud farming family themselves.’

	‘Such a sad story.’

	‘And best left in the past.’

	Amy wondered whether that was still possible.

	‘Anyway, you get on back to your house and rest up, before I talk your ear off.’

	‘You have been more than helpful, Mrs Varcoe.’

	‘I’m not so good with a quick answer, though.’ She laughed. ‘And call me Rosie, for goodness sake. That’s me name. We been neighbours long enough now.’

	‘All right, Rosie. Thanks for the chat.’

	Amy walked back across the unfenced boundary and up the steps to her front door. She slid a key into the lock and pushed. This was her safe place. No one could touch her here. She closed the door, allowing the quiet of her home to fall in place around her.
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	1.22am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Banks had his hands on the wheel, eyes glued to the road, Timmins asleep beside him. He slowed the car, pulling off the road into a semi-circular driveway, a tall rectangular building towering over it, a large sign welcoming them to the Geraldton Hotel. 

	Amy missed it all, snoozing as she was, head resting against the side window.

	Spears filled the opposite corner, wide awake, his brain working overtime on a problem he didn’t create. ‘All right, everyone, wakey, wakey!’ he hollered.

	Timmins and Amy murmured, their puzzled looks a testament to the distance covered.

	Amy rubbed her eyes and looked outside. ‘This the hotel?’

	‘Affirmative,’ replied Spears.

	The hotel’s exterior resembled a government office building. 

	‘You really splashed out.’ Amy’s sarcasm wasn’t disguised in the least.

	‘Not up to your fancy Perth standards?’ inquired Spears. 

	They exited the car slowly; the long night having taken its toll on their joints.

	‘Timmins, you check our guest in,’ directed Spears. ‘I’ll call the station, let them know what’s happening.’

	‘Okay, Sarge.’ Timmins pulled the suitcase from the boot. 

	Amy grabbed her backpack. 

	They walked up the steps to the main door and disappeared inside.

	Spears slid a mobile phone from his pocket as Banks watched on across the roof of the car. Spears stepped away from the vehicle and dialled. He lifted the phone to his ear and waited.

	‘Yes.’ The static-filled voice on the end was male, croaky.

	‘We’ve arrived,’ said Spears.

	‘A bit late.’

	‘Not everything went to plan.’ This lack of order clearly bugged him.

	‘How’s Ms Hansen?’

	‘Feisty.’

	‘You think she’ll leave quietly?’

	Spears’ head drifted from side to side like he was stretching a stiff neck. ‘Not sure.’

	‘If her options are bad enough, I reckon she’d go anywhere.’

	‘I’ve been tasked with her evacuation. That’s it.’

	‘We’ll speak tomorrow then?’

	Spears looked at his watch. ‘You mean today.’

	A pause. ‘Yeah. Right. Later today.’

	‘Bye.’ Spears ended the call.

	Banks was watching. ‘All good, Sarge?’

	‘Yep.’ Spears walked past his offsider and up the steps to the hotel.

	He found Timmins leaning against the front desk, talking to the receptionist.  ‘No, she won’t be needing a wakeup call.’

	Spears stepped in beside her. ‘Where’s Ms Hansen?’

	‘Gone up to the room,’ replied Timmins. ‘She was tired. The bellhop’s showing her the way.’

	‘You should’ve gone too,’ pressed Spears. ‘We haven’t personally escorted her through the night for nothing, you know.’

	‘Sorry, Sarge, I just thought—’

	‘Well, you thought wrong.’ Spears turned his back on the receptionist and spoke in a whisper. ‘Did she have her phone on her?’

	‘I think so.’

	He gritted his teeth together. ‘You think she’d call anyone?’

	‘Not sure, Sarge. I’ll go and check on her now.’ Timmins moved to go.

	Spears stopped her with an outstretched arm. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘You’re a woman. What would you do in this situation?’

	‘Call my mum.’

	‘Your mum?’ Spears found her response almost funny.

	‘Yeah. If I was Ms Hansen, I’d be pretty damn confused. Moved in the middle of the night. Told my life was in danger. Not exactly your average day.’

	Spears found space for a chuckle. ‘And you think your mum could help you with that?’

	‘She’d be a calming influence. Always has been.’

	The receptionist watched them. ‘Is everything okay, sir?’

	‘All good,’ pretended Spears with a wave of his hand. He looked at Timmins. ‘Follow me.’ 

	They marched outside where Banks was still leaning against the car, humming a tune to himself.

	‘I need you both to drive back to Kilgarry,’ announced Spears.

	‘Sure, boss,’ affirmed Banks.

	‘And about this little trip. It’s confidential, all right. See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.’

	‘Sure, Sarge. Easy,’ responded Banks.

	Timmins appeared bemused.

	‘You got that, Maddy?’ checked Spears.

	‘Loud and clear,’ said Timmins.

	Spears smiled. ‘Just act like this never happened, and everything else will be all right.’

	‘Like … what happened?’ Banks smirked.

	Spears laughed. ‘Exactly.’ 

	Banks offered Spears the opportunity to share a fist pump, but he declined. 

	‘Be gone with you,’ Spears ordered.

	Banks ran around the front of the car. ‘I’ll drive.’

	Timmins was way ahead of him, opening the driver’s door and climbing in. ‘First in, first served.’

	‘But I bagsed it.’

	‘Possession is nine tenths of the law.’ Timmins grinned as she dangled the keys in the window. Banks reached out, but Timmins was just as fast, sliding them into the ignition, the car bursting to life. ‘Now get in before I leave without you.’

	Banks sulked around to the passenger side and got in.

	‘Bye, Sarge.’ Timmins hit the accelerator and pulled away.

	Spears watched them go, his thoughts turning towards stage two of this wretched plan.
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	7.13am, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	Amy woke with a start, her eyes squinting, bright light seeping in around the edges of the drapes. ‘Damn!’ She leapt out of bed wearing just a bra and knickers and thrust the curtains aside. It was full sunshine, and she had no idea how long she’d been asleep. She grabbed her phone off the bedside table, the screen bursting to life, informing her it was seven o’clock. She relaxed for a moment, happy she’d been asleep just a few hours, before her eyes focused on the finer details of the clock, the acronym AM jumping out at her. She’d been asleep for fourteen hours. It was now the next day.

	Amy sprinted from her room. ‘Kate? Kate? Are you here?’ She pushed open the door to Kate’s room. The bed was made. ‘Bugger!’

	Amy was always the organised one, taking responsibility for waking Kate up each morning, her housemate tending to switch her alarm off. Today though, it was Amy feeling the discomfort of oversleeping.

	She stripped off her clothes and ran up the hallway. A quick wake-up shower was all she had time for.

	Having towelled herself dry, she threw on a fresh red skirt and a light-pink cotton shirt. Both items were first cabs off the rack, and she didn’t have time to think about fashion sense. It screamed city girl, but she was feeling out of sorts anyway. It would have to do.

	Her Barina tore through town, a light trail of dust in its wake. It was peak hour with at least ten cars on the road, and she acknowledged it as one of the benefits of country life.

	Amy pulled into the staff car park, a slight skid selling to onlookers just how much of a rush she was in. She grabbed her handbag and a small pile of books that were sitting in the passenger seat. A large four-wheel drive eased passed the windows and into the spot beside her, its dark-blue panels covered in the same red dust that coated most cars here in Kilgarry. Amy grabbed her keys and stepped out of the car, the pile of books juggled precariously under one arm.

	‘Gidday, Ms Hansen,’ came a male voice across the roof of her car.

	Amy looked up at the driver seated behind the steering wheel, his window down, green eyes, big smile.

	‘Hello, Mr Hargreaves,’ said Amy, stomach churning.

	‘Nice to finally meet you,’ he said.

	‘You too.’ Her brain disagreed.

	‘You teachers sure do have your work cut out for ya. Looking after those pesky little tykes all day. Hat’s off to you.’

	‘I really do enjoy it.’ She found it hard to maintain eye contact, the books she carried growing heavy.

	‘Good to hear. That daughter of mine ain’t easy.’

	Amy’s tummy cramped up. ‘She’s a lovely girl. Very talented.’

	‘Is that what you call it. Her imagination sure can run wild.’

	Amy scanned Hargreaves’ vehicle for passengers, suddenly fearful that Leah was in earshot. ‘Are you dropping her off?’

	‘Nah, that’s the nanny’s job.’

	Amy’s stress levels were going through the roof, her mind working on autopilot. ‘So, what brings you here then?’ she asked, Hargreaves’ arrival here a further complication, and troubling to say the least.

	‘I’m here to see Principal Barlow,’ he replied. 

	To Amy, it was almost as if he spoke in slow motion. 

	‘He called me in for a fundraising meeting. Obviously needs to raise some cash. Everyone either wants my money or my vote.’

	Amy was at bursting point. ‘Well, you have a good day,’ she said hastily, locking her car with a beep and striding towards the staffroom. 

	She navigated a set of narrow steps, a wobbly paver upsetting her balance, her foot slipping edging one of the books loose from the pile under her arm. Panic set in quickly, her arms flapping, spilling everything she was carrying, sending the books and the full contents of her upended handbag clattering across the concrete pathway at the bottom.

	‘Let me help you,’ offered Hargreaves, from the top step. 

	Time was being altered as he squatted beside her, helping pick up the mess, bringing him closer to Amy than she would have ever wanted. The smell of his aftershave sent shivers down her spine. Is that what Leah had to put up with? The thought made her knees go weak for all the wrong reasons.

	Amy noticed Hargreaves scan the subject matter of her handbag, and he smiled. ‘You girls sure can pile a heap of stuff in these bags of yours.’

	‘And we can pick it all up too.’

	He got his hands on a packet of band-aids, a tube of lipstick and a small pink box of Libra tampons. ‘It’s more like a first aid box than a fashion accessory.’ He passed them over.

	Their finger’s touched, sending a tremor up Amy’s arm.

	Hargreaves collected up the books and stood, handing her a well-constructed pile. ‘Bigs on the bottom, smalls on the top. Like a pyramid.’ He grinned.

	She accepted it and waited.

	‘After you,’ said Hargreaves.

	Amy turned her back on him and moved to leave. She felt compromised, praying like hell her adversary wasn’t checking her out. She would have taken much longer choosing her skirt if she had foreseen this event.

	She moved briskly, down the steps, towards the long brick pathway that ran alongside the admin block. 

	Hargreaves was clearly in no hurry, and Amy’s anxiety and pace left him in her wake.

	She stumbled through the doorway of her classroom, keen to unload both the physical and mental burden of the last few minutes.

	‘Morning, Amy.’ Another unexpected voice. 

	She looked at her desk, startled to discover Janet Blight, the art and music specialist, seated in her chair.

	‘Hi, Janet. What are you doing here?’

	‘I should ask you the same.’ Janet looked confused. ‘Debbie called me. Asked me to cover your class. Said you were unwell.’

	‘What? That’s not true.’ Amy lowered the pile of books to her desk and checked her phone. Three missed calls. All school numbers. The problems were coming in thick and fast, and from all sides. ‘Look, I’m fine. I’ll clear it up with the office later.’

	‘You sure?’

	‘Yes!’ Amy’s agitation was on full display, having spoken louder and with more gusto than planned. ‘Sorry, I’m a bit stressed. Thanks for offering to cover my class, but I can manage.’

	Janet pushed the chair back and stood. ‘Whatever you want.’ She collected her things and left the room.

	Amy collapsed into her chair and took the opportunity to breathe like she was meditating, eyes closed, strong rhythm. Her mind was swirling, her life seemingly out of control, but most of all she was worried about Leah.

	 

	Half an hour later and her class was once again full of young minds, the school bell having rung, summoning students to their desks.

	‘Good morning, everyone,’ said Amy, her voice lacking its usual energy.

	‘Good morning, Ms Hansen,’ replied the students with perfect harmony. 

	Amy stayed quiet as she stared at the vacant desk up the back.

	‘Everything okay, Miss?’ asked James from his seat up the front.

	‘Yes, fine,’ she lied. ‘We’ll start the day with something easy. Claudio and John, could you please hand out the Spelling books. Let’s do a Word Sort, followed by five compound sentences.’ The students clicked into gear. Amy opened her laptop and double-clicked the Integris icon, needing to enter the attendance data for the day. She logged into her class and typed a ‘U’ beside Leah’s name for Unexplained Absence. 

	Amy couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. Then a penny dropped, and she combed the previous weeks and months. What she saw made her swallow hard. There were actually seventeen absences recorded beside Leah’s name — some with sick notes, others still unresolved. She clicked on the ‘History’ button and quickly collated all the data for 2009 and 2010. It was revealing, showing that Leah had only missed ten days of school in the whole of the previous year. Halfway through 2010, and she’d almost doubled that total. Amy felt a wave of concern. Why hadn’t she noticed? How many other indicators of abuse had she missed?

	Understanding the flow-on effects of trauma was something Amy knew well; the sudden death of her father sending her family into a downward spiral. They’d needed help, but the authorities within the army had been slow to act, the defence force proving themselves much better at combat than supporting returned soldiers. The families of these enlisted men and women were even less visible, and it had taken Amy’s mother many months of struggle to get the army to recognise the value of a follow-up visit to a dead corporal’s family. She was trying to hold them accountable.

	Amy could still remember one particularly rough evening, her mother yelling furiously down the phone, ‘Turning up at the front door with bad news wasn’t your only responsibility.’

	As a result of that pressure, Amy saw a psychologist fortnightly for the two years following her fourteenth birthday, as did her mother and younger sister. The army made the appointments and even arranged travel to and from the premises. Once the paperwork was in though, and the army’s expectations had been met, the program was signed off on, and once again, all contact stopped.

	And now, here she was, fighting against another broken system. This time it wasn’t about her though. It was the plight of another young girl.

	Amy decided there and then that if following protocol meant taking it all one step further, guaranteeing an investigation, then that was what she would do. She was now in the shoes of the army brass who had stonewalled her mum. She was part of the machine, and it was expected that she would take the appropriate steps required to get help for the child in question. It wasn’t a choice. This process was mandated.

	She logged out of Integris and opened the Mandatory Report forms she’d downloaded yesterday. She read them carefully, each question turning lurid details into black and white words. Impersonal? Yes, but a statement of fact that was part clarity, part escape route. It was exactly what she needed.

	Amy lifted her head to check on her class. A few students were off task, quietly chatting, but most of them were hard at work, so she returned her attention to her laptop and started typing, collecting her thoughts and feelings into one clear goal. She had to get these answers right.

	Writing down the name of the alleged abuser was cathartic, relieving some of the pressure off her chest. Adding in details of the abuse and any extenuating circumstances as to the alleged crime, further helped her realise that it all made sense, and that investigating these suspicions was the only sensible course of action. Waiting, no longer made any sense.

	This form wasn’t a warrant for arrest, nor a life sentence. It was the acknowledgement that a particular set of circumstances required closer attention. She completed all three pages, saved it as a PDF and attached it to an email addressed to Principal Barlow. This would form part of a paper trail, documenting his response or lack of one. 

	Amy’s mother had discovered this to be a useful tool. Bureaucrats usually loved a paper trail, but not when the power wasn’t theirs, and they hated it when her mum could refer to a previous email, sliding a copy of it under their noses. It instantly removed the lies behind which they liked to hide, forcing them to answer unwanted questions. 

	Amy whispered a thank you to her mum and pressed ‘SEND’. 
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	2.13am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Amy’s eyes were closed, a raft of bubbles surrounding her. She reached for a glass of red wine, stem balanced precariously on the white porcelain edge of the bath. She’d decided to wash away the troubles of the night, as well as the thin film of red dust that had settled upon her skin. A hot bath always worked wonders. She often felt safer surrounded by water, loved the tranquillity it offered. The wine was just an added detail, a relaxant from the bar fridge, and it was going down well.

	The knock on the door surprised her, disturbing the stillness of the water, tiny ripples sailing out towards the rim. 

	A voice behind the door spoke crisply. ‘Ms Hansen? It’s Sergeant Spears. Are you awake?’

	Amy blew at the bubbles just in front of her chin. ‘Yes.’

	‘Can we speak?’

	‘If we must.’

	Spears waited outside in the third-floor corridor, his back resting against the wall. The door opened, revealing Amy, all shiny and wet, wrapped in a white hotel towel. ‘What do you want?’

	Spears smiled. ‘Good question.’

	‘Sorry?’ Amy was unnerved by his attitude.

	The penny dropped, Spears suddenly realising he may have crossed the line. ‘Sorry, that may have come out wrong. It’s just, you look so relaxed.’

	‘I was, before you came calling.’

	‘Yes. Exactly. Sorry, didn’t mean for that to sound so inappropriate. It’s not what I intended.’

	‘Inappropriate appears to be your specialty.’ Amy waited for a response, but Spears was apparently lost for words. ‘Well, if that’s all you have to say, then I’d really like to get back to my bath and put this day behind me.’

	‘I need your phone,’ blurted Spears, trying to recompose himself, standing up straight. ‘It’s part of the conditions of an evacuation. A civilian’s phone must be secured and placed in an untraceable metal box.’

	‘You’re kidding me.’

	‘No, I’m not. You’ve probably seen movies where people are tracked using the signal from their mobile phone? It’s a real problem, and your safety is our number one priority.’

	‘Hargreaves is hardly an IT expert. He’s not going to trace me here.’

	‘It’s funny what a man can and will do when cornered.’

	‘Women are no different. We can come out fighting too.’

	‘I believe it. Look at you. Your life’s in danger and you’re having a hot soak.’ He smirked.

	‘Why are you always so goddamn condescending?’

	‘I have an unusual sense of humour. People never get my jokes, but I also don’t like dancing around the truth.’

	‘What you speak is not the truth! It’s just a cover for chauvinism and hate.’

	‘Ouch!’ 

	Spears’ chuckle told her she was wasting her time. 

	‘Phone please.’ Spears held out his hand.

	Amy sighed. ‘I just have one quick call to make before I go to sleep.’

	‘Let me guess. Your mum?’ He relaxed his hand, knowing this might take further goading.

	Amy nodded. ‘Yes.’

	‘And how is she going to help you?’

	‘I just want to let her know where I am.’

	‘It’s two am in the morning. Do you think that’s wise?’ Spears considered his own unhealthy sleep patterns. ‘How old is she?’

	‘Forty-five.’

	‘Young then.’

	‘Younger than you.’

	‘Well, I think both your mum and I would prefer it if you waited until morning. I’d hate for you to interrupt her beauty sleep.’ He held out his hand, again. ‘You’ll get it back at breakfast?’

	‘So nice of you.’

	Amy turned and walked back into her hotel room. 

	Spears watched as she rummaged through a handbag on the small table to her left. He liked her confidence, her ‘pluck’, as he would call it. Shame about the situation she found herself in. Could’ve made a great wife for one of the young farmers in Kilgarry. She’d attracted a fair bit of attention since she’d arrived — the young boys always hungry for the teachers that came in from the city. It was almost a tradition. Not now though. She was an ex-resident. The boys would be in mourning.

	Amy walked back towards the door, phone in her hand. She held down the power button and slid the red icon to the right. ‘Here.’

	Spears took it from her. ‘Thanks.’

	‘Look after it.’

	‘Will do.’

	‘That all?’ asked Amy.

	Spears nodded. ‘Enjoy your bath.’ He signed off with a salute.

	Amy closed the door.

	Spears stood there a few seconds, staring at the number on the door. He sighed, then turned right and walked back down the corridor. He tossed Amy’s phone up in the air and caught it. He repeated this action before turning and pressing the button for the lift. The corridor was silent. Ping. The elevator door opened, and Spears disappeared inside.
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	8.53am, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	‘I thought you got me in here to talk about a fundraiser?’ Edward Hargreaves was leaning forward in his chair, his brow as furrowed as the freshly planted fields of his farm.

	Barlow sat opposite, in his high-backed chair. ‘I did. But we’ve discussed that, and I thought I’d take the chance to bring up something else with you.’

	‘I’m a busy man. I’m not sure I have time.’

	‘Well, it’s important.’

	Hargreaves sighed. ‘Spit it out then.’

	‘It’s about your daughter Leah. She’s been coming to school looking very unhappy lately.’

	‘Ha, good. I’m glad you’re getting some of the shit I have to put up with.’

	‘It’s more than that.’

	‘What?’ He laughed. ‘She told someone to piss off, has she? Won’t do a thing I ask of her. Have to go through the nanny, don’t I.’ He leant back. ‘Run a work force of fifty, who hang on my every word, but can I get an eleven-year-old to do what I want? Nah. She’s a force unto her own.’

	Barlow took a moment, keen to choose his words carefully. ‘It’s just that she’s written a piece of work in class, and we’re worried.’

	Hargreaves chuckled. ‘Worried about a piece of writing? Is it really messy or something?’

	‘No, her handwriting’s fine.’

	‘So?’

	‘It’s the content … the subject matter.’

	‘Give us a look then?’

	‘I can’t.’

	‘Why the fuck not? She’s my daughter.’

	Barlow sighed. ‘It’s sensitive.’

	‘So’s the skin on a redhead.’ Hargreaves thrust out a hand. ‘Show me.’

	‘I need to take you through some steps first.’

	‘Steps?’ Another laugh. ‘This isn’t the AA.’

	‘Edward, I need to explain something to you, and I need you to stay calm.’

	‘Jesus Christ. What’s going on?’

	Barlow leant forward, placing both elbows on his desk. ‘We have a process we call the Mandatory Report. All teachers are expected to engage in it and operate within its expectations.’

	‘Yeah.’

	‘This piece of work, a narrative, has come to my attention because someone feels it warrants further investigation.’

	‘Further investigation. What the fuck does that mean?’

	‘She … they feel something untoward might be happening at home.’

	‘She? Is this Ms Hansen’s idea?’

	‘I can neither confirm nor deny who brought this to my attention.’

	‘I saw her in the car park. Thought she looked a bit nervy.’

	Barlow looked surprised. ‘What? This morning?’

	‘Yeah. We both rocked up at the same time. Had a quick chat.’ Hargreaves paused. ‘Wish I’d known she was ratting me out!’

	‘Edward! Shhhh. People will hear you.’

	‘So what.’

	‘Look, I’ve known you a long time—’

	‘Almost ten years.’

	‘And you’ve always been a great supporter of the school.’

	‘Yes, I have.’ Hargreaves started to clean the finger nails of his left hand.

	‘And it’s thanks to that kind of loyalty that I wondered if you could shed more light on a problem. Give me an idea as to what’s happening at home. What might have led to her writing this story.’

	‘I told you already, she won’t talk to me. Get the nanny in. She might be more helpful.’

	‘And you’d be okay with that?’

	Hargreaves got to his feet. ‘I’m not okay with any of this horse shit.’ He turned to go, then leant forward, tapping his index finger hard on Barlow’s desk. ‘Just make it disappear. I’m fed up with being the bad guy.’

	‘It’s not that easy, Edward.’

	Hargreaves paused, like his chain of thought was slowly switching tracks. He suddenly lurched forward and grabbed the sheets of paper to Barlow’s left. 

	Barlow leant backwards in his chair, away from Hargreaves, an act of self-preservation.

	Hargreaves returned to a standing position, Leah’s narrative firmly in his grasp.

	‘That’s department property,’ insisted Barlow, annoyed at his own stupidity.

	Hargreaves continued staring at the writing on the sheet.

	‘You shouldn’t be reading it,’ added Barlow.

	Hargreaves peered over the top of the page. ‘Don’t even think about trying to stop me. Just keep your arse in that cushy chair and I’ll let you know when I’m finished. I’m not one of your frail little teachers.’

	Barlow stayed where he was, blood draining from his face. The meeting hadn’t gone as planned.
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	2.28am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Amy opened her laptop. She was still clad in the white towel, her legs flat on the bed, back against the headboard. If Spears thought not having a phone was going to stop her reaching out, then he wasn’t up with technology. She logged onto the hotel wi-fi using the password written inside the welcome booklet. She clicked the Skype icon on her desktop and logged in. She opened the Safari browser and searched for ‘Department of Child Protection Perth’. She found their phone number and dialled it into her Skype keypad, clicking on ‘no video call’. 

	The dial tone rang out through the speakers of her computer, a light crackle, three rings before a woman answered, ‘Hello, Crisis Care?’

	Amy swallowed. ‘I’d like to speak with someone from the Department of Child Protection, please.’

	‘We cover their after-hours care. What was it you wanted help with?’

	‘Oh, so you’re not from DCP?’

	‘No, they only operate during the day. Crisis Care is a telephone information and counselling service for people in need of urgent help. We can assist you, then direct your inquiry to those better suited to your situation.’

	Having made the decision to call for help, Amy was slightly perturbed by this turn of events. ‘What time does DCP open?’

	‘Nine am.’

	‘Do you handle Mandatory Reports?’

	‘We do. We write up a record of your call, noting your desire to put in a report. We document it, then pass it directly onto DCP in the morning.’

	‘In the morning?’

	‘Yes.’

	The speaker was much too up beat for this job, thought Amy. ‘So, you don’t act on it immediately?’ Time had become an important commodity to Amy, and a bout of frustration forced her from her bed, onto freshly shaved legs.

	‘No. DCP will triage it, working out the next logical step in the process.’

	‘But that won’t happen until nine am.’ She advanced towards the balcony window, her words rushed, answers needed.

	‘That’s correct.’

	‘I think I’ll just wait until the morning then.’

	‘If that’s your decision, then sure, but there are things we can do right now, if you want?’

	She stopped. ‘What like?’

	‘Well, first I’ll ask you if the child in question is safe?’

	‘I don’t know.’

	‘Have you or someone else taken any forensic evidence?’

	‘Forensic evidence?’ This kind of technical language gave her goosebumps. Made her feel uncomfortable.

	‘Like a medical assessment of the child? The evidence gained in the first twenty-four hours can be very important to any case that might proceed.’

	‘Who would I call for that to happen?’

	‘The local doctor or hospital.’

	‘The closest hospital is two hours away.’ They were asking too much of her.  ‘And I wouldn’t even know who the local doctor was.’

	‘I have access to a database of clinicians. Where did you say you were calling from?’

	Amy looked sideways, blinked twice. ‘I didn’t.’

	‘Have you received a disclosure?’

	A breath. ‘Yes.’

	‘Have you asked the subject any clarifying questions?’

	‘Yes. I confirmed the identities of the people involved.’ Amy took a seat in the upholstered chair beside the curtains. ‘I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to enquire any further.’

	‘Well, it depends on whether the situation is absolutely clear, or whether more information is necessary. Getting that information now can be the difference between a successful case and one that falls at the first hurdle. Have you heard of the TED questions?’

	‘Yes.’ She nodded faintly.

	‘Good. It’s important to allow the victim to speak freely, but leading them in any particular direction can taint the evidence in a court of law, so you must avoid that.’

	The line went quiet. Amy wanted to fill it with noise, with solutions. She needed to fill in all the holes that were floating around her. ‘What else I can do?’

	‘If the disclosure is clear and the evidence is strong, then start the reporting process right away. The first line responder, which is you, is pivotal, and it is absolutely vital that you get as much useful evidence as is feasible.’

	‘I understand.’ Amy reached for the free pen and paper pad. It was part of the hotel’s limited offerings. She clicked the pen and scribbled without form, making sure it was operational.

	‘What is your relationship to the child?’ The question was delivered without any semblance of a heartbeat. Was she talking to a robot?

	‘I’m her teacher,’ replied Amy with pride. It was a position of responsibility that she was trying hard to maintain.

	‘Good. It helps that you are a professional. Does your documentation match the concern you are seeing?’

	‘Documentation?’ Those long words again. Swallow.

	‘Yes. Does the pattern fit? A paper trail is also very useful in bringing about a successful conclusion to a case. Things like notes in the SAER file, or emails between yourself and your admin team showing concern for particular areas of her school or home life.’

	‘I’m a graduate teacher. I’m just trying to keep my head above water.’ Her scribbles on the pad were of a winding road, dotted lines up the centre.

	‘What school did you say you were at?’

	‘I didn’t. I’m wanting to stay anonymous at this stage.’

	‘That’s okay, but if the child is in danger, then we really do need to get the process started.’

	‘I realise that … it’s just …’ Amy stopped talking. She’d written ‘HELP’ where the road ran to a point. The capital letters were symbolic, surprising even herself.

	‘Is everything okay?’ asked the voice.

	Silence.

	‘Hello?’

	Amy pressed to end the call. 
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	8.58am, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	Barlow stared wide-eyed up at Edward Hargreaves. ‘You can’t do that!’

	‘Watch me.’ Hargreaves ripped his daughter’s narrative in two. He regrouped the pieces, then tore them in half again, and again and again, until all he had left was a tattered pile of torn squares.

	Barlow was dumbfounded. ‘You bloody idiot.’

	‘Watch your language, mate,’ mimicked Hargreaves, ‘People might hear you.’

	Barlow placed both hands on his head. ‘That’s the original. It was a piece of evidence.’

	‘But there’s no crime here.’ Hargreaves’ grin made Barlow even more uncomfortable.

	‘Amy wanted a copy of that!’ he protested.

	‘So, it is Ms Hansen then.’

	‘I didn’t confirm that.’

	‘I’m not dumb. I do know her first name.’

	Barlow was stressed. ‘There are legalities that need to be obeyed, Edward. Your actions are going to screw it up for everyone involved.’

	‘This piece of writing is a load of shit, and I will not have my name tarnished by rumour and innuendo, again.’

	‘I understand how you feel, Edward. That’s why I called you in. We’ve been friends a long time. I just wanted to give you a chance to explain to me why she would write such a piece.’ Barlow knew this would be a hard sell, but he had to try. ‘You should be listening to my advice.’

	‘She hates me. Ever since her mum died, she’s drifted further and further away.’

	‘And once again, I appreciate the delicacy of the situation. Grief is no one’s friend.’

	‘It’s hell, is what it is, and meanwhile, the farm still has to tick over. I don’t get to rest and cry over what happened. Just got to keep moving.’ He shuffled uncomfortably in his chair. ‘She thinks I’m a zombie. No emotions, no tears.’

	‘Do you think she blames you?’

	‘God knows the rest of the town does. I was cleared, exonerated, but no, there wasn’t enough drama for some. As if watching my wife get ripped apart by a hay baler isn’t dramatic enough.’ Tears began to form in his eyes, but the anger quickly appeared again, sparing his vulnerabilities. ‘Fuck ’em all.’

	‘You’re her father, Edward. She must realise how bad this story looks?’

	‘She knows. She’s not stupid. This is her getting back at me. I promise you, it’s all lies. Every last bit of it. You know me, Andre.’ Edward held up the torn shreds of paper. ‘Does this sound like something I would do?’

	Barlow shook his head. ‘No, it doesn’t.’

	‘It’s a goddamn made-up story. That’s all it is.’

	‘I believe you, but there’s still a process we need to follow.’

	‘Just make it go away, mate. That’s the only process I care about.’

	‘Could we get her some counselling, maybe?’

	‘A bloody psyche?’ Hargreaves grimaced. ‘We’ve had enough of those busybodies peering into our lives already. They came at us straight after Marianne died. Only made things worse.’ He stuffed the torn sheets of paper into his right pocket. ‘Anyway, it’s gone now. Job sorted.’

	‘It’s not that easy. The teacher in question will want some answers.’

	‘The teacher in question is Amy Hansen. Stop talking like I don’t know that.’

	‘You’re not meant to know that.’ Barlow clenched his jaw, pissed that he had made such a rookie error. ‘It’s the only thing I’ve done wrong, and I’m not about to add to it.’

	Hargreaves relaxed in his chair. ‘So, move her away. To another school. Tell her to keep her mouth shut or else.’

	‘Or else what?’

	‘Let her use her imagination. Girls are good with that.’

	‘Threatening her is not in my plans. I want this done by the book. Any intimidation by you will not help this situation.’

	‘Gives you a reason to evacuate her. If you thought she might be unsafe.’

	‘Unsafe?’ It was Barlow’s turn to get up and pace the room. ‘You want it to look like you might hurt her?’

	‘If that will give you a reason to send her on her way, then sure. No one else has to know.’

	‘I can’t just find her a new placement without informing someone. I need a damn good reason.’

	‘Me. I’m your reason. You think I know who made the report. You think I might pay Ms Hansen a visit. You err on the side of caution and decide to move her.’

	‘I need the paperwork to back it up.’

	‘That’s your forte, isn’t it.’ Hargreaves snickered. ‘Shit, might be the only thing you’re good at.’

	Barlow frowned. ‘Compliments like that won’t get you very far.’

	‘You managed to get rid of Ms Starc pretty darn quickly,’ Hargreaves said with a smirk.

	Barlow noted a change in his guest’s tactics. ‘That was different. It was the end of the year. Teachers often change schools once the year comes to an end. This is mid-term and mid-year.’

	‘Well, you just work your magic. Shame if your missus found out why her favourite teacher had to leave so quickly.’

	Barlow shook his head. ‘So, you’re threatening me too now?’

	‘No, I’m just wondering out loud as to what Ms Starc could have possibly done that would have made her leave town without saying goodbye to her bestie.’

	‘You’re a bastard.’

	‘I’m just making sure a fresh bout of lies doesn’t start doing the rounds of town. There are people here who would love to bring both you and me down. Tall poppy syndrome is alive and well in Kilgarry.’

	‘Meeting’s over.’ Barlow sneered.

	‘So, you’ll look into it?’

	Barlow couldn’t quite believe the gall of the man, still trying to dominate the situation, a need to control the narrative — literally. ‘I’m not promising anything,’ said Barlow, stony-faced and resentful.

	‘Whatever you do, it needs to happen fast. She’s a feisty young woman. The quicker we get her out, the better.’ He had one last smile. ‘It’s for the best.’

	‘Yeah, well, you just keep your head down. This gets out of hand, and I’ll be disappearing too.’

	Hargreaves opened the door of the office. ‘Pleasure meeting with you.’ He closed the door and left.

	Barlow picked up his mobile phone and dialled. The call was answered, the crackle of a female voice. ‘Hello, Andre. To what do I owe the pleasure?’

	‘Hi, Diana. Can we get together for a chat? I need your advice.’

	‘Sure. What’s it about?’

	‘Best we speak face to face.’

	‘Sounds serious.’

	Barlow took a deep breath. ‘It is.’

	‘When?’

	‘Today?’

	‘So urgent?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Where?’

	‘Dalwallinu?’

	‘It’s a bit out of the way.’

	‘Halfway point, I reckon,’ offered Barlow. ‘I’ll see you in the hotel lobby at three-thirty.’

	‘Okay, see you then.’

	Barlow ended the call and placed the mobile back in his top draw. He twisted towards his keyboard and opened the browser. He typed into the search engine: ‘Mandatory Report Portal’. A list of sites came up. Barlow checked his watch, paused to consider his options, then gazed back at the screen and clicked the one at the top. He started reading. It was something he should have done a long time ago.
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	3.11am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Mount Magnet Road

	 

	The broken white lines of the road zipped by as the full moon illuminated the muted blacks of road and sky. The police car clapped along at 110 kilometres per hour, leaving a small trail of dust in its wake.

	Timmins concentrated hard on the road ahead, keeping the car steady, trying to stay awake.

	Banks tapped a finger to the music coming from the radio. ‘You think she’s right, then?’ he asked between beats.

	‘I think she’s definitely got a point,’ replied Timmins.

	‘We’re keeping her safe though. Protecting her life.’

	‘Are we? Or is she a problem we’re getting rid of?’ Timmins slowed for a narrow bridge up ahead.

	‘Spears is a good cop,’ offered Banks. ‘He knows what he’s doing.’

	‘I’m not doubting his calibre as a professional … I’m just questioning his involvement in this case. I mean, who are we really working for?’

	‘The Education Department.’ Banks appeared genuinely surprised as he turned to face Timmins. ‘That’s what Spears said when we first arrested Ms Hansen.’

	‘Arrested?’

	‘Sorry, slip of the tongue.’ A swallow. ‘Evacuated.’

	‘See, even you’re confused.’

	‘I’m tired is all, and I certainly don’t ask questions like you do.’

	‘I’m a copper.’ Timmins smiled. ‘I’m meant to ask questions.’

	‘Sure, but the Western Australian Government pays our wages. If they want us to protect someone, we do it.’

	‘Is that what’s happening here? Because I’m not so sure.’

	‘You got a conspiracy theory, then?’ Banks’ tone told her he wasn’t impressed.

	‘No, just a hunch.’

	‘And?’

	‘Maybe Hargreaves really is behind all this?’

	‘He’s not that powerful.’ Banks shook his head.

	‘I disagree.’ Timmins was trusting her gut. ‘Anyway, there’s just too much secrecy hanging over this whole night-time evacuation. It just doesn’t feel legit.’

	The Ford thundered across an old wooden bridge, the cracked tar-sealed surface of the road sending reverberations up through the seats.

	‘There must be some confidentiality?’ continued Banks. ‘It’s an evacuation, after all.’

	‘I’m going to look into it when we get back to the station.’

	‘You heard Spears. He wants us to act like it never happened.’

	‘I also heard Ms Hansen, and what she had to say resonated with me more.’ Timmins took a breath. ‘I was a child once, we all were, but things didn’t go too well for me either. I had no one watching out for my welfare. No one standing up for my rights. It’s one of the reasons I became a cop. So now I find myself on the other side, and if I turn my back, then I’m just as bad as those that turned their back on me.’

	‘Never take it personally. That’s the first thing they teach us at the academy. Let the issue get too intimate and your judgement could be clouded.’

	‘I got into this job because of my own life history. My judgement is spot on. It’s that personal aspect I mentioned that has enabled me to see the truth. Not the other way around.’ Timmins slowed for a bend in the road, a sign warning of its sweeping curve.

	‘It could cost you your career,’ added Banks.

	‘And that’s the crux of the problem. People don’t act because of what might happen to them.’

	‘You sure you want to do this?’

	Timmins turned to glance at Banks. She spoke slowly and with great deliberation. ‘One hundred per cent!’ She turned back to the road just in time to see a blue four-wheel drive coming around the bend, its boxy form having drifted onto their side of the road, taking the corner at high speed. Timmins took evasive action, veering left to avoid it, the rear of the Ford snaking across the road. Her right foot hit the brake, wheels squealing, smoke rising from the burning rubber. 

	The four-wheel drive changed tack too, returning to the correct lane before roaring past them. 

	The Ford though continued to drift towards the bank. Timmins swung the wheel the opposite way, looking to wrench back control of the vehicle, but it was too much, too late, the car losing what little traction it had, wheels sliding across the gravel verge, the land falling steeply away. All four tyres left the road at speed, the vehicle temporarily airborne, before slamming into a split rail farm fence. The impact sent it into a roll, flipping over and over through a mature field of wheat.

	The crunching sound of metal reverberated across the land, each flip adding to the damage. It finally came to rest upside down on a forty-five-degree angle, hard up against a large pile of twisted old branches and tree trunks. The glow of the moon highlighted the trail of devastation through the crop of broken wheat, golden brown stalks laying across each other like shredded pick-up sticks.

	The inverted scene inside the car was just as jumbled, with Timmins crumpled and motionless, her body pinned between her seat and the steering wheel. Gravity sent the blood from a chest wound trickling down her neck and across her face. 

	Banks fared better, his body held securely in place by his seatbelt, his eyes wide open. He coughed up a splatter of blood, then wheezing with pain, he turned slowly, a peek across at Timmins, followed quickly by a grimace. He took a long slow breath, and reaching forward with his left arm, he pressed the button to activate the sirens.

	The red and blue lights had been torn from the roof, themselves a tangled mess of steel and plastic, half-buried beside the upside-down car. They started spinning, a lack of illumination making them look more like a half-price disco than a beacon of hope. The sound too was like melted vinyl, warbling in and out of sync.

	The moon watched on with sadness, the red and blue of the police car an odd sight, amongst the golden fields of wheat. The countryside had played host to the oddest of goings on during the last few hours. An evening that had begun with mistake after mistake had now ended with disaster. 

	The sun would rise, but then what …

	 

	 


22

	THEN

	 

	 

	9.33am, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	Amy pushed open the wrought-iron school gate and stepped out onto the footpath. Cygnet Way was a dead-end street, starting at the main drag and finishing at the bowling club. It was empty as she turned left up towards the town; heading to the bakery was a ritual she observed every Thursday morning. It reminded her of her early years growing up in Balcatta, a stroll with her grandparents to a small Chinese bakery a moment she always treasured. School holidays were often spent with them while Mum and Dad worked, so it had become an emotionally strong and sensory representation of happiness.

	That memory and her earlier decision, had caused a sense of relief to wash over her. Filling in the forms and emailing them to Barlow had started the process. Leah deserved protection, she’d always known that. Amy had followed that action with a visit to Barlow’s office, but he was already in a meeting, so she elected to grab some breakfast first.

	She turned the corner onto Main Street and smiled, the bright orange sign of Tom’s Bakery a clear stand out, stuck as it was in between the faded advertisements for the Kilgarry News Agency and The General Store. With a population of 1297, Kilgarry was, like many small country towns, dependent upon these three shops, with the crowning glory being the pub, just fifty metres further up the street.

	A bell chimed as Amy pushed through the colourful plastic strips of the fly screen. A warm breeze of heavenly smells washed over her, that same heady mix of fresh bread and sweet icing that still made her feel like a kid.

	The bakery was quite big, with more than enough room to stay and eat. It was a popular place, and Amy had seen it packed to the rafters on public holidays and special occasions. For now, though, it was empty.

	A young man, twenty something, popped his head up from behind one of the counters. ‘Surprise.’

	Amy jumped, a certain amount of anxiety still running through her veins. She composed herself and smiled, his happy face always a cause for joy. ‘Hi, Tom.’

	‘Sorry to startle you?’ he said.

	‘It’s okay. Been a tough couple of days.’

	‘Some people say my food can make all your problems disappear.’ His outstretched arms made him look like a magician.

	‘That would be really awesome.’

	‘The usual order?’

	‘Yes, please, but can I add something for Kate?’

	‘Let me guess. A chicken and avocado roll?’

	‘That’s right.’ Amy wondered how he’d read her mind.

	‘You’re not the only teacher who shops here.’ His grin was infectious. ‘Give me a couple of minutes.’ Tom disappeared through a doorway behind the counter.

	Amy walked over to the glass-fronted drinks fridge, opened it and selected two peach iced teas. The chime of the main door rang again, followed by the clip clop of heavy footsteps.

	‘Ms Hansen, we meet again.’ 

	It was a voice she unfortunately recognised.

	Amy turned, a chill in her chest. 

	Edward Hargreaves stood inside the doorway, all six-foot-four of him.

	‘Mr Hargreaves.’ Her tone gave nothing away. ‘Twice in one day.’

	‘Yes. My fundraising meeting went well. Lots of very interesting discussion points.’

	‘Good.’ Amy moved towards the tables, looking for a place to rest, but Edward stepped forward, blocking her way.

	‘Leah’s not in school today,’ he announced.

	‘I know. Is she sick?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Well, I hope she gets better.’ She stepped right, but so did he.

	‘Get better at what?’ Hargreaves squinted slightly, as if to penetrate Amy’s gaze. ‘Lying? Screaming? Writing?’

	Amy narrowed her eyes too. She wasn’t about to wilt. ‘No, just better, healthier, happier.’

	Hargreaves clenched his jaw. He clearly wasn’t used to people standing up to him.

	Amy felt like she had the upper hand. ‘It’s been nice catching up again,’ she continued, ‘but I really must be getting back to work.’

	‘But I’m a concerned parent, wanting a chat with my child’s teacher. Surely you can provide that, Ms Hansen.’

	‘It’s best to book in a time, Mr Hargreaves.’

	‘Now’s good for me.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘There’s plenty of tables over there.’

	‘Like I said, I’ve got work to do.’ 

	Hargreaves leant down and whispered, ‘It wasn’t a suggestion.’ 

	Amy glanced towards the doorway through which Tom had disappeared. Hargreaves rested a hand on her shoulder and gave her a gentle nudge towards the chairs. She stepped in that direction, keen to put as much distance between them as possible. She took a seat at one of the tables. 

	Hargreaves sat opposite her, the mauve tablecloth doing nothing to improve the tense ambiance in the air.

	‘No pesky eavesdroppers here, eh?’ Hargreaves said.

	‘I’m not worried about people hearing what I have to say,’ responded Amy.

	‘No, you’re real mature about that. Happy to sprout lies and innuendo across town. My town.’

	‘I don’t know what you’re talking about?’ 

	Hargreaves leant forward, his hands resting on the table. ‘Don’t play games with me. I’m talking about that shitty little story you had Leah write.’

	Amy held his gaze. ‘If you are referring to your daughter’s narrative, then number one, you are out of order even talking to me about it, and two, your daughter’s health and welfare are my responsibility too.’ She crossed her arms, an air of defiance to her words. ‘How you feel about these dealings and the process involved is of no concern to me.’

	‘Well maybe it should be. I’d be a little bit more concerned about my own health and welfare if I was you.’

	‘Is that a threat?’

	‘No, just the voice of a concerned parent.’

	‘Well book in a meeting then,’ repeated Amy. ‘It’s not hard.’

	He leant further forward. ‘Mud sticks. Been there, felt that. It’s not so simple, you know.’

	Amy continued to stay strong amid his scrutiny. ‘Yes, I heard about your wife’s unfortunate death. I am sorry.’ It was sympathy disguised as sarcasm.

	Hargreaves looked to bristle at the mere mention of this life-defining event. ‘You keep on with this stupid report and I’ll just chuck it straight back at you. I’ll claim that you sexually abused my daughter. See how that works for your fucking career.’

	‘You can’t just do that. You need evidence.’

	‘Watch me. Done it before. My business dealings sometimes require a heavy hand. These sorts of claims work a treat.’

	‘But that’s an outright lie.’

	‘No one cares about that. People love a good bit of gossip.’

	Amy grimaced.

	‘But it doesn’t have to be this way. I have a solution. Let’s say you take a nice transfer to a school a million miles away from here, and I’ll make sure a little donation of $5000 dollars turns up in your bank account?’

	‘You’re trying to bribe me?’ Amy knew Hargreaves wasn’t a good guy, but how low he’d stoop was yet to be determined.

	‘Call it a performance bonus.’ He clearly thought he was being funny. ‘We’re all human. We all love money.’

	‘Some of us are more human than others. The rest might even be categorised as monsters.’ Amy pushed her chair backwards and got to her feet. ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’ 

	‘Don’t be so stupid.’ Hargreaves rose from his seat too. ‘Plan B could get pretty ugly.’

	‘It’s already gotten ugly.’

	‘Not from where I stand.’ Hargreaves sniggered. 

	Amy squirmed as his eyes moved up her body. 

	He leant even closer, propping himself up on a pair of clenched fists, bare knuckles on the table. ‘I thought you had something when you first arrived. Thought you might be good for this little town of mine. But turns out you’re just another cancer looking to destroy us from the inside. You won’t get away with this, so think very carefully. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.’

	‘So has Leah. I’m going to make sure of that.’

	Hargreaves used the heel of his right foot to kick his chair away, sending it clattering against the wall behind him. 

	Tom stepped out from the rear of the shop just as the chair was coming to rest. He looked across at Amy and Hargreaves. ‘Everything okay?’

	Hargreaves turned towards Tom, raising a hand. ‘It’s okay, mate. My fault. Stood up too fast.’ Hargreaves turned to retrieve his chair.

	Amy used the distraction to dash for the door, a silent wave toward Tom, before the chime gave away her departure. She heard Tom holler after her, ‘You forgot your food,’ but there was no way she was going back for it.

	Curiosity drew her gaze through the picture window as she passed, Hargreaves eyes meeting hers, his face taut. Relieved to have made it out of there, she knew there would be a price to pay and so she pushed on down the street, keen to see what Barlow had to say for himself. Intent on seeing this journey through.

	 

	The door to Barlow’s office slammed shut. 

	Amy stood, her arms crossed. ‘What did you tell him?’

	Principal Barlow looked up from his chair. ‘Who?’

	‘Hargreaves!’ Amy’s teeth were gritted.

	‘We talked fundraising. The meeting was planned ages ago. Your narrative problem and me meeting him is just a coincidence.’

	‘And that’s why he just threatened me in the bakery?’

	‘He what?’ 

	She’d gotten Barlow’s full attention.

	‘I don’t like surprises,’ seethed Amy.

	‘Neither do I.’

	‘You told him, didn’t you?’

	‘No.’ A moment of hesitation made him appear weak and indecisive. ‘We talked about raffling off some footy memorabilia. I’m not stupid.’

	Amy exhaled, recent events making both air and a feeling of positivity harder to come by. ‘I’m not sure I believe you anymore.’

	‘I’m just trying to work through a really bad situation.’

	‘Well, you’re messing it all up.’

	‘It’s not exactly an easy problem to handle.’

	She took a seat. ‘Did you get my email.’

	‘Yes.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a start. You haven’t sent it off to DCP yet though … have you?

	‘No.’

	‘Good. Leave it with me. I’ll sort it out.’

	‘That’s what you said yesterday.’

	The office door flew open. It was Debbie. ‘So sorry to interrupt, but Amy, Tom from the bakery is here to see you. Says it’s urgent.’

	Amy took a breath. ‘I’ll be right out.’

	‘Okay,’ said Debbie, and she left, leaving the door open.

	Amy leant towards Barlow’s desk and spoke quietly. ‘I need to see some progress or else I’m contacting DCP myself. Maybe they’ll take my accusations more seriously.’

	‘I understand your concern.’

	‘Do you? You have until the end of the day. Leah’s absence is sending my levels of apprehension through the roof, and I’m growing increasingly worried for her welfare.’

	‘Hargreaves would never hurt his own daughter.’

	‘I disagree, but it’s her own intention I’m more worried about.’

	‘Suicide?’ A flicker of fear crossed Barlow’s face. ‘She’s too young.’

	‘I couldn’t live with myself if she did.’ Amy turned abruptly and left, closing the door behind her.

	Amy approached Tom, lunch order and drinks in his hands. ‘Sorry I had to disappear so quickly.’

	‘That’s okay. Hargreaves is a pretty hard dude to deal with,’ mused Tom. ‘Are you okay?’

	‘Yeah, it’s just a work thing.’ Amy scanned the office and caught Debbie watching them. She turned back to Tom. ‘I can’t really talk too much about it.’

	‘I understand. Here’s your order.’ He handed her the food.

	‘Thanks.’ She took the bags and drinks off his hands. ‘Can I pay you later?’

	‘Of course. Maybe we could catch up at the pub straight after school?’

	Amy smiled. ‘Great idea. I reckon I’ll need a drink by then.’

	‘Cool.’

	She stepped forward and hugged him. ‘Thanks,’ she whispered, her right cheek against his chest. ‘You’re definitely one of the good guys.’

	He blushed. ‘Trying to be.’

	They separated, a small wave signalling his departure as he disappeared through the front door. Amy turned and walked back down the corridor and into the staffroom.

	 

	As soon as she’d gone, the door to Principal Barlow’s office eased open. He popped his head out, looking left, then right. He had a briefcase in one hand as he strode for the front door. 

	‘Clear all my appointments and meetings please,’ he called out to Debbie. ‘Tell them I’m not feeling well.’ He grabbed the door handle and turned. ‘I’ll call you later.’ 

	He pushed through the exit and was gone.

	 

	 


23

	NOW

	 

	 

	3.29am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	Kate flicked the switch on the kettle. She’d tossed and turned the last few hours, sleep very hard to come by, badgered by a feeling she should be doing something more; helping Amy in some way.

	She thought of the town and who she could lean on. A person sprang to mind. She picked up her mobile and dialled a number.

	‘Hello.’ The male voice was croaky.

	‘Tom? It’s Kate. Sorry to call you so late.’

	‘That’s okay. What’s wrong?’

	‘It’s Amy. The police have taken her.’ She slid a mug from the cupboard and lowered it to the bench.

	‘What?’

	‘They’re evacuating her to another town.’ She picked up the Nescafe jar and shook a pile of granules into the cup.

	‘Why?’

	‘They said she’s in danger. That it’s unsafe for her to stay here.’ She slid the curtain aside on the small window above the sink and looked out into the darkness.

	‘Are you alone?’ asked Tom.

	‘Yes, but I’m not involved or in any danger, apparently.’ A high-pitched meow from outside made her jump, a hand placed over her heart. ‘I am scared though.’

	‘You want me to come over?’

	‘Yes please.’ The offer had surprised her, so did the emotions attached. Being alone wasn’t sitting well with her.

	‘See you in five.’

	‘Thanks, Tom.’

	She hung up, poured boiling water into her coffee and sat at the island bench prodding her phone screen. She skimmed through her contacts, unsure of what to do next when suddenly an idea surfaced, an old number still in her phone. A flash of a memory from last year; was it coincidence or the continuation of a pattern? She dialled, hitting the speaker button, the ring tone filled with hope. It rang three times before going to the message bank.

	‘Hi, you’ve called Pam Starc,’ explained a recording. ‘I’m not available at the moment, so please leave a message and I’ll call you right back.’

	Beep.

	‘Hi Pam, it’s Kate Wilson here. From Kilgarry Primary. Hope you’re doing well. I just needed to chat about something. I know it’s late, but it’s important. Please call me as soon as you get this message. My number’s 0423579248.’ She hung up and took another sip of coffee.

	A heavy knock at the door startled her, a drip of coffee spilling to the counter. Kate stared at the door, focusing on the chain that was hanging lose, untethered. Did she want to pretend she wasn’t here or speak up and ask who was there? The danger that was hovering below the surface had been brought to the fore. It couldn’t be Tom. Too quick.

	She stood and tiptoed quietly around to the other side of the bench. This night was taking more twists and turns than a needle knitting wool.
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	11.23am, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	Hargreaves Family Homestead

	 

	A dark-blue Toyota Prado sped towards a large traditional-style farmhouse. The double-storey weatherboard home was very grand, walls and window frames painted white with grey trimmings, a wide verandah wrapping all the way around the house. The vehicle pulled to a halt beside the front steps. The driver’s door opened and out stepped Edward Hargreaves, a white plastic bag in his hand. He ascended the stairs to the front door, grabbed the handle and opened it.

	‘Leah?’ he called as he walked down the light-filled entrance. ‘I’ve got you a treat.’ He looked left then right, scanning the rooms either side. No one was there.

	‘Leah?’ he called again, louder this time.

	A young woman stepped into the hallway down the far end, her index finger pressed against her lips. ‘Shhhhhhh,’ she whispered. ‘Leah’s sleeping.’

	Hargreaves wasn’t impressed. ‘Don’t shush me,’ he replied. ‘I’ve brought goodies. Go wake her up.’ He brushed past the young woman. ‘It’s not often I get time off work.’

	‘But she’s not well,’ said the woman, the hint of an accent. ‘Best for her to get some rest, Mr Hargreaves.’ She tucked her long blonde fringe behind her ears.

	Hargreaves stopped and turned. ‘I’m her father, Selina. I’ll make those decisions. You’re just here to keep my house clean.’ Hargreaves stepped into a large and spacious kitchen. ‘Bit of a mess in here though.’

	‘I’m starting with the bedrooms first.’

	‘I thought you Germans were more efficient.’

	‘This is how I start every day.’

	‘Just go and get my daughter, please.’ Hargreaves wasn’t about to let anybody get in the way of his objectives.

	‘Yes, Mr Hargreaves.’ She turned and left.

	Hargreaves took a small white plate and a tall glass from the dishwasher. He slid a jam doughnut from the bag and lowered it onto the plate. He pulled out a carton of chocolate milk, opened it and poured it into the glass. He carried his surprise to the kitchen table and sat in one of the chairs.

	The sound of feet on floorboards reached his ears, a hint of whispering, words he couldn’t make out. Leah entered the kitchen looking tired.

	‘Morning, Dad.’ Her tone was very flat.

	‘Hi, beautiful daughter. I got you a treat.’

	‘Thanks, but I’m not hungry. My throat’s too sore.’

	‘Well, just sit then. I’ll eat it.’

	‘Can’t I just go back to bed? I don’t feel well.’

	‘Sit down, Leah.’ Edward’s volume hadn’t changed, but his delivery had, making his expectations very clear.

	Leah stepped forward and took the seat opposite.

	Selina was watching from the hallway. ‘That’ll be all for now, Selina,’ said Hargreaves. ‘Take a break in your little apartment out the back.’

	‘But what about the cleaning?’

	‘Later.’

	She paused. ‘Let me know if you need anything, Leah.’ 

	Leah nodded without looking as Selina disappeared up the hallway.

	Hargreaves waited for her footsteps to die, the sound of the back door closing.

	Leah prodded the doughnut.

	Hargreaves watched her. ‘I bought it this morning.’

	‘From Tom’s?’

	‘No. I’ve stopped going there. Heard around town that a few people have been sick after eating from his bakery.’

	‘Oh, really?’

	‘Had to go a bit further afield,’ he lied. ‘You’re worth it, though. Thought it would be nice if we spent the morning together. Like the father-daughter time we used to have when you were little.’

	Leah didn’t know what to say, so she lifted the doughnut to her mouth and took a small bite.

	‘Taste good?’

	‘Uhuh.’ Leah nodded.

	‘I saw your teacher this morning,’ announced Hargreaves. 

	Leah stopped chewing.

	He’d hoped she’d be affected by this piece of information, and she clearly was. ‘She thinks you’re very talented. Said something about a story you’d written.’

	Leah kept her eyes down.

	‘Apparently makes for interesting reading.’

	Leah looked for a distraction, and reached for the chocolate milk, but Hargreaves got there first, sliding it away from her grasp. 

	‘You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?’ pushed Hargreaves.

	Leah pushed the plate away.

	He reached across the table and raised her chin with his fingers. ‘Are you listening to me, Leah?’

	She nodded faintly, her pupils flitting from side to side, his touch upsetting her fragile sensibilities.

	‘Good.’ He took his hand away. ‘So, we have a little problem, don’t we … Something that needs to be corrected.’

	Leah reached for the glass again, but Hargreaves moved it further away. He was enjoying the mind games. They gave him a kick. 

	‘Tell them it was all a lie,’ suggested Hargreaves. ‘That’s the truth, anyway. I don’t know what you thought you were doing.’

	Leah looked up at him, unable to give voice to the question on her lips.

	Hargreaves accepted her gaze. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying, Leah?’

	She nodded. 

	Hargreaves smiled, lifted the chocolate milk to his mouth, and drank it all. He placed the empty glass in front of Leah.

	She stared at the smear left by his mouth, tears welling up in her eyes. Being this close to him made her distress even more visceral. There was no noise, just silent pain. 

	Hargreaves watched his daughter cry. He chalked up the win. A small part of him found her tears uncomfortable, but it wasn’t enough. Hargreaves knew it would never be enough.
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	3.35am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	‘You were quick.’ Kate smiled as Tom walked in wearing a pair of red tartan pyjama bottoms and a white T-shirt. 

	‘Well, I didn’t bother getting changed, as you can see.’  

	She closed the front door.

	‘Everything okay?’ asked Tom.

	‘Not really. I’m more confused than anything.’ She led him to the bench. ‘You want coffee?’

	‘That’d be great.’ Tom sat on a stool while Kate gave the jug another flick.

	‘So weird that the police would take her in the middle of the night,’ said Tom.

	‘I know, right?’ Kate’s phone interrupted their conversation, the name ‘Starc’ popping up on screen. Kate answered and hit the speaker button. ‘Hi, Pam, thanks for calling back.’

	‘Kate? It’s three-thirty in the morning.’

	‘I know. I’m sorry, but Amy’s been taken by the police.’ Kate rested her back against the bench, Tom watching her from across the other side.

	‘Who’s Amy?’

	‘She’s the teacher who replaced you.’

	‘I never even met her.’

	‘I know, but the same thing happened to you.’

	‘No, it didn’t.’

	Kate hesitated, her brow creased. ‘But you were moved without any notice. None of us knew you were going.’

	‘I was transferred. There was no police involvement.’

	‘Leah Hargreaves was in your class. There has to be a connection.’

	‘Leah Hargreaves? Kilgarry’s a small school. That was always going to happen.’

	Kate leant in closer to the phone, her voice lowered like someone might be listening. ‘It’s just … I think Amy was trying to protect Leah. And now she’s been moved too. It all happened just a few hours ago, in the middle of the night.’

	‘Couldn’t this have waited until the morning. I have a big day tomorrow.’

	Kate looked at Tom, an expression of disappointment on her face.

	Tom joined the fray. ‘Hi, Pam, it’s Tom from the bakery here.’

	‘Tom? You’re involved too? This is crazy.’

	‘We’re just trying to make sense of it all.’

	‘You’re grasping at straws, Tom.’ Pam’s breathing had become audible, like a stress point had been hit. ‘And anyway, that period of my life is in the past. Please don’t call me again.’

	Kate needed answers and decided to press the point harder. ‘You never noticed anything untoward happening between Leah and her dad?’

	‘Kate!’ seethed Pam, the treble of the speaker crackling with volume. ‘We shouldn’t even be talking about this. Especially with Tom in the room.’ A deeper breath this time, controlled. ‘My communications are all documented in the SAER file.’

	‘But I think Amy’s in danger …’

	‘Not my problem!’ 

	The call ended.

	Kate stared down at the screen and started shaking with emotion.

	‘Something’s not right,’ said Tom.

	‘But what can we do?’

	‘Protecting you is my first priority. The police have Amy, so she’s safe.’

	‘I’m not even sure that’s true anymore.’

	Tom leant forward and held one of her hands. ‘Let’s go through what we know and make a plan. At least then, when the sun comes up, we’ll be ready.’

	‘Okay. Good idea.’ Kate’s smile was in stark contrast to the tremor running through her body and the tears rolling down her cheeks.

	‘We’ll sort it,’ said Tom.

	His calming assurances were the only things holding Kate together.
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	3.10pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	Kilgarry Tavern

	 

	Amy’s yellow Barina pulled into the tavern car park, taking up a spot just beside the shaded entrance, where Tom stood waiting.

	Amy locked up and walked over. ‘You been waiting long?’

	‘Just got here.’ Tom opened the door of the tavern for Amy. The interior was very dark, three televisions dotting the upper walls to the right of the bar. A small group of tradesmen in high-vis shirts were seated on stools, concentrating on the coverage of a horse race.

	‘Let’s grab a spot near the windows,’ suggested Amy.

	Tom followed her lead, towards a spot where a set of large bay windows encouraged the afternoon light to flood in. There was a pool table in the middle of the room and another patron seated side-on, his table in the far corner. A near-empty pint of Guinness sat in front of him, and a silver bracelet in his hands.

	‘Gidday,’ said Tom. 

	The old guy looked up, a hand raised above his eyes to shield the glare. ‘Oh … hi, Tom.’ 

	‘You okay if we play a game of pool?’

	‘Sure.’

	Tom started collecting the balls from the knitted pockets. 

	‘Nice piece of jewellery,’ said Amy.

	He looked up and smiled. ‘Thanks.’

	‘Is it a special present for someone?’

	‘Was,’ he lamented. ‘Belonged to my daughter in-law. She’s gone now.’

	Amy lifted a hand to her chest. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

	‘She was a lovely lass. Very pretty, a bit like you.’

	Amy blushed. ‘I bet she loved you then.’

	‘Yeah, she did. We had a special bond. I never had me own daughter. Always wanted one, but then life doesn’t always work out the way you want it to?’

	‘No, it doesn’t,’ agreed Amy.

	‘You want to break?’ asked Tom, standing beside the pool table, cue in hand.

	‘I need a drink first,’ said Amy. ‘You two start. I’ll get us all a round?’

	Tom smiled. ‘Do you want to play mate?’

	‘Do I want to play? I was once the town champ.’ He got to his feet and slipped the bracelet into his top pocket.

	‘Would you like another pint of Guinness?’ asked Amy.

	‘Yes, please.’

	‘What do you want, Tom?’

	‘I’ll have a Guinness too. Probably as healthy as you can get in here.’

	Amy approached the bar, the men in high-vis turning to acknowledge her.

	‘Afternoon, Amy,’ said a middle-aged man with a beard.

	‘Hi, James.’

	The other two younger boys just tipped their caps.

	‘Hi.’ Amy smiled. 

	‘What you after?’ asked the barman.

	‘Rum and coke and two pints of Guinness, please, Will.’

	‘Sure thing.’ He grabbed some glasses. ‘Is our old mate still around the corner?’

	‘Yes, he is. I’ve never met him before.’

	‘Lucky you.’

	‘Seems harmless enough.’

	‘He’s an alcoholic, Amy. Comes in here pretty much every day. Only leaves when I find a reason to kick him out.’

	‘That’s so sad.’

	James then turned towards them and added, ‘He’s been like that close on two years.’ 

	‘Told me he’d lost someone he loved,’ added Amy.

	Will placed the rum and coke on the bar. ‘Yeah, but shit happens. He’s just stuck in time. Can’t move backwards and erase it all, and he sure as hell can’t move forward and let it go.’

	‘Has he had counselling? I know when my dad died, I went and saw someone. It helped a lot.’

	‘I didn’t know you lost your dad?’ said Will.

	‘There’s a lot you guys don’t know about me.’

	‘It’s not like we don’t try,’ piped up one of the younger ones.

	Amy started blushing. ‘I’ll give you that one.’

	‘Mental health resources are pretty scarce all over the country,’ said Will. ‘Thought you’d know that better than most.’

	‘What about his family?’

	‘They’re a big part of the problem,’ said James. ‘We shouldn’t even be talking about it. Edward could have us sacked.’

	‘Edward?’ Amy felt Hargreaves’ tentacles reaching in through the walls of the pub. ‘What does he have to do with this?’

	The front door suddenly flew open and in burst the silhouette of a very tall man. ‘Is my dad here?’ he thundered.

	‘Yeah,’ answered Will, shakily. ‘He’s near the pool table, boss.’

	‘What the hell is she doing here?’ asked the darkened figure.

	Amy knew then that this was a man she’d already seen too many times today. ‘Having a drink like everybody else,’ she answered tersely, sick to death of seeing him everywhere she went.

	‘Not with my dad, I hope?’

	Amy felt a surge of adrenalin as she put the family equation together. ‘If you’re referring to the old guy in the pool room, then yeah. I just bought him a fresh pint of Guinness.’

	‘Great. Turn him into even more of a drunk than he could be by himself. Fuckin’ do-gooder.’

	‘Are you allowed to talk to me like that in here?’

	‘I own the fuckin’ place, girly. I can do whatever the hell I want. If you’re not happy, then fuck off.’ Hargreaves disappeared in the direction of the pool table.

	James leant in towards Amy. ‘Don’t ever repeat what we told you,’ he whispered. ‘It ain’t worth my job or yours.’

	‘I’m just worried about Bruce.’

	‘Don’t be,’ continued James. ‘The Hargreaves family are a law unto themselves. Just let it be, Amy. Don’t get involved.’

	‘Too late for that,’ she said as she strode back in towards the danger zone.

	 

	3.48pm

	The Dalwallinu Hotel

	 

	Principal Barlow cruised to a halt outside The Dalwallinu Hotel. He climbed out of his classic cream coloured Landcruiser, locked the doors and moved hastily towards the entrance.

	He pushed through the double doors and stepped into a reception room that was ornate and spacious. Barlow had been here many times before, so he didn’t waste time marvelling at its splendour, instead just stepping left through an archway and into a darker, more mellow room. A smattering of soft wall lights provided subtle illumination for the other people present, all of them spread out across old-style booths and leather couches. Barlow had chosen this place due to a desire to stay hidden. Dalwallinu was off the beaten track, one of those towns you either lived in or never new existed.

	He approached his colleague who was in a booth in the far corner. ‘Thanks for meeting with me, Diana.’ They shook hands across the table, before he sat down opposite her.

	Diana Forrest wore a grey pencil skirt, cream blouse and navy jacket — smart casual with a hint of business. ‘Good to see you, Andre,’ she said. ‘Odd choice for a location though.’

	‘It’s halfway between Perth and Kilgarry. I thought that was fair.’

	A waitress approached them. ‘Can I get you both a drink?’

	‘Yes, please,’ replied Barlow. ‘Whiskey on the rocks.’

	‘Just a wine for me, thanks,’ added Diana. ‘Do you have any Cab Sav?’

	The waitress nodded. ‘We have Mad Fish.’

	‘That’ll be fine.’

	Barlow rested his hands on the table, waiting for the waitress to leave. ‘I need some advice.’

	‘Part of my job as regional director is to put out spot fires. This sounds like one of those situations.’

	Barlow liked her approach. ‘It’s about the new girl we took on this year, Amy Hansen.’

	‘I remember her. She came very well regarded.’

	‘Yes, she did, and she’s been great up until now.’

	‘What’s changed?’

	‘She came to me with some accusations.’ Barlow’s tone gave nothing away.

	‘And?’

	‘It’s pretty explosive. A narrative, written by one of her students. She thinks it’s suggestive of sexual abuse.’

	Diana tilted her head, adjusting to the step up into more solemn territory. ‘And is it?’

	‘I don’t think so. Not on its own.’

	‘So … you’ve read it?’

	‘Yes, she brought it to my office straightaway.’

	‘Well, that’s good. Amy’s following protocol then.’ Diana had been around long enough to know that process was king.

	Barlow knew it too. ‘There are some extenuating circumstances that I don’t think she’s taken into consideration, like who the parents are, and their family history.’

	‘And that’s your job to explain these things to her, help her make a clear and informed decision.’ Diana gestured in Barlow’s direction, keen for the responsibility to remain on his side of the table.

	‘I did, but I don’t think she was listening to anything I said. Her mind’s already made up.’

	‘Has she contacted DCP then?’

	‘No.’

	‘Why not?’ Diana was finding it hard to join Barlow’s dots. 

	Barlow drummed his fingers on the table, a bout of hesitation that once again exposed a deeper concern. ‘Because I don’t want to be remembered as the man who destroyed the town of Kilgarry.’

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Edward Hargreaves is the father in question. It’s his daughter who’s written the bloody story.’

	‘Hargreaves?’ Diana looked towards the bar, trying to access an old memory. ‘Didn’t he lose his wife a couple of years ago?’

	‘Yes, that’s right.’

	‘Have you told anybody else about this?’

	Barlow took a breath. ‘Hargreaves knows about the story.’

	‘What?’ Diana was clearly annoyed. ‘And he knows who wrote it?’ 

	Barlow’s nod was as humbling as the birth of his first child. ‘I called him in for a chat.’

	‘Why would you do such a thing?’

	‘A fundraising meeting had already been planned weeks ago, so I thought I’d take the opportunity to talk around the issue, build more of a picture.’

	‘You didn’t tell him who the teacher was, did you?’

	Barlow was sheepish.

	‘You didn’t?’ repeated Diana.

	‘It might have slipped out,’ whimpered Barlow.

	‘Jesus Christ, Andre, that’s the worst thing you could’ve done.’

	‘I know.’

	The waitress placed their drinks on the table in front of them and left. Barlow took a sip.

	‘You could be fined $24,000 for revealing her identity,’ said Diana.

	‘It was just an accident.’

	‘With considerable consequences for Ms Hansen. You shouldn’t even be sharing her identity with me. This should have gone straight to DCP.’

	‘But it’s just a story, a narrative, for goodness’ sake. Surely, we require more than that?’

	‘No, we don’t. Once a belief has been formed, that’s it.’

	‘Yes, I read that on the DCP website too. Sounds a bit wishy washy.’ Barlow took another sip.

	‘Hard evidence can be difficult to come by in these situations. Where’s the narrative now?’

	‘On file, in my office,’ lied Barlow. He was clever enough to know that Diana’s tolerance for any more errors had recently expired.

	‘How’s Leah’s attendance?’

	‘Down by twenty per cent.’

	Diana traced her finger down the stem of the glass. ‘That’s a red flag. And her grades?’

	‘Down as well.’

	‘Bloody hell!’

	‘I told you it was explosive.’

	‘We’re not mining for iron ore, Andre. These are humans we’re talking about.’

	‘I’m fully aware of the gravity of the situation.’ And boy did Barlow know it. 

	‘Are you? I must say you haven’t handled the situation well.’

	‘I accept I’ve made mistakes. What I’m trying to do now is not make any more.’

	‘Good.’

	Barlow paused to gather his thoughts before suggesting, ‘I think we need to wait and investigate further before encouraging Ms Hansen to file a report.’

	‘The young girl’s life could be in danger.’

	‘I’m not sure we’re at that junction, yet.’

	‘That’s for Ms Hansen to work out, not you.’

	‘She’s a graduate. She doesn’t have the life knowledge or professional experience to deal with this.’

	‘And you do?’

	‘I’ve seen a lot in my time, as both a teacher and a principal. Enough to know that this is more about the fertile imagination of a very unhappy young girl, than it is about the real world she inhabits. It’s a call for help from someone who is still dealing with the grief of losing her mother to a horrific accident.’

	‘But we’re not helping her, are we?’ Diana sipped her wine.

	‘We will,’ massaged Barlow. ‘My concern now though is for Ms Hansen’s safety. I don’t know if it can be assured while she is still in Kilgarry, or the North-West region for that matter.’

	‘Because you gave her identity up!’

	‘Yes. Blame accepted, but I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her.’

	‘I see where you’re going with this,’ responded Diana, shaking her head.

	‘What?’

	‘You want me to transfer her?’

	‘If you think that is the best course of action?’

	‘I’m having déjà vu. First Ms Starc and now Ms Hansen. There is a concerning pattern developing here.’

	‘I realise it’s not a good look.’ He swallowed. ‘I’m trying to do the right thing from a difficult position. Ms Starc was more than happy to go.’

	‘Only because I got her a plum job in her hometown.’

	‘I know, and thank you for that.’ Barlow raised his glass in a salute of sorts.

	‘I’m not looking for accolades. I only want solutions.’

	‘Yes, and Ms Hansen’s problems are multi-faceted, most relevant being her health and welfare. It is for this reason alone that I would recommend Ms Hansen for urgent evacuation and redeployment.’

	‘Ah, so simple.’

	‘Another school, something south of here. Tell her it’s for her own safety and that we’ll follow up on the investigation?’

	‘Great.’

	Diana’s sarcasm was obvious, but Barlow was still energised by his colleague’s reaction. ‘That way we are still following the steps outlined in the guidelines. It clearly states that protection of the informant is paramount.’

	‘And the young girl?’

	‘I’ll keep an eye on her. Edward already knows we’re watching; I doubt he’d do anything silly.’

	‘You think Ms Hansen will go for it?’

	‘I don’t think we should give her a choice. It’s for the best.’

	Diana stifled a laugh. ‘They all say that.’ She leant in closer. ‘You know you’re not special.’ She paused, allowing Barlow to soak up her disapproval. ‘This isn’t the first time I’ve had to move someone. This Mandatory Report hogwash causes problems all over the country. The politicians set it up, but they don’t think through the realities. They don’t realise how hard it is to stay anonymous in small town Australia.’

	They took a drink together, both trying to wash away the stresses of their jobs.

	‘And what will you do to stop this getting into the papers?’ asked Diana.

	‘Living in South Africa under the Apartheid regime taught me a lot about the media’s relationship with the law.’

	‘That was fine for you. You were the right skin colour.’

	‘Leave it to me. I’ll look after Hargreaves; you just get Ms Hansen as far from Kilgarry as humanly possible.’ Barlow tried to assert what he felt was his ascendency. ‘I’ll file her report in my locked draw, just in case it rears its ugly head again, and then I’ll use it to put two and two together.’

	‘You always were a very practical man.’

	Barlow smiled, taking her words as a compliment. ‘Take out the histrionics, and it’s relatively easy to see why this all makes sense.’

	‘Then why do I feel like we’ve got a ticking time bomb on our hands.’

	‘Because this Mandatory Report is explosive, whichever way you look at it.’

	Barlow offered up his glass in salute. ‘Our solution will fix it once and for all.’ Diana stared at him, her face filled with concern. She sighed as she lifted her own drink, and they clinked glasses.

	‘Cheers for helping me out.’ Barlow was all smiles as Diana emptied her glass. 

	Things were moving in the right direction. He had gotten what he’d come here for.

	 

	3.59pm

	Kilgarry Tavern

	 

	Tom watched on as Edward Hargreaves grabbed Bruce’s arm. ‘You’re coming with me, Dad.’

	Bruce shrugged his son off. ‘Get away from me,’ he growled.

	‘I told you to stay away from Leah.’

	‘I only called to remind her that it was her mum’s birthday.’

	‘She doesn’t need reminding. We all live through her mother’s absence every day. It goes with Leah wherever she goes, wherever I go.’

	Bruce looked up at his son. ‘She sounds so much like her.’

	‘I know.’

	Amy stepped in beside Tom.

	Bruce held up the silver chain. ‘I’ve still got Marianne’s bracelet.’

	Edward took a deep breath.

	Bruce watched as the bracelet twinkled in the sunlight. ‘I’m thinking about giving it to Leah for her birthday.’

	Hargreaves shook his head. ‘Don’t do that.’

	‘Twenty-seventh of July, if I remember rightly. She’ll be twelve years old.’

	‘She doesn’t need to create a shrine like you have.’

	Bruce stared into his son’s eyes. ‘I’m just honouring her life.’

	‘No, you’re not.’ Hargreaves looked genuinely sad. ‘Let’s get you sobered up. She’d hate to see you like this.’

	‘No thanks.’ Bruce walked away. ‘I’m playing pool.’

	‘He’s okay with us,’ said Tom. ‘We’ll look after him.’

	Edward turned on Tom’s offer, sadness quickly morphing into a fresh bout of anger. ‘I told you this morning, Tom, keep to your doughnuts and coffee and stay out of my fucking business! I know you like making fancy shit, but keep putting your nose where it isn’t welcome, and you might find that lease of yours has been mysteriously cancelled.’

	‘Always talking like you own the town,’ said Tom.

	‘That’s because I do, you little grommet.’

	Amy stepped between them, one hand resting on the edge of the pool table. ‘It’s obviously a sad day for the whole family, Edward. Why don’t you let your father cool down and we’ll drop him home in an hour or so?’

	‘Home?’ Edward laughed. ‘He doesn’t live with me. We haven’t been under the same roof since Marianne died.’

	‘Then why are you even here?’

	Hargreaves gritted his teeth before whacking a fist on the green felt of the pool table, the balls jumping in the air like a team of synchronised swimmers. ‘Will!’ he shouted, ‘Close the fucking bar.’

	‘But I haven’t finished my drink,’ complained Bruce.

	‘Everyone out!’ yelled Edward.

	James and the other two men at the bar downed their drinks, placing their empty glasses on the bar and walking out the back door without protest.

	‘I’m not leaving without Bruce,’ said Amy.

	‘It’s all right, Amy,’ said Bruce. ‘I can handle him. Been doing it since he was this high.’ He held a hand at hip height.

	‘You heard him,’ screamed Edward, anger distorting his face. ‘Just fuck off!’
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	6.30am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	The stainless-steel surface of a knife glinted in the reflection of a bedside lamp, its sharpened tip slicing through dark-brown skin, a tensed forearm, veins visible. The shallow cut encouraged blood from the wound, oozing free and dripping down one side.

	Spears lifted the bloodied blade in front of his face, a grimace testament to the discomfort he was feeling. He rested the knife on the bedside table and grabbed the glass of whiskey beside it. His shirtless torso was tanned, a litany of scars and tattoos across a lean and muscled body. He looked stronger than expected, tougher, well worn.

	He lifted the whiskey to his mouth and drained it, wiping the back of his hand across his lips. Blood continued to leak from his arm, onto a towel beneath as he lifted the empty glass above his head. He pitched it forward, letting it go, allowing it to tumble through the air, somersaulting its way towards the far wall, landing with a clunk inside the small metal bin beside the bar fridge.

	Spears smiled, celebrating with a fist pump. He lowered his clenched hand and whacked his wound repeatedly, blood splashing across his forearm. He gritted his teeth as the pain spiked then slowly drifted away, a tear slipping down his left cheek — a man lost in his thoughts. Lost in himself.
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	9.16pm, Thursday, 3 June 2010

	52 Jarrah Way, Kilgarry

	 

	‘Hi, Mum.’ Amy’s smile was forced. After the kerfuffle in the pub she was having trouble falling asleep, forcing her to give in to a deep seated need to hear the soft, consoling tones of her mother.

	‘Hi, beautiful.’ Her mother’s face was visible through the Facetime app, phone screen on a lean against the toaster. ‘You calling for a chat?’ The family resemblance was obvious: glossy brown hair, olive skin, nice teeth.

	‘Yeah. Long week.’ Amy leant on the kitchen bench, stirring a cup of chamomile tea she’d just poured. She had showered and was dressed for bed in a white singlet and blue boxer shorts. ‘How’s Max?’

	‘Still sniffing around the house looking for you. I think it’s driving him crazy.’

	‘I’ll come home during the next holiday break. Give him some peace of mind.’

	‘Fantastic. I’ll have your old room ready for you.’ Her excitement was visible.

	A return to the past made Amy feel concerned for her future.

	Her mother clearly sensed her reticence. ‘Life still good out there in the country?’

	‘Yeah.’ Amy carried the mug and phone into the lounge. ‘I went to the pub after school today. Had a drink with a friend.’

	‘That’s great?’

	‘Tom owns the only bakery in town. He’s a good guy.’

	‘You always loved your fresh pastries … and the boys.’ Her smirk hinted at past indiscretions. ‘Sounds like a great mix.’

	‘He’s just a friend, Mum. Don’t get your hopes up.’ Amy rested on the couch, careful not to spill her hot drink.

	‘That’s what mothers do. Part of the game we play. You know how much I love a wedding.’

	‘Yes, I do.’ Amy grinned. ‘How is Jacinta going, by the way?’

	‘Really good. She and Ben had their two-year anniversary the other week. You should call and congratulate her.’

	‘Maybe.’

	A frown. ‘I wish you two were closer.’

	‘We’re just different, is all.’ Amy took a sip from her mug.

	‘But you share the same blood, you’re sisters, that should be enough.’

	‘I’ve got my school family, and she’s got the army. We’re both doing our own thing.’ She moved to lower her mug onto the polished wood surface of a small coffee table beside the couch.

	‘You never liked it that she enlisted.’

	‘What did you expect. The army’s negligence killed our father. She’s sleeping with the enemy … literally!’  That last word carried so much venom that her mug shook, spilling tea onto the carpet. Amy scowled and rested her hot drink on the table.

	‘Ben’s a good man. He and Jac are just trying to forge a life together. There’s nothing wrong with that.’

	‘Dad’s platoon was never held accountable. You know that. Her being a part of the same system just rubs salt into a wound that never healed.’ Amy leant back against the sofa, wishing its embrace was actually her mother’s arms wrapping around her.

	‘I’ve had to let it go. So should you.’

	‘And lose the only connection I have with my father?’

	‘We lost him a long time ago, Amy.’ Her mum’s eyes briefly lost their sparkle, and she let out an audible sigh. ‘Why are we even talking about this again?’

	‘Because I will not turn a blind eye to injustices, however long they take to fight, Mum. That’s how you and Dad raised me.’ Amy realised this old argument was connected to her current plight, and she felt renewed purpose filling her veins.

	‘And I love that about you,’ said her mum. ‘But if it starts to affect you negatively, then you make sure you take a step back, reassess the situation and try a new approach. Promise me you’ll do that. You’ve got to look after your own health first.’

	‘I promise, and I am.’ Amy clenched her jaw, fighting back fresh emotion. She lifted her legs onto the couch and lay out full stretch. She slid a blanket from the arm rest and dragged it over herself, resting her head on a cream-coloured cushion.

	‘You sure everything’s okay?’ asked her mum.

	‘I’m fine. I’ll admit it was a tough today. I have them every so often, but it’s nothing I can’t get through myself.’

	‘You always liked your independence. That’s your dad coming out in you.’

	‘He was a good father, a good man, and I still miss him every day.’ The words rolled out just in time, before she burst into tears.

	‘He was the best.’ Her mum’s voice wavered, emotion brimming over. ‘Now look what you’ve gone and done.’

	‘Sorry,’ said Amy, tears spilling down her cheeks. ‘I love you, Mum.’

	‘Precious words, honey. I love you too.’

	‘I should probably go get some beauty sleep.’

	‘You certainly don’t need it. You’re as gorgeous as the day you were born.’

	‘And you’re not biased.’ Amy grinned.

	‘Maybe just a little bit. Thanks for the call honey. Sleep well.’

	‘Sweet dreams, Mumma.’ Amy blew her mum a kiss before ending the call. She rolled onto her side and curled her body up into a ball. She reached for her white headphones on the coffee table and plugged them into her phone, slotting the white buds into her ears. She scrolled through her music selection and selected a track by Bic Runga, the music leaking out from her speakers, a chilled sound to finish the day. That late show of emotion had freed her mind. She closed her eyes and sleep came quickly.

	 

	One hour later …

	

	A taut and knuckled fist rapped heavily upon the white-slatted grooves of a modest front door. The pounding of skin on wood rippled across the night, ending the quiet solitude of the last few hours.

	Beneath the front door, a thin gap of light, the shuffling of feet, the hint of whispered voices. The knocking came again, louder and stronger, voices adding to an air of frustration.

	‘Ms Hansen, it’s the police.’ The gravelly male voice seeped in through the gaps. ‘Please open up.’

	And so, the new day began as Amy had feared. A fresh wave of confusion about to engulf her. The last forty-eight hours had been all about the body of evidence and the burden of proof. The arrival of the police meant the stakes had been raised. 

	Amy looked like she was still asleep — and in reality, she was — but deep down in her gut, she was poised and ready. Time had caught up with everyone, and the great battle for truth was about to begin.
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	9.30am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Amy lay in her hotel bed, eyes closed, dreaming of a world without conflict. A phone started ringing, red light flickering on the grey handset bedside the bed. Amy stirred, her eyes easing open. A gaze around the room, searching for a connection to this new reality. She leant over and lifted the handset.

	‘Hello.’ Her voice was rusty.

	‘Hi, Ms Hansen.’

	It was a voice she recognised. ‘Leah?’

	‘Yeah.’

	Amy swung her legs off the bed and sat upright, listening hard, concern etched into her face.

	‘Can you please drop the accusations against my dad.’ Leah’s voice was strained. ‘My story was all lies.’

	‘What? How did you know where to find me?’

	‘From Dad.’

	‘Did he tell you to call me?’

	‘No. I heard him on the phone. He said your name and then the hotel. I put two and two together.’

	‘He knows where I am?’

	‘Yes.’

	Amy got to her feet and walked towards the entry door of the room. ‘Is there anyone with you at the moment?’

	‘No. Everyone’s gone out.’

	She checked the door was locked. ‘Where’s your father now?’

	‘In the fields, delivering hay to the cows.’

	‘Are you feeling better?’

	‘Yes … I mean no.’ A pause. ‘Look, I’ve been thinking, and I need to tell you that I just made it all up. The story I wrote, it was just a bad joke.’

	Amy didn’t buy that for a second. ‘I know you’re trying to protect him, Leah. I’m so sorry your dad found out about the narrative. It wasn’t my intention. I was only ever interested in protecting you.’

	‘You promised me he wouldn’t find out.’ Leah went quiet on the other end.

	‘I know. I’m sorry.’ Amy felt a heady mixture of heartbreak and anger.

	‘Anyway, that’s all I wanted to say.’ Leah sounded very flat. ‘I’ll be back in class on Monday.’

	‘I might not be there, Leah.’

	‘Why not?’

	‘I’m more than likely going to be moved to another school,’ explained Amy.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘The police, they picked me up last night. My life in Kilgarry is over.’

	‘But they can’t do that.’ There was a fresh tremor in her voice.

	‘Yes, they can, Leah. Your father is a very powerful man.’

	‘Oh my God. This was never what I wanted.’

	‘I know that. It’s not your fault.’ Amy took a deep breath.

	‘Dad’s been bossing me around lately, and I just wanted to get him back. That’s all it was.’

	‘You don’t get someone back by writing a story like that, Leah. It was heartfelt. You did the right thing.’

	‘You’re not listening to me!’ Leah’s frustration was leaping through the phone, a trait she clearly got from her father’s side. ‘Just drop it, okay!’

	‘Has he hurt you?’ pushed Amy.

	‘No!’ The scream was guttural, forcing Amy to pull the phone away from her ear. She feared the sound of a dial tone, but she had questions that needed to be asked.

	‘Are you safe Leah?’

	‘Of course, I am. This is my home. It’s all I’ve got.’ She was crying now.

	‘And your little brother, Tye. Is he okay?’

	A sigh. ‘He idolises Dad. Just like I did when I was his age.’ A deep breath. ‘Please, just drop it, and we’ll all be a lot better off. I want things to go back to normal.’

	‘Normal disappeared a long time ago.’

	‘What I’m telling you is the truth, Ms Hansen,’ insisted Leah. ‘It’s what I want. Please?’

	‘Yes, but they …’

	‘I think I can hear Dad’s tractor. I better go.’ The dull ring of the dial tone announced the end of the call. 

	Amy’s breath was shaky. She put the phone down and walked into the bathroom. She rested her hands on the edges of the sink, arms taut like they were the only things holding her up. She considered her reflection in the mirror, her ruddy face a visible interpretation of a new low point, a deep, dark hole swallowing her up.

	A knock at the door disturbed the introspection. ‘Ms Hansen?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘It’s Diana Forrest. Regional Director of Schools WA.’

	‘What do you want?’ Amy’s patience with officialdom was at its lowest.

	‘A conversation. It’s important.’

	Amy turned the tap on and splashed her face with water. Then she grabbed one of the white dressing gowns off the towel rail.

	She opened the door.

	Diana Forrest smiled. ‘Hello, Amy.’ Dressed in a pink shirt and cream skirt, you could see she was now on official business.

	‘Hi.’ Amy didn’t have the energy for names.

	‘Are you okay? I tried calling.’

	‘Officer Spears has my phone.’

	‘Oh. Of course.’ She swallowed. ‘How are you feeling?’

	Amy sighed. ‘Considering all that’s happened, I guess I’m feeling pretty shit.’

	The expletive visibly surprised Diana. ‘Can I come in?’

	‘Sure. Let’s chat.’ Amy struggled to hide her disdain.

	Diana walked into the room, surveying the growing mess. She sat at a table off to one side of the room. Amy closed the door, lagging a few steps behind.

	‘Please sit, Amy.’ Diana gestured to the chair opposite.

	Amy chose to rest on the edge of the bed, eager to exercise some control over proceedings. 

	‘Do you remember our first meeting?’ asked the director.

	‘Yes, I do. You were really nice to me.’

	‘And the same will happen today, of course.’ Diana grinned. ‘I just need you to be aware of a situation that is unfolding, so you and I can make the best decision possible.’

	‘I feel like everything’s already been decided.’

	‘We’ve had to move fast.’

	‘Yeah, and I’m still playing catchup.’

	Diana nodded in agreement. ‘I’ve got a removals truck collecting your stuff at midday today. From both your home and your classroom.’

	‘Are they bringing it here?’

	‘Yes, then I’ll be escorting you down to Ocean Grove Primary School.’

	‘Ocean Grove?’

	‘Yes. It’s a nice little coastal town south of Perth. A lot bigger than Kilgarry. The school comes highly regarded. You should be able to disappear there for a while.’

	‘Is that what you want?’

	‘It’s for the best. You’ve blown the whistle on something, Amy, and that’s never easy. I think you’re really brave.’

	‘Is that what I am to you? A whistleblower?’

	‘You’re trying to bring to light certain information, are you not?’

	‘May as well call me a “dobber”.’ Amy pulled her dressing grown in tight across her chest.

	‘That piece of Australian slang doesn’t do you justice,’ said Diana. ‘Our country started with a boatload of convicts, so our use of language was always going to be a bit hit and miss.’

	‘This country started with a culture that dates back 60 000 years.’ Amy’s mood was unrepentant.

	‘You know what I mean.’

	‘No actually, I don’t. It’s part of my job to explain away the lies of the past two centuries. Maybe then the First People of Australia will finally get the recognition they deserve.’

	‘And what does this history lesson have to do with your current situation?’

	‘Powerlessness. Lies. This is what institutions do.’

	Diana leant back in her chair and crossed her arms. ‘There’s also been a new development, with Mr Hargreaves.’

	Amy clenched her jaw in acknowledgement of the fact that Diana had clearly ignored her perspective. An ulterior motive was now at play.

	‘What now?’ Amy said it with a sigh.

	‘He has reacted to your sexual abuse allegation with one of his own.’

	Amy gritted her teeth. ‘My reporting of this issue is a mandated expectation that the government places on me. It’s a legal requirement. Part of my job. I’m not doing it for kicks.’

	‘Well, he isn’t happy.’

	‘I never expected him to be happy.’ Amy got to her feet. ‘This whole process has been mishandled and mismanaged from the get-go.’

	Diana kept the ball rolling. ‘That said, he has his own legal avenues, and he’s making some concerning accusations.’

	‘I’ve done nothing wrong. You must know that.’

	‘Don’t worry, Ms Hansen, we will look after you. You already have some excellent options. Fight the allegations and you’ll have to step away from the classroom until it’s been investigated.’

	‘So, I can’t teach?’

	‘These are serious claims, Amy. Allowing you to have contact with minors while this is being looked into would be totally inappropriate.’

	‘But you know why he’s doing this. He’s just trying to throw the mud back on me.’

	‘I can’t comment on his intentions, nor yours for that matter. All I know is that we will need to follow due process.’

	‘Due process. What a crock of shit.’ Amy’s manners were flying out the open window. ‘You say these words like they’ve been dipped in holy water.’

	‘You’re a feisty little thing, aren’t you?’

	‘What the hell did you expect? That I was going to roll over and die?’

	‘A bit more introspection might be helpful. Thinking about what you may have done to bring about this charge.’

	‘I reported him,’ yelled Amy, unable to control her frustration any longer. ‘That’s what I did. I stood up for Leah and all the other little children across this fucked-up land of abusers, accusers and users. Since then, I’ve been intimidated, threatened and lied to. A midnight drive against my wishes has brought me here, to a place without support, friendship or understanding. And you want me to be introspective. Well, you can just fuck off then too, can’t you.’

	‘Excuse me!’ thundered the director, getting to her feet. ‘I didn’t come here to be yelled at!’

	Amy stood her ground and spoke very deliberately, like she was a battery-operated toy with the string pulled tight. ‘Neither-did-I.’

	The director waited beside the bed, pausing to catch her breath. ‘So maybe, and this is just a suggestion, you withdraw the report. Then I suspect his charges against you will go away too.’

	‘Leaving Leah to suffer through a life of abuse in the hope she’ll turn out okay anyway?’

	Diana checked her watch. ‘We don’t have time to run around in circles, Amy.’

	‘Funny, because it appears to me that time is all I’ve got.’ Amy was so tired, yet she willed herself to keep pushing for the truth. ‘She called me a few minutes ago.’

	‘Who?’

	‘Leah Hargreaves.’

	‘It’s probably not a good idea for you to be talking with her, considering the accusations.’

	‘The phone rang, so I just picked it up.’

	‘And what did she say?’

	‘Wants me to drop the charges. Says the narrative was all lies.’

	‘Ah hah.’ The director grinned, the pacing starting once more. ‘There you go. What a sensible young lady she is turning out to be.’

	‘She’s running scared, like I am. We’re the only ones looking for justice. Everybody else just wants a cover-up.’

	‘I just want everyone to be happy. That’s my job.’

	‘Have you even read the narrative in question?’ Amy assumed that she hadn’t but wanted to press the point. 

	‘Of course not.’

	‘Don’t you think it would be helpful.’

	‘It certainly wouldn’t be appropriate. DCP are next in line. I don’t get involved in that side of things.’

	‘Have they seen it yet?’

	‘Umm, that would be classified information, I’m afraid.’

	A slight tremble to Amy’s voice returned. ‘You’re making stuff up now.’

	Diana looked flustered. ‘This is a step-by-step process that demands our collaboration. Both legally and morally.’

	‘You’re not here to protect me. I’m your scapegoat.’ Amy stormed towards the bathroom, anger morphing into desperation, frustration quickly turning into tears.

	‘Where are you going?’

	Amy didn’t answer. She stepped onto the tiled floor and locked the bathroom door behind her. She leant against the wall and slid to the floor, knees and arms pulled in tight. She allowed the tears to flow this time; hanging tough had wound her up and her pressure valve had finally cracked, her mind swimming in an ocean of fury and loss. Amy liked to plan in advance, but now there was no clear way forward. Not even a Plan B. The concept of ‘where to now’ had become her worst nightmare.
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	10.45am, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Spears stood staring out the glass window of his hotel room. The curtains were drawn, and the television was on in the background. He appeared content. His role here would end today, and for that he was glad.

	A low ring disturbed his peaceful thoughts. The mobile phone he had taken from Ms Hansen was vibrating from its position on a small table beside his bed. Spears took a few quick paces and checked the caller on the screen: ‘Kilgarry Primary’. He smiled, pleased he had followed his instinct and taken it from her. Spears considered his options, before stepping away and leaving the call unanswered, returning to the view out the window, and more importantly to the car park below.

	Spears believed timing was everything, and identifying the dark-blue Prado as it reversed into an empty parking spot, further reinforced that view. The driver’s door opened and out stepped Hargreaves.

	Spears smoothed his moustache, lifted his coat off the back of a chair and left the room.

	Amy’s phone was still ringing.

	 

	10.46am

	Kilgarry Primary School

	 

	Kate held the office phone to her ear.

	Debbie watched from her desk, looking annoyed. ‘She’s probably sleeping.’

	‘It’s still ringing. Her message bank must be switched off.’ Kate returned the phone to its base. 

	‘I told you, she doesn’t want to be bothered,’ added the registrar.

	Kate knew that wasn’t true. ‘How did she sound when she called?’

	‘I didn’t actually speak to her. It was Andre. He told me she’d called him and asked if we could organise a cover.’

	‘But you said she called in sick.’

	‘She did.’

	‘Well, I live with her, and I know she’s not sick,’ said Kate. ‘Amy always keeps her phone close by.’ She looked across at the closed door to Principal Barlow’s office. ‘Is Andre in?’

	‘No.’

	‘Where is he?’

	‘I don’t know.’

	‘I thought you knew everything?’

	‘Not today it seems.’ She looked agitated.

	‘Where was he when he called you?’

	‘I’m not his mother. I take care of school business. He’s his own man.’

	The sound of the front door opening caught the attention of both women. Tom walked in, a nervous smile, surprised by the attention, a paper bag in one hand. ‘Any word from Amy yet?’

	‘No,’ said Kate.

	‘Oh.’ He was aware of their focus on the paper bag in his hand. ‘I brought you a treat Kate, to lift your spirits.’

	She walked around the desk, tears welling up, his support a rock to lean on. ‘She’s not answering her phone, Tom. I’m so worried.’

	Tom put his arms around her as she enveloped him.

	‘You’re doing everything you can.’

	‘But it’s not enough Tom. It’s not nearly enough.’

	 

	11.15am 

	Geraldton Hotel

	 

	Amy took a long drag from a cigarette. She’d found a comfy spot in the sun, a pink plastic chair on her balcony providing the respite she needed. She exhaled, allowing the city of Geraldton to hold her gaze, it’s low-lying buildings and flat geography ensuring an unobstructed view for miles.

	Smoking was a guilty pleasure, and something she’d managed to keep in check since a reliance first appeared during the commencement of her teaching degree. They helped with the long study periods and gave her a new identity among fresh faces. A pack stored in her suitcase was just for emergencies.

	A flash of sunlight below the railing caught her attention. A car door opened, its shiny blue surface reflecting the sun’s rays her way. Two men climbed into an oversized vehicle. The glare made the light dance, but she recognised Spears first, his police uniform a dead giveaway. The other bigger man was less obvious, until he took off his dark-blue jacket, the plaid shirt an unmistakable country classic. Hargreaves. 

	Amy shivered. Her nightmare was coming true. She leant forward and stubbed her cigarette out on the concrete beneath her feet. She stood and walked back inside her room, sat on the bed and picked up the grey handset beside her. Amy was done waiting for others to do the right thing by her and Leah. It was time to take matters into her own hands.
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	12.13pm, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Geraldton Wharf

	 

	A large grain silo dwarfed the mixed batch of multi-coloured cray boats moored to the wharf. Barlow stared out the driver’s window of his red Mazda, a view across the water a welcome reprieve from the stresses of the current situation. A blue Prado pulled into the car park, bringing Barlow back to reality. He levered his door open and stepped out, stretching his legs after the long drive. The Prado pulled in beside him, the driver’s window lowering. 

	‘Everything in place?’ asked a smiling Hargreaves. 

	Spears was in the passenger seat.

	‘Yes.’ Barlow nodded.

	‘Great. Life moves on then.’

	‘It does.’ Barlow’s face was solemn.

	‘Not even a smile?’ asked Hargreaves.

	‘Got nothing to celebrate.’

	Hargreaves shrugged. ‘What about “job well done”?’

	‘Sure, but it should never have happened in the first place. I just need to make sure you realise how serious this whole situation has become and that …’

	‘Are you trying to lecture me?’

	‘No.’ Barlow eyed Spears, keen for some backup, but the sergeant’s tolerance for these men was clearly spent. Barlow continued alone. ‘We just wanted to make sure you understood the gravity of the problem and that whatever got us here, to this point, wasn’t going to blow up in our faces down the track.’

	‘Let me worry about my personal business. You just stick to teaching.’

	‘This isn’t some deal we’re cutting here,’ explained Barlow. ‘I’m following Education Department rules.’

	‘Yeah, yeah.’ Hargreaves wasn’t about to take a backwards step and get all introspective.

	‘Are we done here?’ interspersed Spears, growing tired of the tit for tat that had littered this messy affair. ‘I don’t think lingering together like this is a good idea.’ His phone started ringing. He looked down at the screen. ‘It’s the hotel.’ He accepted the call and hit the speaker button. ‘Spears.’

	‘Hi, Sergeant Spears, it’s Miriam from the Geraldton Hotel. I’m the manager on duty today.’

	‘How can I help you.’

	‘It concerns your guest, Ms Amy Hansen.’

	‘Yes?’

	‘She’s gone.’

	‘What?’

	Hargreaves and Barlow frowned.

	Spears cupped his hand over the phone and looked at Barlow. ‘I thought you said that the pick-up was two?’

	‘It was,’ seethed the principal.

	Spears uncovered the phone. ‘How did she leave? I told you she was to be kept in the hotel at all times,’ said Spears.

	‘She didn’t come down to reception, sir. One of our cleaners saw her leave via the back door.’

	‘And they didn’t stop her?’

	‘This isn’t a prison.’

	‘So where is she now?’ Spears could feel the heat of Hargreaves’ stare. 

	‘The employee said she got into a car, hugged the woman driving and then they drove off.’

	‘How did she organise it?’

	‘She used the phone in her room, sir.’

	Spears scowled. ‘That was blocked when we checked in. I watched the receptionist do it myself.’

	‘The morning shift unblocked it as part of the computer re-set. They were meant to put it back on. We’re very sorry.’

	‘Shit!’

	‘We weren’t made aware that she was in police custody, sir.’

	Spears reply was quick. ‘She isn’t. Do you have a description of the vehicle?’

	‘Yes. Silver Toyota Camry.’

	‘Check her room for me. See if she’s left anything behind. I’ll be there in ten.’ He hung up.

	Hargreaves looked as angry as ever. ‘What the fuck?’

	‘I’ll find her,’ said Spears.

	‘Damn right you will.’ Hargreaves fists were clenched.

	‘If this story gets out, then we’re all in big trouble,’ added Barlow.

	The three men stared back at one another, a feeling of blame passing between them, quietly burning their relationships like a corrosive battery.
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	12.57pm, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Great Ocean Road

	 

	A black Kia Rio sped along the straight, flat surface of the Great Ocean Road, no other traffic to speak of, just sand and scrub on either side.

	Amy sat in the passenger seat, radio playing, window down, hair blowing off her face. ‘Thanks for saving me, sis. I knew you were best equipped for the job.’

	Her sister smiled, hands on the steering wheel. ‘You know I love at bit of subterfuge,’ said Jacinta, the family likeness as true as it was with their mother.

	Amy held her left hand out the window, palm down riding the wind like an eagle. ‘Spears will be so pissed off.’

	‘Good riddance to them all, I say.’

	‘You reckon we’ve done enough to stay ahead of them?’

	‘The car switch should keep them guessing a while. Won’t see that coming from a couple of girls.’

	Amy smiled across at her sister, a sense of comradery returning to their strained relationship.

	‘So, where are you flying to?’ asked Jacinta.

	‘As far away from here as I can get.’

	‘New town? New state?’

	‘New country. Going to look for some peace and quiet on the other side of the world.’

	‘You’re not serious?’

	‘Yes, I am. Always wanted to do a spot of travelling. Never quite had the gumption to just up and leave. Now I’ve got all the reason I need.’

	‘Not like you to run from a fight.’

	Amy sighed. ‘I’ve been running all my life. From Dad’s death, from you, from anyone that gets close to me. I haven’t really been happy since I was twelve.’

	‘And the young girl you were trying to protect?’

	‘She called, told me it was all a hoax.’

	‘You believe her?’

	‘Of course not, but I can’t save her either.’ She looked out through the windscreen. ‘I tried doing the right thing, but no one’s interested.’

	‘Do you want me to check on her?’

	‘No point. The father knows the heat is on him. So do the powers that be.’

	‘If it’s worth anything, I think you’re making the right decision.’

	‘Thanks.’ They shared a smile. ‘And yes, of course your opinion matters. I mean, I didn’t know who else I could turn to. Wasn’t even sure you’d pick up.’

	‘It wasn’t a number I recognised.’

	‘Of course,’ twigged Amy. ‘The hotel phone.’

	‘A lucky break for both of us.’ They smiled.

	‘I sure needed one,’ added Amy.

	‘Like when you fell out the lemon tree and landed in Mum’s washing basket.’

	‘Mum’s face was priceless.’

	They both giggled, the tension of the last few hours starting to recede.

	‘We haven’t laughed like that in a long time,’ said Jacinta.

	‘Feels good.’ Amy smiled, reaching across and resting her right hand on her sister’s shoulder. ‘I love you, you know that?’ 

	‘Yeah, I know.’

	The Kia roared unabated up the dark grey of the tar-sealed road, its lines running parallel to the coast, a direct route to the airport — as quick as the crow flies.
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	5.36pm, Friday, 4 June 2010

	Perth International Airport

	 

	It was late afternoon by the time they arrived at the airport, and the place was busy.

	‘You sure you’ve got enough clothes?’ asked Jacinta, pulling the suitcase behind her.

	‘It’s all I could take. Everything else is still in Kilgarry.’ The backpack was secured across her shoulders.

	‘You could have borrowed some of my stuff.’

	‘We’ve never shared the same tastes in clothes. Why start now?’

	An older woman approached them. Amy stared, her mouth open. ‘Mum?’ She rushed in for a hug, Amy holding on tight, tears forming in her eyes. ‘I’m so happy you came.’

	‘As if I wouldn’t.’ They unlocked arms and took a step back. ‘Sure is good to see my two babies together again.’

	Jacinta smiled. ‘I’m just the glorified Uber driver.’

	‘Have we got time to sit somewhere?’ asked her mum.

	‘Not really. Best I keep moving, or else I might change my mind.’

	They started walking in the direction of the departure gates.

	‘You’ve wanted me to take off and see the world for a long time, Mum. Climb some mountains, lay on some beaches, maybe even walk the El Camino.’

	‘A chance to clear the mind?’

	‘Yeah, unbottle a few issues. See if I can find some answers. You know what I’m referring to.’

	‘I do.’ Her mum smiled. ‘I’m happy for you. Not the situation, but the fact that you’re getting away. You always were an old head on a young body. Now hopefully you’ll get to be your age again, experience a bit of the freedom I knew when I was your age.’

	‘I hope so. Your travel stories always sounded so tempting.’

	‘It was and always will be one of the best times of my life. Marrying your father and having you girls was special, but it was different. Being young and free makes you a force to be reckoned with. Enjoy it while you can, because it all gets kind of serious way too quickly after that.’

	‘Amen,’ agreed Jacinta.

	Two men in the light-blue uniform of Airport Security walked towards them. The girls swung right, a quick detour into the nearest shop. 

	‘I reckon I should go sooner rather than later,’ whispered Amy, sheltering beside a wall of books.

	‘Let’s get you checked in and then we can say our goodbyes at the gate,’ agreed Jacinta as the security detail drifted past.

	 

	They wandered off to the left-hand side of the departure gate, the suitcase and backpack now gone. Amy carried a small handbag, slung across one shoulder, the stress of the moment written large across her face.

	Jacinta placed an arm around her sister. ‘Remember, you haven’t done anything wrong.’

	‘What if the police have notified border security?’

	‘Just tell them the truth. You’re the good guy, remember.’

	Amy’s mum gave her a big hug. ‘Stay safe, my darling. And please remember to call, otherwise I’ll die of worry.’

	‘I will, Mum. I promise.’

	They let each other go. 

	Jacinta stepped forward and hugged her sister so hard, it produced a grimace from Amy. ‘Ouch.’

	‘Love you, sis.’ Jacinta was always the strong one.

	Amy had missed her sister’s love. ‘Sorry if I haven’t been the greatest friend.’

	‘We’re blood. That will never change.’

	Their mother watched on, tears in her eyes.

	Amy checked that her bag was still attached. ‘Look after Max for me.’

	Jacinta put an arm around her mum. 

	‘We will,’ they replied together.

	‘Now get out of my sight before I cry too,’ said Jacinta.

	‘Love you.’ Amy turned and approached the gate. 

	A lady in uniform checked her passport and her boarding pass before allowing her through. Amy turned and waved one last time before placing her handbag on the x-ray machine and disappearing through the metal detector.

	Jacinta and her mum looked at each other.

	‘She’ll be fine, Mum. This is a good thing.’

	‘I just hope that running doesn’t mean the world will think she’s guilty.’

	‘I don’t think she has a choice.’
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	5.30am, Saturday, 5 June 2010

	Hargreaves Family Homestead

	 

	A red tractor pulled a plough across a fallow field, the early morning sun peeking above the hills beyond. Edward Hargreaves kept the tractor on a straight line, keen to get the field done before the sun was too high. No rest for the wicked. The ringing of a phone interrupted the familiarity of the talkback radio playing through the small speakers above the dash. Hargreaves reached forward and slid his phone out from a small recess. He answered with his thumb.

	‘Hargreaves.’ Edward’s voice was gravelly from a lack of sleep.

	‘It’s Spears.’ The voice was clear, the hands-free speaker above the cabin now activated. ‘I’ve got some good news.’

	‘Finally.’

	‘She’s left the country.’

	‘Brilliant. What’s her destination?’

	‘Doha. But she’ll fly on from there, no doubt.’

	‘Good. The further away the better.’

	‘That’s what I thought you’d say.’

	‘Can you track her?’

	‘Probably, but this is as far as I’m prepared to go. Job done. I’m out.’

	‘Does Barlow know she’s gone?’

	‘Yes. I just got off the phone to him.’

	‘Thanks.’

	‘Don’t thank me. Just look after that daughter of yours. I hear anything to the contrary, and I won’t be as easy to get rid of.’

	Hargreaves laughed. ‘Heard you got promoted.’

	‘News travels fast.’

	‘Small towns talk. Where you headed?’

	‘Northern New South Wales.’

	‘New state and all.’

	‘Yeah. A break from the past.’ A pause. ‘See you round.’

	‘See ya.’ Hargreaves listened as the call ended, his face distorted, a rare display of emotion. He clenched his jawbone and slapped himself across his face.

	The hum of the engine could be heard across the fields, steam rising off the tractor’s bonnet. 

	Leah watched on from the front verandah of the farmhouse. She had been keeping an eye on her father’s tractor, the red of the chassis easily visible among the greener pastures surrounding him. The tractor had been stationary for over a minute, and she wondered what it meant, because everything meant something now.

	She stood on tiptoes and swallowed, her eyes flickering — reflective of an overactive mind. Life had taken on a more dangerous edge, and she knew it would never be the same again. Living would never be something to enjoy, and she felt trapped and alone. She looked to the sky. ‘Mum? Help me?’
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	6.00am, Central European Time

	Monday, 27 July 2018

	Port de Soller, Spain

	 

	The early morning sun levitated between the jagged peaks of the Tramuntana Ranges, its golden rays spilling across the clay-tiled rooftops of the small harbour town of Port de Soller. These mountains had historically surrounded this settlement like a huge castle wall, shielding its inhabitants from would-be marauders and bandits. Those dangers of the past were long gone, but the sheer height of these geographical formations often kept the new day at bay, houses laying quiet, the streets staying dormant. 

	A young woman woke in the bedroom of her apartment, brown eyes flitting open, long brown hair spread wildly upon a white pillow. A creature of habit, she always woke with the first burst of dawn.

	The man beside her lay still, his smooth olive skin bare above the white sheets ruffled around his waist. She leant in and kissed his cropped black hair. He smiled without waking, a man happy in his dreams.

	She slid her lithe legs into a pair of running shorts, her torso into a singlet, a strong and muscular body, a link to the past. This was a new location, but old habits die hard, and Amy Hansen was preparing herself for another run.

	This daily ritual provided a moment of freedom and respite from the neediness of the tourist season. A chance to clear the mind and work the muscles. Amy double-knotted the laces on her trainers.

	The twenty-seventh of July had special significance. A day when the past came flooding back, affecting her greatly, turning this hot summer’s day into a minefield of emotions. Clarity proved hard to come by on this anniversary of sorts, an inscrutable fact she had never been able to escape. It would be a hard and fast climb, for today was about punishment.

	She squeezed a chunk of lemon, pulp oozing as juice trickled into a long glass of ice. Tap water was added and lifted to Amy’s lips, the sour hit consumed with apprehension.

	She closed the pale blue front door behind her and jogged down a short flight of stairs to the cobblestoned street below.

	The road was sloped, but she hit the ground running, down towards the main promenade of Calle de Marina. She cruised passed a run of tables, empty seats with views across the yacht club.

	This eastern edge of the port dated back to the seventeenth century, a time when pirates still ruled the waters surrounding the Balearic Islands. The architecture itself was very romantic, with trimmings and features galore.

	Amy kept an even pace, moving towards the council cleaners who were blasting the streets with their high-pressure hoses, turning old into new again. Their dedication to cleanliness was highly regarded here in the port; a local mix of residents from Spain, Germany and France ensured the town was well-organised and efficient.

	The cleaners waved as Amy jogged past. ‘Buenos dias, Imay.’ Good morning, Amy. The nuanced pronunciation of her name was a quirk she enjoyed.

	She waved and smiled, these men a happy touchstone upon which the vagaries of life could be managed. Everyone knew everyone here in the port, providing a sense of belonging, a feeling of security.

	Amy swung past Sa Barca, the Spanish restaurant run by her good friends, Maria and Raphael. She found the people here to be very relaxed and sociable, always reaching out to others with open arms. It had been important when she’d first arrived and was perhaps even more important now, as she grew older.

	Port de Soller appeared to exist in a vacuum, the mountain range creating a natural barrier between this town and the rest of the world. A sense of geographical isolation had appealed to Amy and was one of the reasons she’d stayed so long.

	The cobblestones below her feet hugged the last few metres of the bay, the hardened bitumen surface ahead a sign that the climb wasn’t far away. The road up ahead began as a gentle curve, leading up and away from the bay, slowly transforming into a sharp and punishing incline. Amy increased her speed, keen to lift her momentum before the burn of the slope really began.

	Her mind worked better when she ran, the peace and quiet of the morning partnering well with the smooth rhythm of form and function. Like the crankshaft of an engine, it freed up the creative spaces within her mind. Today she had much to ponder, her thoughts drifting back to her swift departure from Australia, and the nomadic life that had followed, hopping from country to country, meeting and making new friends, living her best life. Time though had eventually caught up with her, and the thirty-one-year-old body she carried today was evidence of that, feeling the force of every impact, the sting of every thrust.

	The houses and apartments that had lined the streets below were gone now. On the left, a sheer wall of rock, machine-like slices, cut by the engineers who had built this road. To her right, a low steel barrier with views across the harbour, a last-ditch attempt at preventing cars from veering off the edge, down onto the jagged rocks below.

	Amy had strolled this road when she first arrived, Port de Soller having been just another stop along a very popular hiking track. Moving from lighthouse to lighthouse, it took a total of fifteen days to circumnavigate the island of Mallorca. Amy had been just five nights into that journey, having already traversed the coastline path from Palma, including the Porto Pí Lighthouse, Cala Figuera, Sa Mola, and Llebeig, when exhaustion encouraged the option of an extended stay. The hike had been invigorating and thought-provoking, constantly surrounded by some of the most gorgeous scenery she’d ever laid her eyes on. It was also filled with long days and a hot sun.

	Port de Soller itself, caught her heart when she first took in this view. The Cap Gros Lighthouse, towering above this most natural of harbours, offering incredible vistas and a welcome break.

	Amy had changed a lot since then, having fallen in love with both a man and his life here. Those four years had proven to be some of the best she’d ever experienced. Her name in Spanish translated to Imay, and thus spoken with an accent on the ‘I’. It was a little change, but it made quite a difference, providing her with a new identity; a new name to answer to. These were adaptations she had willingly assumed, providing the fulfillment she required. Amy had never considered a return to Australia. This was now her home.

	Anyway, there were too many painful memories back in her birth country. Memories that started and ended with today’s anniversary, the twenty-seventh of July: Leah Hargreaves’ birthday. For Amy, it had never been a time for celebration, only a blatant reminder of a person she had failed to help.

	The quiet moments still brought questions as to Leah’s whereabouts. Amy could still see that heirloom bracelet twinkling in the sun. She’d even gone so far as to create an image of Bruce presenting it to his granddaughter on her 12th birthday. Each anniversary came and went, but one question grew more insistent, grinding her down: was her old student alive or dead? It was a query Amy was unable to answer, so she pushed it from her mind, like she always did, year after year, using these demons to drive herself even harder up the hill, her pain threshold growing with every surge.
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	3.00pm, Australian Eastern Daylight Time 

	Monday, 27 July 2018

	Perth, Australia

	 

	Leah Hargreaves was dead.

	That’s how the young woman waiting in the peaceful white room felt, bare wooden chairs either side of her, a picture of a meadow on the wall above. She appeared at peace, angelic even, her long blonde hair cascading down over her shoulders.

	The door opposite opened, and in stepped an older lady, cream slacks and a blue silk T-shirt. ‘Hello, Marianne.’

	Marianne stood, her blue jeans tight, white linen shirt draped loosely over confident shoulders. ‘Hi, Anne.’ 

	‘Happy birthday.’

	‘Thanks.’ A smile.

	‘The big two O?’

	‘Yep. Never thought I’d get there.’

	‘But you did. Well done.’ A quiet pause. ‘Please come in.’

	Marianne did as she was told.

	The new room was larger, walls still white, lots of furniture to soften the decor, a wooden desk, a leather couch, two single chairs and a bookcase. There was an open window off to her left, the curtains lifting in the breeze.

	‘Couch or seat?’ Anne waited for Marianne to choose.

	She did, lowering herself into one of the single seaters and draping her handbag over the upholstered arm.

	Anne sat in the chair opposite. ‘So, how’s your day been?’

	‘Okay.’ A light shrug. ‘Just like all the others, really.’

	‘Nothing special planned?’

	‘No.’

	‘What would you like to talk about today?’

	A quick exhale indicated the scale of the moment. ‘My old teacher.’

	‘From university?’

	‘No, primary school. I think she has a part to play in my story.’ Marianne’s smile was borne from excitement, the opening of a door. ‘I think she’s connected in some way to the challenges I’ve faced.’

	‘With your dad?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘What makes you say this?’

	‘He mentioned her, last time we spoke.’ She shifted in her chair, legs crossed. ‘Well, shouted it, actually.’

	Anne leant forward. ‘That must have been over a year ago.’

	‘Yes, it was the last day I saw him.’ Marianne turned to gaze out the window, a difficult memory surfacing. ‘He was unhappy. Angry that I had decided to cut off all contact with him.’

	‘Yes, I remember our chat.’ A pause. ‘But you’ve never mentioned this teacher before.’

	‘She was buried, in here I guess.’ Marianne looked back at Anne, a finger indicating her head. ‘That time, when she was in my life, was difficult. It’s when all my problems began.’

	‘What do you think has brought her to the surface now?’

	Marianne turned away again, the billowing curtains a distraction to draw comfort in. ‘I bumped into an old friend, at a bar in St Kilda, just over a month ago. We got talking about Kilgarry. Kane left town as soon as he could, as well.’ She looked back at Anne. ‘We got to reminiscing about the good things that happened during our youth, and he mentioned our old teacher’s name in passing. It was like turning on a light bulb.’

	‘Are you okay telling me her name?’

	‘Sure.’ A pause to swallow, a clearing of baggage. ‘Ms Hansen. Amy Hansen.’ 

	Anne looked surprised, leaning back as she continued without pause. ‘And you’d forgotten all about her?’

	‘Yes.’ Marianne’s eyes sparkled with expectation. ‘But now I remember her face and everything, and I’m like wondering, what happened to her?’ She paused to fiddle with a bracelet, a present from her grandfather. ‘This is going to sound really weird, but it was like I was being called to find her.’

	‘That doesn’t sound strange at all. We live in a weird and wonderful universe.’ 

	They both smiled. 

	Anne continued, ‘Did your father say anything else about her?’

	‘He just blamed her for everything.’

	‘And do you think that’s true?’

	‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘You and I both know what he did to me. Our sessions have uncovered the truth, and I’ve dealt with that.’ The words came too fast, and she paused to catch her breath. ‘I truly have closed the door on him. Thanks to you.’ A smile. ‘I’ve repaired my own personal narrative, made it as positive and coherent as it can be. I feel like I’ve done well. Like I’m ready for the next step.’

	‘And you believe Ms Hansen is that next step?’

	A quiet and carefully considered nod. ‘Yes, I do. Towards the end of that screaming match with my father, he said he wished she’d died for what she did. He was ranting and raving, sounding like a lunatic, then he mentioned something about “Mallorca”. It sounded like she may have moved there.’

	‘The Spanish Islands?’

	Marianne was pleased. Anne knew it was a real place too. ‘I had to look it up. There are so many different ways to spell it. And what’s even more incredible is that I learnt Spanish at high school. It was my language ATAR. I’m almost fluent.’

	‘Wow. That might come in useful.’ 

	‘Yes. It’s just, I’d kind of like to see Ms Hansen again. I think she might be able to help me progress even further on my journey.’

	‘Was she a good teacher? Did you like her?’ 

	Marianne hesitated, forming her words with great care, her memories from that time blurred with pain. ‘We had our moments, but I was dealing with so many issues. I think I kind of just blew her off most days. If I even went to school.’

	‘You think she might have some answers for you? Things we haven’t been able to work through ourselves.’

	‘Yeah. She might know something I don’t.’

	‘It’s a long way to go. You might come away disappointed.’

	‘I know that.’ She started fiddling with the bracelet again. ‘But well, my trust fund from granddad has been released to me, so I was kind of planning to go on a trip anyway.’ The curtains drew her mind out to distant shores. ‘I think I need a break from all the talk and memory repair we engage in every week. I’d like to try to be a normal, healthy young woman, and I’d really like to see some other parts of the world. Places I’ve read about in magazines. Cities I’ve always wanted to visit. I thought Mallorca could be one of the stops.’

	Anne was clearly soaking up everything she’d just heard, and then responded, ‘Would you contact Ms Hansen ahead of time?’

	‘No, I’d rather not worry her. Keep it as a surprise, and then take it day by day.’

	‘Will you call yourself Marianne when you are over there … or Leah?’

	This question pained the young woman. ‘Do you think it matters?’

	‘I think it might … for her.’

	‘Moving between the two helps me navigate different situations.’ Marianne started picking at her fingernails, an old habit she’d not done for a while. She then continued, ‘People who knew me as Leah can still talk to her, but those that are meeting me for the first time get the new version.’

	‘I know that, but you can’t keep moving between the two forever. It’s helped you get to where you are now, but I don’t think it’s ultimately healthy in the long run.’ Anne leant closer this time. ‘This new step might be an opportunity to break with that mechanism. It will be hard for some people to understand, and it’s probably even harder for you to communicate your reasons for the name change, but your own mind needs continuity. Remember, it’s your own personal narrative, not anyone else’s. You do need to settle on who you want to be going forward.’

	‘Can I think about it for a while?’ Marianne was well aware that her response was devoid of confidence, and she sensed a weak spot in her armour.

	‘Of course you can.’

	Anne paused, leant back, eyes on Marianne. ‘I’m really excited for you,’ she said, seemingly manoeuvring the focus towards the more positive aspects of Marianne’s news. ‘What an adventure it will be.’

	‘Yes, I’m excited too.’

	‘Will you tell your family you’re going?’

	‘I’ve told Tye and Auntie Angela.’

	‘How did they react?’

	A light shrug. ‘Concerned. Intrigued.’

	‘Did you tell them about your old teacher?’

	‘No.’ Marianne felt a pang of guilt. ‘I just chalked it up as a holiday.’

	‘How soon will you leave?’

	‘Tonight.’

	‘So quickly.’ Anne was visibly taken back by the speed with which her patient was acting.

	‘It’s a birthday present to myself.’ Marianne grinned. ‘I booked it a fortnight ago. I was scared you’d try and talk me out of it.’

	‘I would never do that. Your free will is yours alone.’

	‘I know, and I’m exercising it, just like you taught me.’

	‘Are you packed and ready to go?’

	‘Yep. Passport. Tickets. It’s all done. From here, it’s a quick visit back to the flat for my suitcase, then onto the airport.’ Her hands were doing a lot of the talking too, working in tandem with her words. ‘My mind’s abuzz; it’s all I can think about.’

	‘And you’re sure you’re up to it?’

	‘As sure as I can be. We’ve come a long way.’ She smiled at Anne. ‘Both Leah and Marianne. I have a really good feeling about this trip.’ Marianne just wanted the adventure to begin, and she turned and looked out through the open window, eyes drifting towards the blue sky — a nod to the summer seasons on the other side of the world. She was eager about the future, and that was something she hadn’t felt for a very long time.
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	6.30am, Central European Time

	Monday, 27 July 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	Amy propelled her legs and body up the hill, a dark need to feel as much agony as she could handle. Thoughts of the past were brewing up a dark energy, and she knew she needed to burn it all off before she headed for home.

	The tip of the Cape Gros Lighthouse began to materialise from behind the hillside above, its walls as white and bright as ever. Like an aging member of the family, this building held stories and anecdotes from her lover’s childhood, his own father having been the lighthouse keeper for over three decades. All up, it had been part of the family blood for over sixty years before it was decommissioned, an automated system having rendered human involvement unnecessary. It had been hard to let go for Antonio’s father, Augustine, and the transition into a restaurant owner had been difficult, but time heals all wounds.

	A planned wedding on such sacred ground would mean the world to his family. It was alluded to often, but something Amy felt little inclination towards.

	She had met Antonio on her first night in Port de Soller, the barman having taken an interest in her as soon as she’d walked into the family restaurant, El Pirata. He’d been helping during a busy night, and pretty much from the moment he took Amy’s order of drinks, the fireworks had begun. It all happened so visibly, much to the amusement of the other hikers and backpackers who had joined Amy for a night on the town.

	The others left soon after dessert, but Amy had stayed until late, talking with Antonio at the bar, watching him as he washed the dishes and closed up shop for his mum and dad. He was twenty-five back then, two years her junior and quite a catch. She always felt great pride that their strong feelings of attraction had been so instant and mutual.

	Antonio had lived an interesting life on the island, rising through the naval academy that oversaw the security of the port. Helping out in the restaurant enabled him to work on his English. He yearned for the world outside of this beautiful enclave, and he thought the navy was a way out, but the family business had kept him rooted in one spot, his parents older and needy. As an only child there was no one else to pass the baton too.

	Amy gritted her teeth, thighs burning with lactic acid, lungs screaming for air. She sprinted in through the gate, reaching and touching the cylindrical base of the lighthouse. She rested her back against the white rendered wall and stared out at the wild ocean below.

	Family was incredibly important to Antonio, as it was to Amy, yet she had only seen her mother and sister once in the eight years since her departure. They had come for her thirtieth birthday celebrations, enjoying their time here immensely, a chance for all to reconnect. Amy herself had turned down many requests to return, initially for the birth of her sister’s first child, followed by two subsequent arrivals. She felt some guilt for this, but it was never mentioned, considered by Amy as collateral damage.

	And while Jacinta’s brood of three were growing up quickly, talk of children was curiously absent between Amy and Antonio, doubt and insecurity hounding her, making her feel like she would never be good enough. Never quite deserving of the role of mother.

	Antonio knew absolutely nothing of the dark history that affected her so much. He had always been supportive and understanding of the tougher days she sometimes experienced, appreciating it as just a part of her that needed to be loved even more.

	Amy got to her feet and approached a large stone building, fifty or so metres away, its walls partly obscured by bush. It wasn’t neglected, just a landscapers preference for it to be as one with nature as was possible. She moved closer, its size and shape becoming clearer, a rectangular double-storey building, constructed the old way with the reddish-grey rocks of this region. Above it was a pitched roof made of pine and slate, built to last from local materials, as was the lighthouse and everything else in this beautiful old town.

	Amy navigated the stone pathway towards a large wooden door. It was ajar, and she peered inside, the place still the same as when she’d first arrived, the smell of washed laundry and cooked food bringing a smile to her face. Fond memories flooded back, for this was where the second half of her life had started. This was the hiker’s accommodation, or ‘muleta’, as it was called. She’d hoped her old life would stay locked up in here, but it hadn’t, following her down the hill and into town. Leah’s story was never far from her mind, no matter how hard she had tried to forget. So, like a rock in the middle of a river, she allowed it to wash over her time and time again. It wasn’t a choice. There was literally nothing she could have done to stop it.
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	8.00am, Central European Time

	Friday, 31 July 2018

	Mallorca, Spain

	 

	Colourful streamers swung between buildings, arching across narrow avenues, fluttering in the sunlight like white water on an ocean. The cobblestone streets were still wet and gleaming from an early morning scrub, as the ringing of church bells brought the vagaries of nature into line with the movements of man.

	A young woman sat alone on a wooden bench beside the huge stone arch of the station’s entrance. This old tram station stood proud and strong, its thick rendered walls and clay-tiled roof a backdrop of classic Spanish architecture. Sunlight cascaded down through the leaves of two maple trees, a moving pattern of light and shadow dancing around her. Her long blonde hair fell past her shoulders and the white T-shirt and faded denim skirt she was wearing screamed of youth. Life’s worries looked to be a world away. Marianne had come a long way.

	The rumble of an engine arrested her from her quiet musings, and she looked to her right just as the old tram emerged from behind a two-storey stone building. It glided along polished steel tracks, navigating the narrow streets with ease, several simple wooden carriages attached.  

	The tram pulled in at the station, its cast iron wheels easing to a stop. Marianne marvelled at its splendour, every piece having been lovingly restored, a great example of twentieth-century Spanish ingenuity. She rose to her feet, hoisting a blue backpack across one shoulder.

	The young driver nodded his cap. ‘Hola,’ he said with a smile.

	‘Hola,’ she replied with a sparkle in her eye.

	Marianne stepped gracefully onto the train, the driver accepting the ticket from her outstretched hand. She took a seat up the front, the empty carriages hers for the taking.

	The driver lurched the tram into action and the engine burst into life with a shuddering start. Marianne caught her backpack just before it teetered over, the vibrations subsiding as the tram picked up steam.

	She gazed out the window, the buildings surrounding the tram tracks growing smaller with every minute, finally disappearing altogether, being replaced by flat fertile plains either side.

	Marianne could feel the train driver watching her, his eyes stealing a few quick glimpses, here and there. She was keen to take control of the situation. It had been part of her training, so she turned to address him.

	‘Vives por aqui?’ she asked. Do you live around here?

	‘Si.’ He looked about thirty-two, dark hair. Yes. ‘Tu hablas Español?’ You speak Spanish?

	‘Si.’ Marianne was very proud of her language skills and had been putting it to good use ever since she landed in Barcelona two days ago.

	‘Pero tú eres americana no?’ asked the driver. But you are American, no?

	‘Australiana,’ replied Marianne. ‘I learnt Spanish at school.’

	‘You speak very well.’ His appreciation meant everything to Marianne. ‘You stay in Soller?’

	‘Two nights only.’

	‘Is where I was born. My town.’ He tapped his chest, his pride obvious. ‘You are far from home.’

	‘Yes. I’m seeing the world. Having some fun.’

	‘No fun in Australia?’ 

	‘Not for me.’ Her words surprised both of them.

	‘Such a beautiful woman. How can this be?’

	It was an uncomfortable fact, an affirmation she always found difficult to explain. ‘I wish it were different.’ 

	‘You must walk up to the lighthouse, and into the mountains. The town is beautiful.’

	‘I will.’

	The scenery began to revert to its origins ever so slowly, the greener pastures replaced with modest rows of joined houses, all rendered white with clay tiles on the roof. A burst of larger buildings and apartments as the ocean came into view, a lone swimmer enjoying a quiet plunge before the beaches filled up. The tracks swung right, until the tram was running parallel with the beach. The coastal promenade of Port de Soller had been built around this tram, its tracks running the full length of the bay. Built in 1913, it was one of only two first-generation tramways to survive in all of Spain.

	The early morning joggers made the most of the empty streets, the town yet to wake. The tram ground to a halt at ‘Sa Torre’, the main platform and Marianne got to her feet with her backpack in one hand. ‘Gracias.’

	The driver tipped his cap. ‘Gracias. Espero que nos encontremos de nuevo.’ Thank you. I hope we meet again. He watched as Marianne stepped off the train and meandered away, across the promenade and towards the beach.

	Marianne descended a small set of stone steps, down onto the beach sand, a long low retaining wall to her left, about hip height, running the length of the beach. She leant her backpack against it and turned to look out across the water, her gaze taking her up the cliff face, towards the lighthouse, its majestic white outline standing like a sentinel guarding the harbour entrance. Anything that represented protection and security was well regarded by Marianne. She placed a high value on the people and places that genuinely looked out for others.

	The marina to her right was filled with yachts and launches, their hulls listing gently on the protected waters. This appeared to be a playground of sorts, and she wondered how Ms Hansen’s life fitted with this kind of money.

	Her investigations from Mallorca’s capital of Palma had brought her here, a postal listing for Amy Hansen revealing a steady stream of mail and parcels to an address within these streets. Having arrived, she knew she was in the right place and felt her old teacher’s presence like a flower senses rain.

	She flicked off her sandals and pulled her T-shirt up over her head, a red bikini top keeping her modesty intact. Her skirt had a simple elastic waist, which she shimmied out of and let fall to the ground.

	Sunlight twinkled atop the crest of each wave as she made her way down to the water’s edge, poking her toes into the shallows, checking the temperature, smiling as its coolness tickled her skin. She stepped forward, moving deeper, until the water reached her waist. A dive, headfirst, broke the surface, allowing her to enjoy the ocean’s embrace.

	Marianne enjoyed the weightlessness of underwater swimming. She felt like she could fly, powering herself forward with languid strokes, the harbour’s depth dropping steeply away. Her long blonde hair bobbed and swayed like the tentacles of an octopus.

	She resurfaced, her face up towards the sky, hair slicked back, skin glistening. It was like a reset button had been pressed, her mind refreshed and present, this beautiful town opening up before her eyes. Being here was all that mattered.
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	8.45am, Friday, 31 July 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	The wheels on the trolley flitted from side to side. Amy was getting frustrated with its irksome mechanics as she manoeuvred it up the supermarket aisle. The morning run had taken everything from her and a quick visit to the shops was proving harder than expected.

	She scanned the shelves, reading the labels, translating the names of each product. She had taken to her new language like snow to a mountain, and it continued to be a dance between two cultures that she revelled in.

	She cajoled the trolley down towards the end of the aisle, where a young woman perused the laundry powder. Amy smiled, the shopper’s attire and backpack reminiscent of her own arrival here in Port de Soller. It had been a time of great passion, and the memories alone made her feel grateful. She moved up beside the young woman, the aisle too narrow to pass.

	‘Perdoneme,’ said Amy. Excuse me.

	The young woman turned, ready to respond. ‘Miss Hansen? Is that really you?’

	‘Si,’ said Amy, a heavy dose of surprise and confusion almost overwhelming her. Her adopted tongue both a habit and an instinct. ‘Are you Australian?’

	‘I am.’

	‘Do I know you?’

	‘Yes. I grew up in Kilgarry.’

	Amy was shocked.

	‘Room Three,’ added the young woman.

	Her feelings of surprise turned quickly to fear. ‘Yes.’ Amy paused, recognising something in the young woman — a posture, the upturn of her smile. A name blew from between her lips. ‘Leah?’

	‘You remembered.’ Marianne grinned, a quiver of emotion.

	Her smile pierced a hole straight through Amy’s heart — a sharp intake of breath, hands gripping the trolley hard. ‘It’s good to see you.’ In truth, she wasn’t sure how she felt.

	‘Are you here on holidays too?’ asked Marianne.

	‘No, I live here.’ Amy’s eyes welled up. ‘I can’t believe it’s actually you.’ She burst into tears, overcome with a flood of bad memories, sadness pouring from the depths of her soul. She wanted a hug, but it was all so complicated.

	Marianne placed a reassuring hand on her forearm. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

	Her touch bought a bout of gut-wrenching pain, an ocean of guilt. Amy’s mind raced with things to say, all of them laden with traps and triggers. She didn’t have a clue where to start, or who she even was right now. Did Leah’s arrival mean that the old Amy was back? ‘It’s just a huge surprise.’ A breath between sobs. ‘How old are you now?’

	‘Twenty.’ Her teeth were so white. ‘And a lot wiser than when we last saw each other.’

	‘Are you staying long?’ spluttered Amy.

	‘I don’t really have a timeframe.’

	‘Could you stay a while? Like a few days at least?’

	‘Sure? If you’d like that.’

	‘It would be great to catch up on each other’s lives. There’s so much I want to know. So many things I probably need to say.’

	‘I’m staying at a hotel called Sol Port Soller, up the hill a bit. I’m sure I could add a few nights to my booking.’ Marianne smiled. ‘I can’t believe you live here. So far from Perth.’

	‘And I can’t believe you found me.’

	‘It’s destiny. You see I was in Barcelona, and I met a young girl at my hostel who had just returned from Mallorca, and she said that it was a must see.’ Marianne heard the lies spilling out of her mouth, but she’d planned it this way, unsure how Amy would feel about being tracked down. The truth could wait.

	‘You look great,’ said Amy.

	‘Thanks.’ Ms Hansen’s opinion still felt like a reward.

	‘It was your birthday just a few days ago.’

	‘You remembered?’

	‘Always. I never could get you out of my head. And now you’re here, right in front of me. It’s almost too hard to believe.’

	‘I’m real,’ said Marianne.

	‘How long have you been away from Australia?’

	‘Just two weeks. I’m sort of hopping my way around Europe.’

	‘You’ll love it.’

	‘I hope so. My job at the hair salon had become a bore. There was no boyfriend on the scene, and I had managed to save a bit of money, so the idea to just take off seemed to click into place.’ It was mostly true, and she needed to be sensitive to her own personal narrative. Lies could be very damaging to the work already done.

	‘That’s great,’ admired Amy. ‘Everyone should travel.’

	‘I know, right. They say it helps you to discover who you really are.’

	‘Yes, it both challenges and inspires you.’

	‘To be better, to choose your own fate.’

	‘That’s right.’ Amy placed a hand on Marianne’s shoulder. ‘It’s quite incredible that of all the islands and all the towns across this huge continent, that you would stumble here.’

	‘I know. Meeting new people is great, but a shared history has a special importance.’ 

	Amy felt those last few words deeply; her arrival here was an opportunity to unpack the past. ‘Let’s have a drink. Tonight?’

	‘Great.’ Marianne smiled. ‘Where?’

	‘Es Recos. It’s on the beach, down near the western edge. Say eight o’clock? Just before sunset.’

	‘Cool.’

	‘Shall I pick you up?’

	‘I’ll meet you there. My hotel’s not far from the beach.’

	‘It’s a deal.’ The tears were gone and Amy beamed. 

	‘Do you live near here?’ asked Marianne.

	‘Yes, an apartment, just up the hill, near the museum. My boyfriend and I live there with our dog.’

	‘Your boyfriend?’

	‘Yes, he’s a naval officer, at the port.’

	‘Sounds like you hit the jackpot. Will he be coming tonight?’

	‘No, I don’t think so. You and I, we have so much to talk about. I want you all to myself.’

	Marianne stepped forward and hugged her old teacher. The embrace was warm and forgiving. ‘It’s great to see you again.’

	Amy felt her resolve soften, folding her arms around her ex-student. ‘It sure is.’

	They stepped back just as Marianne had an idea. ‘Can I take a photo?’

	‘Sure.’

	She slid her phone from her pocket. ‘Travelling by yourself makes you very good with a selfie.’ She draped an arm around Amy and lifted the phone in front of their faces. ‘Say cheese.’

	Amy did as she was told. Click. An important piece of history recorded. A narrative under reconstruction.

	They said their goodbyes, which to onlookers would have resembled a mother and daughter scene, a family catch up. For these two though, it had been almost a decade in the making, and there was just as much pain behind the dialogue, as there was joy.

	How they dealt with these emotions over the coming days, would define them both.
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	9.37am, Friday 31 July 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	Amy carried two shopping bags up the cobblestone steps towards the front door of her apartment. She paused at the top and nudged it open with her foot. A small white dog bounded from behind it, pouncing at her feet, its tail wagging.

	‘Hi, Mica.’ Amy smiled, stepping in through the entrance.

	She guided the door closed with her hips and strolled in through a galley kitchen. She rested the shopping bags on the stone benchtop and took a breath. ‘Antonio,’ she called. ‘I’m home.’

	Opposite the kitchen was a dining table and a sunken lounge beyond that. A bathroom off to the left then a set of double French doors to complete the first floor of the apartment. It was beautifully decorated, a well-formed space, small but inviting.

	‘Antonio?’ she called again, making her way across the lounge, then levering open the French doors. She stepped out onto a sunlit balcony, Mica following closely behind, looking up at her as she leant on the wrought-iron railing. The view was breathtaking, her elevated position encompassing the naturally curved port in all its glory. Amy closed her eyes and breathed in the salty aromas of the ocean air.

	She needed to feel these touchstones, recent events having thrown her mind into a swirl. Amy had tried so hard to avoid her past, but now it was right here in Soller. She hoped tonight would help her process this new and dangerous present.

	‘Imay?’ A man wearing full naval uniform stepped onto the balcony, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind.

	She spun around to kiss him, their lips lingering upon each other. She yearned to tell him her news, gently pushing him away so she could speak. ‘I met an ex-student of mine in the supermarket today.’

	‘From Australia?’ mused Antonio.

	She nodded.

	‘Wow, that is amazing.’

	‘I haven’t seen this girl for eight years.’

	‘I am so happy for you.’

	‘We made plans to catch up tonight.’

	Antonio’s face shifted, slightly screwed. ‘But the restaurant, it is fully booked. We agreed to help.’

	‘I know.’ Her mood was sheepish. ‘I’ll come as soon as I can.’

	A shrug of shoulders from Antonio. ‘I understand.’

	’Thank you, baby.’ She kissed his neck and pulled him in. ‘You are my rock, you know that?’ she whispered.

	’Si,’ he replied. ‘And you are my wings.’

	She buried her head in his embrace, grateful for the man that he was and had always been. Leah’s arrival here felt more celebratory than she had expected; the younger woman looking so healthy and strong, far from the tortured images Amy had often conjured up. But life was never that simple. Amy knew that all too well, so she held on tightly to Antonio and summoned the bravery necessary to see the evening through.
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	7.32pm, Friday, 31 July 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	Amy wandered up the cobblestoned promenade, the sun setting behind the masts and sails of the marina. The streets were busy with families, old and young alike, enjoying the warmth of the evening.

	She looked younger than her years, dressed in tight blue jeans and a black T-shirt, her hair pulled off her face in a high ponytail. She stepped onto the beach, flicking her sandals off, carrying them in her hands as she walked down to the water’s edge. Leah’s arrival here felt akin to the first teenage kiss of summer; eminently enjoyable but bundled in with so many uncomfortable questions.

	A few minutes later and she was stepping onto a pathway of white rocks, soft underfoot, her shoes still in hand. A neon sign ahead announced her arrival at Es Recos, a beach restaurant built into the western cliff face of the bay, its walls decorated with a locally sourced mix of bamboo and shells, palm fronds lining the roof, a lit candle on every table.

	A young waitress strolled over. ‘Hola, Imay. Te ves sexy esta noche.’ Hello, Amy. You look sexy tonight.

	Amy smiled. ‘Gracias, Sofia.’ Thanks, Sophia. They hugged, a kiss on both cheeks.

	‘You waiting for Antonio?’

	‘No. I’m catching up with an ex-student from Australia.’

	‘Wow, she come here?’ Her eyes were big and expressive — dark hair, tanned skin.

	A nod. ‘Yes.’

	‘So far away?’

	‘She’s travelling through Europe.’

	‘You must be so excited?’

	‘I am.’ It was an uncomfortable question, her feelings swinging back and forth between delight and apprehension.

	‘You want your usual?’

	‘Yes, please.’ She needed a drink to calm her nerves.

	‘And a margarita for your friend too?’

	‘Why not? It’ll be a nice surprise for her.’

	‘Take a seat. I come back soon.’

	Sophia skipped away, leaving Amy with her fraught emotions. She took a seat at a table near the front, wedging her toes into the sand. She loved the feeling of being barefoot, it soothed her, and she needed that now.

	The drinks arrived before Leah had, the sun now just a glimmer on the horizon. More people came and went as Amy sipped her cocktail, time ticking by.

	The sky was dark by the time Amy had given up hope, both margaritas consumed. She slid some money beneath the glass stems and stood, one last hopeful glance around. 

	Sophia motioned to her from behind the bar, her palms splayed out as if to say, ‘What happened?’

	Amy shrugged her shoulders before a wave signalled her intention to depart. 

	Sophia waved back, a consoling smile.

	Amy ambled along the beach, considering her next move, unsure how to proceed. A fresh idea saw her depart the sand, across the promenade and up into the back streets. A flashing sign made her smile: ‘Hotel’ it announced in white and blue writing. She walked beneath it, turning inside the double door entrance, a young female receptionist smiling at her. ‘Bienvenidos a Sol Port Soller.’ Welcome to Sol Port Soller.

	‘Gracias. I’m looking for Leah Hargreaves. She told me she was staying here.’

	The receptionist typed the name into her computer. ‘Sorry, but there’s no one here by that name.’

	‘Are you sure?’

	‘Si.’

	‘Can you check again, please? She must be somewhere.’ Amy was having trouble making sense of the night, and the day.

	‘Okay.’ The girl smiled and did as she was asked. ‘No. No one using that name has checked in with us.’

	‘Thank you.’ Amy departed, walking around town, trying to clear her mind, needing to repair a broken puzzle piece; all part of a much larger picture. Every time she saw a young woman, her hopes were raised; Leah? That same optimism was just as quickly dashed.

	Twenty minutes later and she took respite on a wrought-iron bench overlooking the beach, the ocean glistening under the moon. She closed her eyes, bare feet planted firmly on the cobblestones. It had been a crazy day, and she felt her emotions unravelling, so she took a long, deep breath, and prayed that tomorrow would bring some clarity. 

	The sound of someone crying lifted her instinctively to her feet. She stepped forward and gazed over the edge of the promenade, down onto the sand. A person, leaning against the low wall, their legs pulled into their chest, head in their hands. 

	Amy stepped closer. ‘Estas bien?’ Are you all right?

	The young woman looked up. It was Leah, eye makeup smudged down her cheeks, the fringes of her hair wet with tears. She looked terrible.
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	9.24pm, Friday, 31 July 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	‘I’m so sorry I let you down,’ heaved Marianne through tears.

	Amy was beside her, knees on the sand, brushing Marianne’s sodden hair off her face. ‘I knew something must have happened. I just prayed I’d get the chance to see you again.’

	‘My family are so fucked up. I thought me finding you would make them happy.’

	‘How’d they find out?’

	‘Facebook. I posted that selfie I took of us.’

	Amy’s face tightened. ‘You should have asked me before you did that.’

	‘Oh no, now I’ve offended you as well.’ She was shaking.

	‘I’m not angry, but I’m a very private person, especially about my life here.’

	‘But you looked so beautiful in the photo.’

	‘Thank you, I will treasure that photo forever, but no one else needs to see it. It’s for us.’

	Marianne nodded.

	Amy pushed another strand of hair off Marianne’s face. ‘A lot of people I used to know in Australia don’t even know I’m here.’

	‘Really? Don’t you think that people would like to know you got out of Kilgarry. Made a new life for yourself, on the other side of the world.’

	‘I’m not from Kilgarry. I’m a Perth girl through and through, and I’m living my life, not theirs.’ Amy turned to rest her back against the wall, their shoulders touching. ‘My privacy is really important to me,’ she explained. ‘I didn’t move halfway around the world for nothing.’

	‘You came here to get away?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘Don’t you miss your family?’

	‘I do, but that’s a long story for another time.’

	‘Can we still be friends?’

	‘Of course, we can.’ She looped an arm around Marianne’s shoulders.

	Marianne managed a smile. ‘I wish my family were as happy as we are to see each other.’

	‘Did they not like the photo?’

	‘Tye said he hates you. I don’t know why. He was too young to even remember you.’

	‘Children are never too young. They often see far more than we give them credit for.’

	‘He and Dad are pretty close. Thicker than thieves, really. Tye’s like a miniature version of him.’

	‘That’s not good.’ The silhouette in the front doors of the Kilgarry pub flashed through her mind, large and looming. ‘What about Bruce? How’s he doing?’

	Marianne’s face looked pained. ‘You knew my grandad?’

	‘Yes. He tried to help me.’

	‘Grandad was always doing that.’ She turned away, unable to look Amy in the eyes. ‘He died. Five years ago. Liver failure.’

	It was Amy’s turn to well up. ‘That’s so sad. He never got over the grief then?’

	‘No, he didn’t. Was always drinking. I reckon he was happy to die. He loved my nana. She died when I was little, but they’re together now and that’s a good thing.’

	‘He loved your mother too,’ said Amy.

	Marianne felt a rush of emotion; she blew air between her lips, a coping strategy she’d been taught when sensations spiked. ‘Yeah. I know.’ She nodded. ‘He was heartbroken. The two ladies he loved the most, gone before their time.’

	Amy wiped away fresh tears. ‘Was anyone with him when he passed?’

	‘No. He died alone, in his flat. Mrs Varcoe found him a couple of days later.’

	‘He didn’t deserve that.’

	Marianne drew a circle in the sand with her fingers. ‘I met a lot of new family at the funeral. People I never knew existed.’

	‘That’s good. Family gatherings are a way of coping, I suppose.’

	‘I got on really well with Auntie Angela, which was so cool.’

	‘Have you stayed in touch?’

	‘Yeah, she lives in South Perth. So much like my mum.’

	‘Do you see her much?’

	‘I live with her. Have done for a few years now. She never had a daughter herself, so when she heard I’d been expelled from boarding school, she invited me down to Perth for a hairdressing apprenticeship. Dad was more than happy to get rid of me.’

	‘You got kicked out of school?’

	‘Yeah, got into a bit of trouble, wrong crowd, caught with a stash of marijuana in my locker.’

	‘Leah? My God. Who would have thought?’

	She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Teenagers, hey?’

	‘It’s nice that your mum’s sister could come to the rescue.’

	‘She’s been a great help.’

	Amy took a moment to stand, helping Marianne to her feet as well. ‘Do you still want to get a drink somewhere?’

	‘Nah. All this crying has done me in.’

	‘Maybe a good night’s sleep then?’

	Marianne nodded. ‘Thanks for comforting me.’

	They stepped up onto the promenade. ‘I’m glad I found you. I went to your hostel, but they said you weren’t staying there.’

	Marianne looked embarrassed. ‘I moved. I’m up at the Muleta now. I think that’s how you pronounce it.’

	‘What happened?’

	‘Some of the guests were being too rowdy. I’m not good with big groups. I prefer open spaces, and so the girl at the front desk told me about a place beside the lighthouse.’

	Amy leant in closer as they walked across the cobblestones. ‘I’m pretty sure they only take in hikers,’ she whispered.

	‘I know. She told me that too, so I told a white lie, said I’m starting the trek to Deia in a couple of days.’

	‘Are you?’

	‘No.’ 

	Her mischievous smile reminded Amy of their acting performances in front of the class. Some things never change. ‘Let’s get you home.’ Amy smiled. ‘I’ll call Antonio. He’ll drive us up.’

	‘Really? He doesn’t have to do that.’

	‘We’re definitely not walking all the way up there.’

	Marianne gazed up toward the lighthouse. ‘I hadn’t thought that part through.’

	‘Neither had I when I arrived here four years ago.’ 

	They both laughed.

	‘Trust me,’ continued Amy, ‘it’s a mission and a half, especially after a few drinks.’ 

	‘Sorry for messing up our night,’ said Marianne.

	‘It’s all in the past now. It’s onwards and upwards for us. Literally.’ 

	Five minutes had passed by the time a black SEAT León pulled up outside the Hotel Marina. Amy and Marianne were waiting on a wooden bench.

	‘This is us,’ announced Amy.

	Antonio stepped out the driver’s side.

	Amy walked over to him. ‘Thanks for picking us up, babe.’

	‘Of course.’ He grinned, on the receiving end of a hug and kiss from his girl.

	‘This is Leah.’ Amy gestured.

	Antonio walked over and shook her hand. ‘Hi, Leah. It’s lovely to meet you.’

	‘You too, Antonio. I’m sorry you have to see me like this.’

	‘Is fine. Emotions, they are good no?’

	Marianne smiled, finding herself appreciating Antonio’s views on life.

	He opened one of the rear doors, allowing the girls to shimmy in across the back seat together.

	The León pulled up outside the Muleta. Amy and Marianne got out, as did Antonio.

	‘I’ll just walk Leah inside,’ said Amy.

	‘Don’t be too long. The restaurant is very busy.’

	Amy blew him a kiss.

	Marianne waved to him. ‘Thanks for picking us up.’

	He waved back. ‘Goodnight, Leah.’

	The girls walked up the path to the Muleta.

	‘I need to tell you something else,’ explained Marianne. ‘I don’t use my old name anymore.’

	Amy turned to gaze at Marianne as they wound their way toward the front door. ‘Hargreaves?’

	‘That too, but I don’t refer to myself as Leah either.’

	‘What do you call yourself then?’

	‘Marianne Ballatto.’

	Amy wasn’t sure how to take the news, pausing at the front steps to process it.

	‘I took my own middle name,’ continued Marianne, ‘which was my mum’s of course as well. I also liked the sound of my auntie’s married surname, and because I live with her now, it just kind of made sense.’

	‘How long ago did you do this?’

	‘When I moved to Perth. I wanted a fresh start.’

	‘It certainly has a nice, foreign ring to it.’

	‘I like how it sounds, how it rolls of the tongue. It’s been really weird hearing you use my old name.’ Marianne took a thoughtful pause. ‘For me, it’s like she doesn’t exist anymore, but for you she still does.’

	‘Of course,’ accepted Amy. ‘I think about her every day, and now she’s here. But I understand what you mean. I feel the same about my own name. Hearing you say it this morning in the supermarket made me feel weird. Everyone here pronounces it so differently. It certainly took me straight back to Australia.’

	‘Yes, its unsettling, because it’s who we used to be. It’s not who we are now.’

	Marianne’s words stirred a memory within Amy. ‘Come, let me show you something.’ She led Marianne across the stone veranda of the Muleta, before turning left, down the right-hand side of the building. There was a long wooden table ahead of them, chairs either side with a timber pergola and thatched roof above it.

	‘I helped build all of this,’ said Amy, a gesture with her arms.

	‘You’re pretty handy then.’

	‘Not really. There was a big group of us. I was just cheap labour.’

	‘How long ago was this?’

	‘Four years. They were planning it when I first turned up here.’

	‘They made it good. Those beams up there look huge.’

	‘Took four of us to lift each one in place.’

	‘You’re kind of like one of those bits of wood. You stayed here too.’

	‘Yes.’ Amy laughed, running her fingers across the table. ‘This place and its people, they have given me more than I could ever have wished for.’

	Marianne ran a hand across the table top.

	‘I hope you don’t mind me asking,’ said Marianne. ‘But what made you leave Australia in the first place?’

	Amy screwed up her forehead. ‘You. Your life.’ She sat in one of the chairs.

	Marianne sat opposite her friend. ‘What do you mean?’

	‘I was worried about you, Leah.’

	‘Please call me Marianne.’

	‘I’m sorry, it’s just the girl I’m talking about was still called Leah back then. She was the one I was trying to protect.’

	‘From what?’

	‘Your father.’

	Marianne leant back in her seat. ‘So, you knew what he was doing to me?’

	‘I was suspicious. Was I right?’

	‘Yes. He never forced me to have sex, but he would climb into my bed most mornings and touch me inappropriately.’

	Amy’s face was ashen, as tears welled in her eyes. ‘Oh God. I’m so sorry.’ She reached across and grabbed Marianne’s hands.

	‘It’s okay. I’ve come to terms with it. Had lots of counselling, unpacked it over and over again, distanced myself from who I was then and who I am now. It’s how I’ve chosen to deal with it.’

	‘I think you’re amazing.’

	‘What made you think something was going on?’ probed Marianne.

	‘You don’t remember?’

	‘It’s all a bit of a blur.’

	‘Well, you wrote a story. A narrative, in class, and it worried me.’

	‘That’s right. I remember staring across the classroom at you.’ Marianne took a breath. ‘I prayed you’d understand what I was trying to say.’

	‘And I did.’ Amy winced. ‘And that’s where I failed you.’

	‘Is that why you left?’

	‘No, of course not. I read your story, and I acted on it.’

	‘I remember calling you. At a hotel.’

	‘Yes, you were scared. So was I.’ She looked down at their intertwined hands. ‘I was only trying to protect you, but they forced me out of town.’

	‘Who is they?’

	‘Your father. His friends.’

	Marianne nodded her understanding. ‘He’s always been a powerful man. Both for good purposes and bad.’

	‘Do you still see him?’

	‘No. I cut off all contact about a year ago.’

	‘Good for you.’

	‘Tye keeps me updated about the farm. I’m not really interested, and I don’t plan on ever returning.’

	‘Is your father still healthy?’

	‘He’s aged quickly. Employs a lot of overseas travellers now, backpackers. They do all the work for him.’

	Antonio stepped around the corner of the Muleta. ‘Imay, tenemos que irnos. Por favor, apurate,’ he called. Amy, we have to go. Please hurry.

	Amy pulled her hand away as she turned to look over at him. ‘Lo siento, lo olvide por completo,’ she called in return. ‘Anda tu. Caminare a casa.’ Sorry, I totally forgot. You go. I’ll walk home.

	‘Nos necesitan a los dos,’ explained Antonio. ‘Acaba de llegar una boda sorpresa.’ They need us both. A surprise wedding party has just arrived.

	‘It’s okay,’ interrupted Marianne. ‘A wedding is very important, and I certainly won’t let you walk home by yourself.’

	Amy’s face lit up. ‘You understood all that?’

	‘Yes. I studied Spanish as one of my ATAR subjects.’ She smiled. ‘There’s a lot we don’t know about each other.’

	Amy got to her feet. ‘What are you doing tomorrow?’

	‘Nothing planned.’ Marianne shrugged.

	‘Imay,’ called out Antonio, a hint of desperation.

	‘You want to go to the pirate festival in Pollença?’ rushed Amy, stepping away from the table. ‘It’s one of the best events on the whole island.’

	‘Sure.’

	‘I’ll pick you up at four.’

	‘Okay.’

	‘See you tomorrow.’

	‘I’ll be ready.’

	Amy ran off, waving as she disappeared around the corner with Antonio.

	Marianne stayed where she was, a sense of peace settling on her skin, her mind ablaze with happiness.
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	5.00pm, Saturday, 1 August 2018

	Pollença 

	 

	Amy and Marianne walked arm in arm across a narrow one-way bridge into the town of Pollença. The river below was just a trickle, summer still peaking and the autumn rains many weeks away.

	There were four of these narrow gateways into town, built in the sixteenth century. They served to restrict entry by the marauders coming in from the coast. This festival celebrated these attacks, recreating one such battle between the Pirate Moors and the Christians for control of this small corner of the world.

	Amy loved visiting this beautiful old town, coming to this festival every year, Antonio by her side, both ready for the mayhem and revelry of what was always a night of passion. Bringing Marianne was a further chance for them to bond. Antonio had somewhat reluctantly understood, the festival date falling on a Saturday this year, forcing him to cover Amy’s shift at the restaurant once again.

	Amy had put together their mismatched outfits from her own wardrobe, taking the colourful pirates as inspiration. Marianne wore a red satin shirt, knotted at the waist, a hint of stomach, each sleeve rolled up to her elbows revealing stick-on tattoos. Below that a pair of black culottes and green espadrilles. A bright-yellow bandanna and a plastic sword finished off her costume with panache. Her makeup was equally dramatic — dark eye shadow, mauve lips — her hair loose and flowing. The smile on her face said it all.

	Amy wore a black T-shirt paired with a striped black and red waistcoat, a pair of green three-quarter pants covering her legs. Her hair was wrapped up in a blue silk scarf. On her feet were a set of thick-sole converse trainers, practicality having won-the-day on these lumpy cobblestone streets.

	People streamed in around them, through the narrow streets, coming from all directions, searching for the spot where the battle would begin, almost all of them dressed up for the event.

	A group of young men approached, all dressed as pirates, drinking from plastic cups, their behaviour animated, their stride full of swagger.

	‘Este pueblo sera nuestro al anochecer,’ shouted the young man at the front. This town will be ours by nightfall.

	The boy beside him spotted the young women. ‘Te uniras a nosotras?’ Will you join us?

	 ‘Nos veremos en la gran batalla,’ replied Amy with a smile. We will see you at the great battle.

	They were close now, and one of the men reached into a container he was carrying, his fingers now blackened with paint. He lunged towards Marianne’s face. She pulled back instinctively, but his fingers were already smearing her cheek with paint, his movements dazzling her. 

	Amy watched; she’d known what was coming — this was her favourite aspect of the whole night. She too was blindsided, as one of the other men splashed her forehead with a slash of red paint and then a smear on her nose as he withdrew his hand.

	‘Ahora estas marcada como una de nosotras!’ The men cheered. Now you are marked as one of us.

	Marianne stared at Amy, wide-eyed and slightly shocked. A surprise, but not a threat, and they burst out laughing, appreciating the spontaneity of the moment. 

	The men laughed too, strolling off as if nothing had happened. ‘Larga vida a los piratas!’ they yelled. Long live the pirates!

	The girls thrust their right hands into the air, their swords held aloft. ‘Long live the pirates,’ they screamed, the incredible atmosphere of this festival already permeating their emotions.

	The streets were thick with revellers, and Amy took Marianne’s hand, threading their way through the hordes. Families gathered above the streets, on balconies and in windows, watching on from a place of safety as a rousing energy began to grow. 

	Amy and Marianne turned a corner, the upward slope revealing a sea of heads, visible all the way up to a large open courtyard, where swords and muskets were held aloft. The temperature too had risen, bodies packed in tightly, no off-shore breeze to speak of.

	A small street bar took Marianne’s interest. ‘What’s happening over there?’ she asked.

	‘It’s a pop-up bar. They sell mugs of rum for the pirates.’

	‘We’re pirates.’ Marianne smiled.

	‘It’s pretty strong.’

	‘And so are we!’ She laughed. ‘My shout.’ Marianne cajoled Amy towards the bar, stepping into a spot beside an older man. 

	He was dressed all in white and had also been smeared with the red and black paint of the pirates.

	‘Ola,’ greeted Marianne.

	‘Ola,’ he replied.

	Amy enjoyed watching Marianne assimilate into her world. Such an approach was incredible when you considered the trauma she’d been through — still managing to become a well-balanced human being. She cared, she loved, she seemed happy. Amy smiled as a young boy served Marianne, his grin no doubt an appreciation of Marianne’s beauty. Amy hoped Marianne would find love like she had. A man who shared her vision for the future. Antonio had helped her so much.

	The boy poured in a healthy dose of rum, swamping the ice cubes, then added a splash of coke. He winked as he passed them to Marianne.

	‘Gracias,’ she said, and the girls were gone, across the cobblestones and back into the crowds.

	‘I reckon he fancied you,’ said Amy.

	‘Told me he’d be in the square tonight.’

	‘Ohh la la, Leah.’ Amy grinned.

	‘Marianne,’ she corrected — the use of her old name an escalating issue.

	Amy lifted her cup in a salute. ‘To Marianne.’ 

	They touched cups, their first gulp of pirate rum a memory to be savoured.

	‘Woah!’ Marianne coughed. ‘That is strong.’

	Amy lifted her eyebrows, energised by such a strong reaction. ‘Let’s go a bit deeper into the crowds. It’ll be starting soon. You won’t believe how crazy it gets.’

	‘Should I be worried?’

	‘Yes!’ Amy laughed, grabbing Marianne’s hand and zig-zagging deeper into the procession. 

	A loud bang stopped them in their tracks, a shudder bouncing off the buildings. Another bang and the smell of smoke wafting across people’s heads had everyone on edge.

	Marianne placed both hands over her ears, her cup now aloft. ‘What’s that noise?’ she yelled.

	‘Muskets,’ shouted Amy, the noise around them creating a mix of fear and excitement.

	‘They have guns?’

	Amy nodded. ‘They’re shooting blanks.’

	‘The last one felt like it went straight through my heart.’

	‘I know, right, and it’ll keep making you jump, all night long.’

	Marianne took another gulp of rum.

	The crowds started surging, people smearing others with paint. A sudden swipe across both their chins, a splash of yellow this time. Amy and Marianne pointed at each other and laughed.

	Bang! Another blast from the muskets and the squeeze increased, bodies all around them, the pressure building. 

	Amy held tightly onto Marianne’s hand. She knew what was coming, and she wanted to make sure they stayed together. Losing her was not part of the plan.
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	8.00pm, Saturday, 1 August 2018

	Pollença

	 

	The church square was packed tight, people swaying from side to side. The battle was here and now, these ancient walls the epicentre of it all as hundreds of white robed Christians clustered at the cathedral doors. Their sacred place of worship had become their only refuge as the pirates drew closer.

	Marianne and Amy had revelled in the drama, wedged in the middle, neither friend nor foe. Any rules underpinning the safety of this participating audience had seemingly gone up in smoke. Now there was a feeling of danger in the air, the unstructured chaos a real threat to life. 

	‘Is this safe?’ asked Marianne. ‘I feel like we could be trampled?’

	‘Just keep your hands on my shoulders and stay behind me,’ said Amy.

	‘Okay.’ Marianne did as she was told.

	The muskets were getting louder, each noisy blast sending shivers through the gathering mobs, hearts racing, bodies overheating. Pirates came from everywhere, forcing their way down the avenues, chanting as they imposed their mass upon the square, an intense pressure of bodies — their target: the Christians; their enemy: the church.

	Amy soaked up the heady smell of gunpowder and alcohol, the aroma of sweat-covered bodies fusing together, creating the real scent of battle. This is what she remembered of her first visit here, a reminder of how it felt to really be alive. She turned to face Marianne, their cheeks almost touching. ‘I can’t believe you’re here with me,’ she shouted.

	‘I can’t believe it either. I’ve never been so scared in my life.’

	‘The pirates are here now,’ screamed Amy. ‘It gets easier as they begin pouring out the other side.’

	Marianne nodded. ‘How much longer ’til we can get out of here?’

	‘Ten minutes or so.’

	‘I’m not sure I can wait that long. I’m feeling a bit panicked.’

	‘Are you girls Aussies,’ shouted a voice beside them — a young girl, her American accent sharp and clear.

	‘Yes.’ Amy nodded.

	‘Thought so.’ Her smile was friendly. ‘My friend is a neighbour of yours. A Kiwi. He’s over there somewhere.’ She pointed as best she could, her arms pinned against her chest.

	‘It’s crazy here, right?’ yelled Marianne.

	‘Yeah. I hope it settles down soon,’ said the American. She then asked, ‘Are you staying to watch the fireworks?’ 

	‘If we survive the battle,’ complained Marianne, the swaying of bodies forcing them to scurry sideways, on a lean, worryingly close to tipping over.

	‘Do you want to try and squeeze our way out?’ shouted Amy. 

	Marianne nodded desperately.

	‘I’ll follow you too,’ said the American.

	Amy led them in a train, Marianne’s hands on her hips, driving a direct line towards the widest avenue. It was slow going, gaps hard to come by, worming their way in and out. They were rewarded a few minutes later with enough breathing space to feel safe again.

	‘That was insane,’ said Marianne. ‘I’ve seen animals trample each other in better conditions than that.’

	‘I’d like to think we’re slightly more intelligent than cows and sheep,’ said Amy.

	‘It all depends on the situation. Humans can be pretty stupid.’ Marianne knew that all too well.

	‘Are you staying in town?’ asked the American.

	‘No. We’re in the port of Soller,’ answered Marianne. ‘This is my old teacher.’

	‘Hey, not so much with the old,’ said Amy.

	‘I thought you were mother and daughter,’ commented the American.

	‘I wish,’ said Marianne.

	Amy showed her surprise, to which Marianne just smiled.

	‘I think we all need a drink,’ said the American.

	‘Great idea,’ agreed Marianne.

	‘James is probably down at the bar too. That’s where the New Zealanders are often found. This way, follow me.’

	They wandered from the battle, the crowds thinning out, another pop-up bar welcoming their thirst.

	‘I’ll grab three pirate rums,’ announced Amy.

	‘Awesome,’ said the American, both thumbs up.

	Amy approached the bar. ‘Tres rones piratas, por favor.’ Three pirate rums, please.

	An older woman smiled, a few teeth missing. ‘Con Coca Cola?’ With Coca Cola?

	‘Si, senora.’ Amy turned to watch Marianne and the American, deep in conversation, smiling and laughing. She felt it all so keenly and asked herself whether there was anything better than the thrill of an original experience.

	‘Siete euros, por favor,’ said the woman behind the bar. Seven euros, please.

	Amy turned her attention back to the bar, the woman waiting with the drinks. Amy handed her some money.

	‘Gracias.’ Amy scooped up the drinks. ‘Keep the change.’

	‘Gracias.’ The woman smiled.

	Amy passed the drinks to the girls just as a young man burst in, paint slapped across his face, a black T-shirt torn down one side. ‘Tori, Tori, I’m so glad I found you.’ His breathing was rapid.

	The American, Tori, looked startled. ‘Oh my God, James, you look like you’ve been in a fight.’

	‘I know. I was right in the middle, with all the muskets and the real crazies. I can hardly hear you. Am I shouting?’

	‘Yes!’ Tori grinned.

	He smiled over at Marianne and Amy. ‘Hi!’

	Marianne smiled. ‘Hi.’

	‘Ola,’ said Amy.

	‘This is as crazy as Pamplona.’ He laughed.

	‘You look like you’re enjoying yourself,’ said Marianne.

	‘Hundred per cent!’ He clearly took her smile in. ‘My name’s James.’

	‘This is Marianne and Amy,’ said Tori. ‘I met them outside the church. We were all getting crushed together.’

	‘It was insane,’ mused Marianne.

	‘The whole thing’s on steroids, isn’t it?’ James said with a wide grin. ‘I thought there was going to be a stampede.’

	‘Me too,’ said Marianne. ‘I was so scared.’

	‘But we’re still alive,’ said Amy, her teacher’s brain clicking into gear.

	‘Just,’ added James. He checked the damage to his torn shirt.

	‘You want some rum?’ asked Marianne, handing him her drink.

	A nod. ‘Thanks.’ James took a long gulp. ‘I actually feel like a pirate,’ he said, handing her back the cup.

	‘With all that paint of your face, you look like you’ve been in a few wars too.’ Amy smiled.

	‘James always does everything at 150 per cent,’ observed Tori.

	‘That’s what we’re here for, hey?’ he trumpeted. ‘Go hard or go home.’

	‘Agreed,’ said Marianne.

	‘A dude told me to head over to the northern edge of the main square for the fireworks. You guys keen?’ He was focusing on Marianne.

	‘Yeah, why not.’ She beamed, turning to the others for agreement.

	‘We’re all in then?’ asked Tori.

	‘Yep.’ Amy was consciously trying to keep up with the younger crowd, her plan to watch the entertainment from the safer southern end now a distant memory.

	They threaded their way past exhausted revellers resting on doorsteps and street corners. Hundreds of empty shotgun shells littered the cobblestones, their distinctive colour combination of blue and gold a visual reminder of the many blasts they’d heard across town. Discarded plastic cups rested on ledges and in window boxes, cans kicked to the curbs and crushed by thousands of feet.

	Another pop-up bar greeted them.

	‘Four rums?’ asked James.

	The girls all nodded, skulling what was left of the last round as James stepped up to the countertop.

	‘Is he your boyfriend?’ asked Marianne.

	‘No, we only met a few days ago, in Palma, at the hostel there.’

	‘He’s cute.’

	‘Not really my type. Good fun though.’

	‘You have a type?’

	‘Yeah. Older, less childlike.’

	Marianne laughed. ‘That’s my worst nightmare.’ She looked at Amy. ‘What do you think?’

	‘He’s definitely not boring, that’s for sure.’

	‘Which is exactly what I need, right?’

	‘I guess so.’

	James returned, each cup brimming over with liquid.

	‘Olé,’ called Tori.

	‘Olé,’ they all called out before taking a cup each and gulping some of it down.

	‘How do you guys know each other?’ asked James.

	‘I was Leah’s teacher back in primary school.’

	Tori looked confused. ‘I thought your name was Marianne?’

	‘It is,’ said Marianne, looking miffed. ‘Sometimes Amy gets confused.’

	‘Sorry,’ mouthed Amy. 

	‘So, you came here together?’ James asked, brushing over the miscommunication.

	‘No,’ explained Marianne. ‘Amy moved here a few years ago. I’m just passing through. Bumped into her in a supermarket.’

	‘That’s pretty cool,’ said James. ‘What are the odds?’

	‘Luck of the Gods!’ agreed Marianne.

	‘It’s a really cool island,’ said James. ‘Never knew much about it. Just came on a whim.’

	‘You travelling alone?’ asked Marianne.

	‘Yeah, kind of. I met Tors here in Palma. I’ve got mates back in London, but they just didn’t save like I did.’

	Tori checked her watch. ‘The fireworks begin in twenty minutes.’

	‘Let’s go,’ said James.

	They burst back onto the main streets just as another ear-splitting round of muskets shattered the peace once again, the pirates having taken up arms again, their chants and energy finding fresh renewal, a final burst towards the finish line in mind.

	Amy should have seen the surge coming, but the alcohol had numbed her attention to detail, and within seconds, they were swept up in a flood of bodies. They struggled with their drinks, spilling the contents as they tried to link arms, a strong desire to stay together. The momentum of the masses was strong, tossing them around like a poorly made raft down a set of rapids. A small gap quickly became a gulf, Amy reaching out in vain, trying to overcome forces that were too great to conquer. A feared separation from Marianne was fast becoming fact.

	‘Leah,’ shouted Amy. ‘Leah!’

	Marianne’s grimace was quickly swallowed up by a wide canvas of unknown faces, her searing eyes lost among a sea of people as taller bodies swept around them. James disappeared from sight, then Tori a few seconds later. 

	Amy pushed hard in Marianne’s direction, but it was like swimming against a rip, her legs exhausted, natural attrition steering her off to one side. Out on the edges and the pace was slower. She searched for some height advantage; a small ledge or steps up to a house. 

	An opportunity appeared and she climbed, a chance to turn and stare out across this surging sea of heads. ‘Leah!’ she bellowed above the guns and the singing. 

	A head turned, a blur that resembled Marianne — Amy couldn’t be sure. An arm lifted, a wave of sorts.

	‘Meet me at the square,’ hollered Amy, her hands cupped around her mouth like a megaphone. 

	Marianne’s face looked confused. 

	Amy held her phone up in the air. ‘Call me,’ she mouthed, but it was too late, as the crowd swept left, around a corner and out of sight.

	Amy lowered her body to the step and sat, her heart racing, knowing full well the difficulties of the task ahead. They had bumped into each other in a supermarket, on the other side of the world; that had been a miracle. Finding her again tonight would take another act of God.
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	10.59pm, Saturday, 1 August 2018

	Pollença

	 

	Amy ushered her fatigued body into the busy town square, a simple perimeter of double-storey buildings allowing the starry night to impose itself upon proceedings. Children played games around the feet of parents, older adults resting on stone walls, everyone keenly waiting for the fireworks to begin. Amy prayed that she would find Marianne.

	The sounds of an orchestra suddenly burst through the crowds. Amy looked toward the arched entrance of the cobblestoned piazza, a large stage to its left, a group of twenty or so musicians in folding chairs upon it, bows drawn across strings, horns blaring. A blast of explosions filled the sky in a beautifully-choregraphed symphony of sound and colour.

	Amy weaved between the enthralled on-lookers — the fireworks weren’t of interest to her, eyes focused sharply on their faces — trails of light reflecting off her paint-splashed and sweat-covered skin. She searched the square for the entirety of the musical accompaniment, in all a twenty-minute extravaganza. The music for her was a soundtrack to despair, every minute that passed like an hour of sadness, her shoulders heavy, her mind a thrashing sea of emotions.

	The music faded, and the piazza was quickly flushed of tired and weary humans. Amy couldn’t leave, not yet, so she took refuge on a bench in a quiet corner. She was angry and scared. Mad that she had lost contact so easily, and fearful for where Marianne had ended up. She considered this place her island and she chastised herself for not keeping her friend safe. She pulled a mobile phone from her pocket and dialled, putting the phone on speaker, holding it like a microphone.

	‘Es tarde, bebe,’ answered a voice. It is late, baby. ‘Donde estas?’ Where are you?

	‘Sorry, Antonio. I’m still in Pollença.’

	‘Is everything okay?’

	‘I’ve lost Leah … I mean Marianne.’

	‘She’s a bright girl. She can look after herself.’

	‘She looked scared. The parade was crazy. Different.’

	‘She has travelled across the world. She will be fine.’

	‘I feel responsible.’

	‘You are not her mother.’

	His choice of words made her grimace. ‘Please don’t tease me.’

	‘I wasn’t.’ The quiet pause that followed was uncomfortable for them both. ‘Have you been drinking?’

	‘Yes, but that’s not affecting my judgement.’

	‘You sound tired then,’ suggested Antonio. ‘Please don’t drive home.’

	‘What else can I do?’

	‘Stay with my cousin, Javier. He lives in Pollença. I will call him.’

	‘Are you sure?’

	‘Yes. He is a policeman and will understand your concern.’

	‘Really? He can help me?’

	‘Of course. His wife will be very happy to see you too. She loves listening to your accent.’ 

	‘I’ve met them before?’

	‘Mum’s sixtieth birthday party.’

	A smirk burst from between her lips. ‘I don’t remember.’

	‘I have a big family. Tis okay.’ And it was true. Keeping track of all his cousins, aunties and uncles was a complicated business and something Amy had never mastered.

	‘I love you,’ she mumbled.

	‘I love you too, baby. I’ll text you his address. Where are you now?’

	‘In the main square.’

	‘Good, their place is not far from there. Call me when you arrive.’

	‘I will.’

	She kissed the phone and hung up, her gaze taken by the orchestra as they packed away their instruments and chairs. The smiles on their faces and the celebratory handshakes told her it had been a good night for them. Amy’s slumped form, alone on a bench, was in stark contrast, and she felt lower than she had for a long time.

	 

	Amy woke with a start, throwing the bed covers off and almost jumping to her feet. She looked down, confused to see that last night’s clothes were still on her. Then she hurried from the room.

	Javier, who was a few years older than Antonio, sat at the kitchen table, coffee in front of him. Valentina, a few years younger, washed dishes at the sink.

	Amy burst in. ‘What happened?’

	‘Buenos dias, Imay,’ said Javier. Good morning, Amy.

	‘Good morning.’ Valentina smiled.

	‘Is she here?’ pleaded Amy as she threw herself into a seat opposite Javier.

	‘No.’ A pause. ‘Has she called or messaged you since last night?’ 

	‘My phone,’ she said, panicked, patting her pockets. ‘I haven’t even checked it.’ Amy rushed from the room.

	Javier and Valentina looked at each other with concern. ‘Her accent is much thicker than I remember,’ said Javier.

	‘I’ll cook her some eggs,’ said Valentina.

	‘And make her a coffee.’

	‘That’s your job.’

	Javier shrugged, before getting slowly to his feet.

	Amy’s sulky form stepped back into the kitchen, phone in her hand as she flicked through her apps. She sat back down staring at the screen.

	Javier and Valentina waited. 

	‘Any news?’ asked Javier finally.

	Amy put her phone face down on the table. ‘Nothing.’ Her head was bowed.

	‘Is okay. Javier will help you find her,’ said Valentina, a quick nod to her husband.

	Javier appeared reluctant, but his wife’s message was clear, and so he relented. ‘We will go for a drive. See if we can see her.’ He tipped a teaspoon of coffee into a white cup. ‘It can be a long night of partying for the young ones. I remember not making it home many times.’ He poured hot water into the cup. ‘Do you have a picture?’

	‘Yes, I do.’ She picked up her phone and flicked through her recent photos. ‘This is probably the best one.’ She slid the phone across the table as Javier returned with a cup and a small jug of milk. Valentina stepped in behind her husband as he sat.

	‘It was taken at the light house yesterday,’ said Amy.

	‘She is beautiful,’ commented Valentina.

	‘A girl who looks like this, is definitely still partying.’ Javier grinned. 

	Valentina gave him a nudge in the back.

	Javier grimaced, before composing himself. ‘Did you have an agreed meet up point?’ he asked. 

	‘The main square.’

	‘So, we will look there first.’

	Amy got to her feet.

	Javier smiled up at her. ‘Let’s finish our coffee first.’

	Valentina playfully swatted her husband with the tea towel. ‘He jokes,’ she said.

	‘What?’ exclaimed Javier. ‘I just made it.’

	 

	A white Fiat Punto weaved down a narrow avenue, litter everywhere, cleaners in bright-orange jackets collecting the rubbish. A few stragglers wandered past, dishevelled and still covered in paint.

	The Punto slid into a parking spot. Javier and Amy climbed out.

	‘This way.’ Javier pointed to the left.

	They walked side by side, the cobbled street littered with empty gun shells.

	‘What was her name again?’ asked Javier.

	‘Leah, but she calls herself Marianne.’

	‘Two names,’ Javier murmured. ‘In my game, that is suspicious.’

	‘She has good reason for the name change.’

	‘Is still unusual.’ A shrug of his shoulders told her he was not convinced.

	‘You must see the worst of people in your job.’

	‘I do.’

	‘Well, my friend has also seen the worst that life has to offer.’

	Javier frowned. ‘Then I apologise. Without coffee, I can be insensitive.’

	An old man with a long grey beard walked towards them, his dog on a lead. 

	‘Buenos dias,’ greeted Javier.

	‘Buenos dias,’ replied the man.

	‘I am looking for a young woman. Maybe you have seen her?’ Javier gestured to Amy, and she held her phone up for the man to see.

	‘Umm, beautiful,’ he smiled. ‘I saw many like her last night.’

	‘And this morning?’

	‘There is a large group still partying.’ The man gestured up the street.

	‘In the square?’ asked Javier.

	‘Yes. They are very noisy. My dog barked at them.’

	Amy sprinted away, not waiting to say thanks.

	‘Thank you.’ Javier bowed.

	They both reached the main square at the same time, the decorations already removed and the stage just an empty shell of scaffolding. On the far side, a group of young people, maybe twenty-five or so. No music, just raised voices, happy, laughing.

	Amy darted off towards them, youth keeping her one step ahead of Javier. She dashed inside their closed loop formation.

	‘Has visto a esta chica?’ Have you seen this girl? She held her phone aloft, the lighthouse photo on screen, moving from person to person.

	A few murmured ‘no’, and then a young girl was pointing.

	‘La vi.’ I saw her. ‘Outside the doughnut shop.’

	‘Cuando?’ asked Amy. When?

	‘An hour ago.’

	‘Was she okay?’

	‘Yes, happy, smiling.’

	‘Was she with anyone?’

	‘A boy, her age. Maybe boyfriend?’

	‘She doesn’t have a boyfriend.’

	‘I think she does now.’ The girl grinned. 

	Laughter followed from some of the others.

	‘This is serious,’ admonished Javier, stepping into the fray. ‘She’s not from here. She might be lost.’

	‘Lost in love.’ The girl smiled again, a streak of bravado.

	Javier flashed his policemen’s badge. The girl’s smile disappeared.

	‘This lady is her mother, and she is very worried, so cut with the funny stuff. We need your help.’

	Amy stared up at Javier, trying to hide her surprise. Did he really think Marianne was her daughter, or was he just looking to ramp up the concern?

	‘I saw her too,’ said a male, slightly older than the others. ‘Near the fountain. Two hours ago.’

	‘Was this same boy with her then too?’

	‘Maybe. They were kissing.’

	‘Thank you,’ said Javier with a simple nod, trying to encourage the others. ‘Anyone else?’

	A younger man stepped forward, camera in his hand. ‘I took this photo.’ He showed them the LCD screen.

	Amy stepped forward. The screen had Marianne in its frame, resting against a wall, her arms entwined around a boy, his back to the camera. ‘It’s her. And I think that might be James.’

	‘Who is James?’ asked Javier.

	‘A Kiwi boy she met earlier.’

	‘Kiwi? What is that?’

	‘He’s from New Zealand. It’s what we call them, like us being Kangaroos.’

	‘Kangaroo?’ He looked very confused.

	‘Forget it.’

	‘Is he a nice boy?’

	‘I knew him for all of one hour.’

	‘Is she safe with him?’

	‘Maybe.’ She looked away. ‘I hope so.’

	Javier looked back at the photographer. ‘Can I have a copy?’

	‘Sure. Pass us your phone.’ Amy did as she was asked, and the boy drop-boxed the photo onto her mobile.

	‘Done,’ he said.

	‘How’d you do that?’ asked Javier.

	‘You cops are always so behind on your tech.’

	‘What was your name anyway?’ Javier asked the boy.

	The boy paused. ‘Carlos.’ He grinned.

	‘Of course, it is,’ Javier said with a smile. 

	Amy wasn’t finished. ‘Do you know where they went? Does anybody know where they may have gone?’

	‘The lookout,’ said a young girl who now joined them. ‘That’s the make-out spot.’

	‘I know it,’ said Javier.

	Another young man looked surprised. ‘You do?’ 

	‘Same spot we used when I was your age.’ Javier chuckled. ‘I reckon my generation started it.’

	‘It’s true. The graffiti on the walls is so old,’ said Carlos, the subtle dig not going missed by Javier.

	‘I think it’s time you all went home,’ announced Javier in a tone that made it clearly more a command than a suggestion. A few of them nodded as he and Amy departed for the lookout.

	They walked up a small avenue, which suddenly opened up before them into a wide-open space with a small garden in the middle. Off to one side was a low stone wall, allowing amazing views across the valley. On the other side stood an imposing entrance to a massive church, its oversized doors dominating the scene.

	‘There’s no one here,’ observed Javier.

	‘I can see that,’ said Amy, a feeling of anxiety creeping up on her.

	‘Look, you head home. I’ll keep looking. Antonio will be getting worried about you.’

	‘Are you able to put out a missing person’s report?’

	‘I’ll let the boys on my beat know we’re looking for her, but she’s not really missing, is she?’

	Her eyed were filled with desperation. ‘I have to make sure she’s okay.’

	Javier put an arm around her shoulders. ‘She’s just having fun, being young. We’ve all done it.’

	Amy shrugged his attentions off and walked towards the view. ‘She’s not like us.’ Her voice was broken, stern, and she stared out across the landscape, her hands on the lip of the stone wall. She had caused this. A concerning pattern was developing.
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	2.00pm, Sunday, 2 August 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	Amy stared out through the windscreen of the SEAT León, rain falling steadily, the wide-open ocean ahead of her, its white caps symbolic of the turmoil within her mind. Antonio sat in the driver’s seat beside her, the silence between them clearly preying on his mind. Amy pushed the car door open and stepped out.

	Antonio followed her lead. ‘Would you like me to come inside with you?’ He spoke across the roof of the car.

	Amy shook her head, droplets of rain deflecting around her.

	‘If she’s not inside,’ said Antonio, ‘then I’m sure she’s still all right. Our island is very safe.’

	‘It’s also very big.’

	‘Filled with kind-hearted people.’

	Amy stared at the man she trusted most in the world. ‘She should have been safe in Kilgarry too.’

	‘Kilgarry? What happened to her there?’

	‘Me. I happened to her.’ Amy could feel her self-worth imploding. ‘She should have been untouchable; protected. Surrounded by family, people she’d known all her life.’

	‘But she wasn’t?’

	Amy shook her head. ‘No, she wasn’t.’ She had to steady herself against the door, the rain beginning to dampen her clothes.

	Antonio hurried around to her side of the car, moving to support her. ‘You’ve always carried this sadness, and I can’t begin to understand what you’ve both been through, but it’s not healthy to continue beating yourself up about it all the time.

	Amy pushed him away. ‘I can do whatever I want. It’s my story, not yours.’ She slammed the car door shut. ‘It was my idea to go to that goddamn pirate festival,’ she continued. ‘What was I thinking?’

	‘We go every year.’

	‘Yes, and you always make sure I get home safe. You! Not me.’

	Antonio looked lost for words, his hair dripping wet.

	‘I failed her again,’ beseeched Amy. ‘How could I ever dream of having children if I can’t even look after a full-grown adult?’

	‘Don’t do this, Imay,’ pleaded Antonio. ‘Don’t make it about us.’

	‘It’s always about us. I’m obviously not meant to be a mother. I’ve failed every test I’ve been set.’

	‘It doesn’t work like that.’

	‘Who says?’

	‘It’s our God-given right to bear children,’ demanded Antonio, his arms tensed by his side, fists clenched.

	‘Like it was Edward’s God-given right to mess around with his only daughter.’

	‘Who is Edward?’

	‘A man, just like you. Same gender, same desires.’

	‘My desire is for you only!’

	‘How do I know that? ‘

	‘Because it’s what I say. It’s how I feel, in here.’ He thumped his chest.

	‘What’s to say we won’t mess our own kids up too?’

	‘How dare you even suggest that. We are good people.’ He looked angry.

	Amy could sense his growing resentment. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just how I feel.’

	 ‘You must believe in us,’ pleaded Antonio, his hands in prayer.

	‘I don’t know what I believe anymore,’ poured Amy before sprinting away through the rain and up the stone path towards the muleta.

	‘Imay,’ cried Antonio.

	She ignored his call, her stripped-back emotions driving her in through the front door. The dining area was all shadows, several beams of light bursting in through gaps in the windows. A small group of hikers sat at one of long tables eating lunch. They looked up at Amy.

	‘Disculpe,’ she said. Excuse me. She paused to breathe, as small droplets of water fell to the floor below her. ‘I’m looking for Marianne Ballatto. She’s twenty years old. She was staying here.’ She spoke in bursts.

	A few heads shook from side to side. ‘No.’

	‘I haven’t seen her,’ responded a man.

	‘But you know of her?’ asked Amy, an air of desperation.

	‘Can’t say I do,’ he replied. ‘I only arrived here yesterday.’

	‘Has anyone been here longer than the one night?’ she added, slightly panicked, brushing strands of wet hair off her forehead.

	No response.

	‘Can I look upstairs?’

	‘Fine with me.’ The man shrugged. 

	The others just nodded, concern etched across their faces.

	Amy dashed towards the narrow staircase in the centre of the dining area, bounding up the wooden steps.

	Upstairs was one large room with many beds, a huge open space resembling an evacuation centre. She scanned the room for Marianne’s backpack and spotted something similar on a bed off to one side. She hurried over for a closer look, a red Vans cap laid out upon a blue sleeping bag. The cream shawl Marianne had worn in the supermarket was draped over the bedhead.

	A tear slid down Amy’s cheek, as a huge sense of relief settled through her. Sleep deprivation had thrown a sense of doubt over Marianne’s existence here in Mallorca. Her mind starting to question whether her arrival here had all been an illusion. The proof in front of her was incredibly comforting, and she took a seat on the bed knowing that Marianne had been here and was real. She lifted the Vans cap off the mattress and placed it on her head. She closed her eyes, searching for a direct link to Leah.

	‘Donde estas?’ she whispered. Where are you?
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	8.45pm, Monday, 3 August 2018

	El Pirata

	 

	The family restaurant was heaving, every table full, both inside and out. Amy approached the bar, her pirate-inspired waitress uniform an awkward reminder of the festival.

	‘Is that for table five,’ she asked wearily of an older man behind the bar.

	‘Si,’ he replied, furnishing the beer with a deep foam head and lowering it to the counter. ‘You look tired, Imay.’

	‘I’m fine, Augustine.’ Amy still hadn’t heard from Marianne, and unable to eat, she looked weak and withdrawn. Work though gave her some respite from the hours of waiting, so she grabbed the glass handle and turned.

	‘Go easy on yourself,’ advised Augustine as Amy trudged her way through the labyrinth of tables. 

	The front door eased open ahead of her, and Amy looked up towards a face she knew. 

	It was Marianne with James at her side their hands clasped. 

	Amy stopped and stared as her ex-student rushed up to greet her.

	‘We’ve had the most incredible two days,’ Marianne gushed, moving in to hug her friend.

	Amy thrust out her free hand, fending off Marianne’s advances like she was playing a game of rugby. 

	Marianne froze, confusion crossing her face.

	‘Where have you been?’ implored Amy.

	‘Everywhere,’ replied Marianne, trying to remain positive. ‘I feel like I’ve seen the whole island.’

	‘While I’ve been beside myself with worry.’

	Tables of customers watched on.

	‘Worried?’ responded Marianne. ‘But I was with James the whole time.’

	‘How was I to know that?’ James seemingly didn’t know where to look. ‘And anyway, I’d known him all of sixty minutes. Hardly enough time to build up any trust.’

	‘He looked after me,’ defended Marianne. ‘He’s one of the good ones.’

	Amy laughed. ‘Like your radar’s any good.’ It was a jibe that she instantly regretted.

	Marianne looked at the ground.

	‘You were swept off by a bunch of pirates,’ drove Amy. ‘I saw fear in your eyes.’

	‘I was scared. I didn’t want to lose you.’

	‘But you did, and I was left to wonder what had happened. I scoured the town, hardly slept. Why didn’t you call me?’

	‘My phone ran out of charge. You knew that.’

	‘And James, does he have a phone?’

	James looked sheepish.

	‘Yes,’ said Marianne.

	‘So, you could’ve used that?’

	‘I didn’t know your number.’

	‘You could’ve tracked me down, that is if you’d wanted to. The port is a small place. You know my surname, this restaurant. It wouldn’t have been difficult.’

	‘I didn’t think you’d be this mad.’

	‘I’m not mad, I’m furious!’ Amy heaved the glass she carried forward, throwing beer all over Marianne, soaking both her face and dress. 

	The watching customers gasped.

	Marianne looked shocked, staying still as liquid fell, drips hitting the ground. She took a breath, found her voice and stepped forward. ‘You did the same thing to me eight years ago,’ she seethed, a finger pointed at Amy’s chest. ‘You disappeared without giving me a second thought.’ She took another step closer, a mix of intimidation and anger.

	Amy took her on. ‘That was different. I had to leave. I was forced to stay quiet.’

	‘I was forced to do a lot of things too. Things I don’t care to remember,’ Marianne replied with venom.

	Antonio’s parents watched anxiously from behind the bar.

	‘I tried to stop it,’ protested Amy.

	‘Yeah, sure, but you never once came looking for me.’

	‘I was so young, Leah.’

	‘My name’s Marianne!’ she shouted, her face filled with disgust. ‘I’m even younger than you were back then, and I was able to find you.’

	‘What, here at the restaurant?’

	‘No!’ said Marianne. ‘Here in Mallorca.’

	Amy’s mouth was open. ‘What do you mean? You said this was all just a coincidence?’

	‘That’s what I wanted you to think.’

	‘That’s not what happened?’

	‘No! My dad had you tracked years ago, and I found out. I wanted to see you again, thought you could help me.’

	‘You came all this way to see me?’

	‘I wanted to know what had become of the woman who hung me out to dry.’

	‘Oh my God.’ Amy was shaking. ‘I don’t feel safe around you anymore.’

	‘Good,’ seethed Marianne. ‘I’m glad you know how it feels to be scared, to be alone with people you assumed cared about you. It’s a pretty shit feeling, hey.’

	Amy started crying. ‘Can you please leave, Leah?’

	‘It would be my pleasure.’ Marianne took one step closer. ‘And for the last bloody time, my name is Marianne. You helped kill Leah a long, long time ago!’ She turned and left, James following her out through the front door.

	‘Que esta pasando?’ asked Augustine as he stepped in beside Amy. What’s going on?

	‘Ya no lo se,’ whispered Amy. I don’t know anymore. She felt her legs go as she collapsed to the floor, Augustine catching her just before she hit the ground. He held her tight, the customers on the tables near them flooding in to help — a scene of confusion and high emotion. Today had been eight years in the making, and Amy had finally hit rock bottom.
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	11.23pm, Tuesday, 4 August, 2018

	Antonio’s Apartment

	 

	Amy was curled up on her bed, head on a pillow, eyes open. 

	Antonio walked in with a cup of tea. ‘Hola, bebe.’ Hello, baby.

	Amy lolled her head in his direction.

	He smiled. ‘Hice un poco de te.’ I made some tea.

	Amy hauled herself into a seating position. ‘Gracias, carino.’ Thanks, honey.

	‘I’ve made you some breakfast too,’ explained Antonio. ‘The doctor said you must eat.’

	‘I know. I was silly to starve myself like that.’ A sigh.

	‘You wanted control. I understand.’ He placed the cup on the side table.

	‘It just made matters worse though. I’m getting good at that.’

	‘This history you have explained to me, it is big. It will take time.’

	‘I’m so relieved. You knowing what happened means my secret is out. I can talk about it with you, look for answers.’

	‘Thank you for trusting me.’

	He leaned in and kissed her, a knock on the front door interrupting them.

	‘Are we expecting someone?’ Amy asked.

	‘No,’ answered Antonio, his face serious. He headed to the front door, opening it to reveal Marianne standing there, alone, tears in her eyes.

	‘Hello, Marianne.’

	‘I need to apologise to Amy.’

	‘She is resting.’

	‘I didn’t mean what I said.’

	‘What’s done is done,’ said Antonio.

	Amy shuffled up the hallway behind him. ‘It’s okay.’

	‘The doctor said you should rest,’ complained Antonio. ‘Maybe we do this tomorrow?’

	‘It can’t wait,’ said Amy. ‘It is more important than anyone else can ever understand.’ She smiled. ‘Come in, Marianne.’

	The women took a seat on either end of the lounge suite. 

	Marianne was still distraught, her emotions running wild. ‘I’m ashamed of myself. I acted so badly yesterday.’

	‘Yesterday was a small part of our journey. You coming here, seeing me again, it was never going to be easy, for either of us. It’s like me still calling you Leah. I know your wishes, but I’m stubborn to change. Forgetful. For that I am very sorry.’

	‘I’m the one who needs to apologise.’

	‘Just coming here shows great bravery and regret.’ Amy smiled. ‘So, what do we do now?’

	‘I’ve decided to leave the island.’

	‘What?’

	‘I’m walking the track to Deia tomorrow, alone. I think we’ve both done all we can for now. I need to leave you and your family in peace.’

	‘Please stay, just a little longer.’

	‘I can’t. You came here to get away from the past. I had no right to steal your sanctuary away from you.’

	‘I’m glad you came. This is all unfinished business for me too. Running away from Australia solved nothing. I’ve been drowning in our shared history ever since. You coming here has started a whole new chapter, like the conclusion to our story, a chance to really heal.’

	Marianne swallowed. ‘There’s more. I’m flying back to Australia. I booked a flight from Barcelona, a week from today.’

	‘I thought you still had more countries to see?’

	‘Dad’s been accused of sexual assault. The police want to interview me.’

	‘Oh my God! Who was it?’

	‘It’s the backpackers he hires as farm hands, to help with shearing time. They are saying he’s been abusing them as well as the visa system that allows them to work in the country.’

	‘He could be in a lot of trouble then. Especially with his history.’

	Marianne was quiet at first, then she spoke. ‘The police don’t know about me. I never pressed charges.’

	Amy stayed quiet, a need to listen without comment.

	‘So, it’s their word against his, at the moment. That’s what Tye told me yesterday morning.’ She paused. ‘I’m still processing it all. I tried to ignore it, but I guess that was just another mistake. I think this news was probably behind those horrible words I said to you yesterday.’

	‘That makes a lot of sense,’ accepted Amy, considering her next words carefully. ‘So, are you going back to help them, or him?’

	‘I don’t know, it’s confusing. I’m not sure why I’m going back. Tye asked me to, and I said yes.’ She paused. ‘I’ve been in therapy for years, changed my name, and cut all contact off with my father, but the rest of the family keep hounding me like I owe him something.’

	‘Do any of them know about what went on between you two?’

	‘No.’

	Amy sighed.

	‘I know one thing for sure,’ continued Marianne. ‘I need to see my psychologist. This trip hasn’t all gone as planned.’

	‘I understand, and for what it’s worth I think that’s a good idea.’

	‘That means a lot to me. To have you in my corner, whatever I decide.’

	‘You sure we can’t spend one more day together,’ pleaded Amy.

	Marianne felt the pull of friendship. ‘You sure you’re up to it?’

	‘I’m not letting you go without a fight. Let’s do lunch? Tomorrow?’

	‘Okay.’

	Amy smiled. ‘I’ll pick you up from the muleta at eleven am sharp. Just the two of us. The restaurant is up that way. Dress for a hike, followed by a nice lunch, then a swim.’

	‘That’s a confusing wardrobe selection.’

	‘Trust me. It’ll be worth the effort.’

	‘I’m sold.’ 

	They stood and hugged. 

	Compassion shone from Marianne’s eyes. ‘You rest up, okay?’

	Amy nodded. 

	Marianne smiled as Antonio escorted her to the front door.

	Antonio returned to find Amy standing, staring out the small panes of the French doors. ‘Everything okay?’

	‘I need to make a call.’ She grabbed her mobile off the table and stepped out through the doors. She rested on the railing and dialled, putting the phone on speaker. It rang three times.

	‘WA Federal Police. How can I help you?’

	‘Hello, I need to speak to someone about putting in a historic Mandatory Report.’ Amy spoke calmly and carefully.

	‘Is it in relation to a case that is currently running.’

	‘Yes. The sexual abuse case against Edward Hargreaves.’

	‘I’ll put you through to one of our detectives.’

	‘Thanks.’ Amy stared up at the lighthouse. Her heart was racing, but her mind was as quiet as a pond. She knew this was right and honourable. It felt like a clearing of the decks, a chance to make up for past errors. This time she wouldn’t allow others to derail her.
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	11.30am, Wednesday, 5 August 2018

	Port de Soller

	 

	Amy and Marianne walked through a small grove of olive trees, both girls wearing trainers, shorts and singlets. Amy carried a small black backpack, draped across her shoulders.

	‘I’ve got plenty of water, so if you’re thirsty, just ask,’ explained Amy.

	‘Thanks.’ Marianne looked around. ‘Where’s the restaurant?’

	‘Way down there,’ said Amy, pointing down through the bush. ‘Sa Foradada is a very popular restaurant, with a rich history involving an Archduke and a local family. It draws in both romantics and food lovers.’

	‘This is the kind of place I never would have found by myself,’ accepted Marianne.

	‘It took me and Antonio two years to find it, and he was born here.’

	The gravel path they were on meandered towards a viewing deck, the ground paved with marble, polished smooth by millions of eager feet.

	Marianne stared out across the water, this clifftop observation point producing outrageous views of the horizon. ‘This is as far removed from Kilgarry as you can get.’

	‘Yes, and so are we, thank God.’ Amy’s words struck a chord. ‘I used to come here a lot. Usually at sunset.’

	Marianne peered over the edge, water crashing on rocks over one hundred metres below. ‘I’d be too scared to stand here by myself. It’s so slippery.’

	Amy gazed over at Marianne. ‘That was part of the appeal.’

	Marianne turned, and they’re eyes met.

	Amy spoke first. ‘I think it’s important that I share something with you.’

	‘Okay.’

	‘Antonio has asked me to marry him several times, and each time I’ve said no.’ She paused allowing the words to sink in. ‘We’ve also been trying to have a baby for the last year or so, and it’s not happening. I never thought it would all be so difficult, but I realise now that I haven’t been in a great place mentally.’

	‘I didn’t know.’

	‘Of course, you didn’t. Only Antonio and I know the difficulties we have faced.’

	‘It’s good to have someone to share these things with.’

	‘It is, and I should have shared more with him. Sometimes my mind would go into a spiral, and I’d think about coming here … and sometimes I wanted to just step over the edge and disappear.’

	Marianne lifted a hand to her mouth.

	‘Antonio followed me here one day. He was worried, and he had good right to be. It was last year, the anniversary of your birthday, and I just woke up feeling so goddamn guilty.’

	‘It wasn’t your fault.’

	‘No, but I could have stopped it.’

	‘Does Antonio know what happened to me?’

	‘He does now. I told him yesterday. He was completely in the dark before that.’

	‘Must have been hard for him, not knowing?’

	‘Yes, he said as much. Often wondered what was behind some of my darkest days.’ Amy stopped, took a breath. ‘So, it all came to a head one morning. We’d been out the night before with friends, and I think the hangover and the anniversary combined sent me into a place I couldn’t wrestle my way out of. I went for my run, but that only made it worse. He found me here and actually had to talk me off this ledge.’ She patted the top of the wall. ‘I saw a doctor after that, and he diagnosed me with a form of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. I shared our history with him, and he understood everything. Helped me work out what the triggers were, gave me some therapies and a few drugs that could alleviate the symptoms. Knowing what you’re suffering from is everything.’

	‘Did it help?’

	‘Absolutely. I felt fresher, even thought it would help me get pregnant , but no.’ She swallowed and looked over at Marianne. ‘I still feel unworthy of motherhood.’

	‘You’d make a great mum.’ 

	They held hands. 

	‘I’m so sorry you got caught up in my story,’ said Marianne.

	‘It’s our story now. You didn’t put your hand up to be abused.’ 

	‘We’ve both had our battles then, hey?’

	‘Yes, we have, and that’s one of the reasons I wanted to bring you here,’ Amy explained. ‘To let you know you haven’t battled this alone.’ 

	They hugged. 

	‘Let’s walk,’ Amy suggested. 

	They began the descent, further down the gravel track.

	‘Do you talk to your psychologist much?’ asked Amy.

	‘Every week. We did a lot of work on what she calls “Narrative Therapy”. It’s about reclaiming the events of a life and repairing them in a way that is personal to you.’

	‘It’s a testament to your strength that you’re able to do that. I hope this court case doesn’t force you to rehash it all.’

	‘What will be, will be. I’ve often told myself this. You can’t change the past, but you can change your future. I’m twenty now. My future is in my hands, and I’m choosing to live my life the way I want to.’

	They walked in silence for a while, the track narrowing, the rocks on either side becoming more jagged. Amy took the lead, the path meandering between a small group of apple trees, the trail weaving a scenic path through shrubs and undergrowth. A goat watched them pass, resting in the shade of a rocky overhang, chewing the dry brown grass surrounding it.

	The sun was now at its peak, the day heating up. 

	Marianne stopped and removed her singlet, a black bikini top underneath. Amy shuffled the bag off her shoulder and took out two bottles of water.

	‘So, what did you think when you read the narrative for the first time?’ asked Marianne.

	Amy handed her one of the drink bottles and explained everything as they walked, from the moment she first saw the neat writing to her encounter with Hargreaves in the bakery. 

	 A hairpin corner slowed them down to a gentle crawl, the loose stones and steep trajectory needing all their concentration.

	‘So, if you knew they weren’t going to listen,’ asked Marianne, ‘why didn’t you just go to the police?’

	Amy swallowed, strong emotions stirring in her chest. ‘By the time I was ready to put in a report, the police came for me, late at night. They helped me pack some clothes, then drove me to Geraldton.’

	‘But you hadn’t done anything wrong.’

	‘Like I said, your dad’s influence knew no bounds. I believe they were working on orders from either him or Principal Barlow.’

	‘Because of what I wrote?’

	‘Yes. It would’ve had a profound effect on the town. I don’t think they were ready for that.’

	They turned another corner, the roof of the restaurant peeking out from the cliff, a structure built into the rock face, its split-level construction hovering just metres above the water. There was a fork in the road ahead of them, with two paths to choose from, each one cut from stone. The first led down, a zig-zagging track towards the sheltered inlet below. The other one led them up and into So Foradada itself.

	‘It’s just beautiful here,’ said Marianne. ‘I can see why it’s one of your favourite places in the world.’

	‘Yours too now, I hope.’ Amy spoke with an encouraging smile. She led them through a gate and into the restaurant. It was obviously built with the fair weather of the Mediterranean in mind, walls and roof open to the elements, the earth cradling it from within.

	A young maître d’ smiled from behind a wooden lectern. ‘Buenas tardes, tiene reserva?’ Good afternoon, do you have a booking?

	‘Si, la hacemos,’ Amy replied. Yes, we do. ‘Senore Hansen.’

	The man perused the book on the desk. ‘Si. Come.’ 

	They followed him past several tables, all of them filled with guests. The kitchen was off to their right, three chefs working around a large wood fire, electricity not an option way down here.

	They navigated a set of wooden steps, down onto a balcony built from roughly shorn planks of local wood, the ocean visible between the narrow gaps in the floor. Their table was beside a simple wire and wood railing, all of it secured against the hardy trees that sprouted from the rocky precipices below. It certainly wasn’t fancy, but the ingenuity on show was inspiring in its simplicity.

	The girls sat opposite one another, a cool breeze blowing in off the sea. The maître d’ placed two menus on their table, bowed and left.

	‘This is unbelievable,’ gushed Marianne. ‘Can the food even stack up to this location?’

	‘It beats it.’ Amy beamed at her.

	‘No way.’

	‘Yes way!’ 

	They laughed, an overflowing of joy.

	‘It is so nice to be hanging out with another Australian,’ Amy admitted. ‘I’ve missed our special sense of humour.’ 

	A waiter stepped in beside their table. ‘Excuse me, are you ready to order.’

	Marianne looked up at him. ‘Pedro?’

	He too looked surprised. ‘Marianne?’

	‘You work here?’

	‘Yes, in the summer.’ He looked at Amy. ‘I am happy to see you found each other.’

	‘You’re the boy who took the photograph,’ said Amy.

	‘Yes.’

	‘I thought your name was Carlos …’ Amy inquired.

	He grinned. ‘Never trust the police.’ This distrust of authority ran like water through all the countries of southern Europe, more a philosophy than an attitude of menace.

	A chilled bottle of white wine arrived soon after they’d ordered and they clinked their full glasses.

	‘To us.’ Marianne smiled.

	‘To us,’ agreed Amy, and they drank.

	‘If we had phone reception, I’d be posting this on Facebook straightaway,’ said Marianne.

	‘That’s a bonus then, isn’t it?’

	‘Yes,’ Marianne remembered. ‘No interruptions from my crazy family.’

	Their seafood paella arrived promptly, Pedro resting a large cast iron saucepan on a small table beside them, its blackened sides almost overflowing with seafood and rice. He used a large wooden spoon to scoop out a portion each, which he deposited on their plates. He selected two extra portions of prawns and rested them on top, clearly making sure his presentation skills were on song. He left the spoon resting in the saucepan, bowed and left.

	Marianne took her first taste. ‘You were right. It’s sensational.’

	‘I’m glad.’

	Marianne took a sip of wine and returned her glass to the table. ‘Do you mind if we talk more,’ she asked, ‘about Kilgarry, about what happened?’

	‘No, of course not,’ replied Amy.

	‘When you left, I’m pretty sure that’s when Dad’s unwanted attentions stopped. The start of the new year came and I was shipped off to boarding school, far from his tentacles. So, in bringing it to the attention of so many others, he probably felt more under the magnifying glass than ever.’

	‘It’s good to hear that.’

	‘Your actions definitely had a positive effect on my life.’

	‘It still wasn’t enough. Not in my mind. All I did was help cover it up. He’s still a free man.’

	‘Yes, but I’m okay with that. I’m here, aren’t I, laughing, smiling, alive.’

	‘That’s just it, though … Seeing you like this, so happy and so vibrant, it’s almost like those paper pushers back home, Barlow included, would see their decisions as a win.’

	‘That’s their problem. I would have pressed charges myself, otherwise.’

	‘You shouldn’t have to put yourself through that. The onus shouldn’t be on you to take action. It should be on them.’

	‘What’s done is done, Amy, and like I said, I’ve moved on. You did what you could. That’s really what I came here to find out.’ She eased a piece of fish into her mouth.

	‘But the court case, the backpackers,’ said Amy, shaking her head. ‘His offending hasn’t stopped.’

	Marianne nodded. ‘That’s the one thing that’s been gnawing at me too.’

	‘We can help them. We can prove a pattern of abuse.’

	‘But will they believe us?’

	‘They have too.’ Amy could see the weight of it all falling on Marianne’s shoulders. She wanted to share the burden. ‘I’ve decided to return to Australia with you,’ said Amy.

	‘That’s a nice to offer, but I can fly home by myself.’

	‘I’m going to be a witness against your father.’

	‘What?’

	‘I called the Australian police yesterday. Straight after you told me about the farm hands. They want me to testify.’

	‘What happened between my father and me took place eight years ago. Surely it can’t still be used in court?’

	‘It can.’ Amy was excited for them both and wanted this news to be a positive. ‘I’m putting in a historic Mandatory Report. That document will provide them with the legality upon which I can be called to present this new evidence.’

	Marianne leant back in her chair. ‘I’m not sure how I feel about this.’

	‘The detective said the farm hands’ case was very weak and that it might not even get past the first day. The judge might even throw it out. They need us.’

	‘I’m not sure I can or want to do this. I’ve spent my whole life keeping it all in, because it was easier that letting it all out. That was my decision, and now you want to change all that?’

	‘I think it will help?’

	‘Help who?’

	Amy stayed quiet. She knew what Marianne was getting at.

	‘Is this about you making yourself feel better?’ asked Marianne.

	‘I just want to be of use. Make a difference by doing what I was too weak to finish before.’

	‘That time has been and gone. This is the present and look around us. It’s pretty damn good. We’re both in good places.’ A breath. ‘Now you want to go and mess it all up.’

	‘But those young women, they need us to back up their story.’

	‘Like I needed you!’ Marianne’s face was turning red with rage.

	‘Yes. Like you needed me.’ Amy lost her grasp on the cutlery, sending both knife and fork clattering against the plate. She looked down at the plate, then back to her friend. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.’

	Marianne hadn’t taken a breath since her last word, her face turning redder with everything second. She opened her mouth and let out a blood curdling scream.

	The other guests stared wide-eyed at the two of them, the whole restaurant, staff included stopped in their tracks. Marianne’s scream echoed against the rocks below, before an overwhelming silence washed over them. No one moved. 

	Marianne could feel their stares, regretting the action of putting herself at the centre of such a negative display of attention. 

	Amy placed a hand on her friend’s forearm, trying to settle her, but Marianne threw it off, standing so quickly that her chair tipped over and tumbled to the floor.

	‘Don’t touch me!’ she shouted, before storming off, up the steps and past the kitchen, going out the same way she’d come in.

	Amy watched her go, unsure of what to do. This was her fault. She watched Marianne march out past the gate and down the stone-cut steps towards the inlet below.

	The guests followed the drama like it was a reality tv show. Amy felt rooted to the spot. This had been such a private affair, but it was now being played out in public. 

	This dichotomy wasn’t a happy one. Was this a warning for the future?
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	2.45pm, Wednesday, 5 August 2018

	Sa Foradada

	 

	Amy lost sight of Marianne behind an outcrop of rocks, forcing her to her feet, breaking the shackles of inaction. She was met at the steps by Pedro.

	‘Todo bien, Senora?’ he asked. Everything okay?

	She looked up at him, eyes red, face flushed. ‘Not really. Can I just settle the bill, please?’

	‘Of course.’ He paused. ‘Marianne, is very angry, yes?’

	‘Si.’ Amy’s tone was clear and flat.

	‘Is there anything else I can do to help.’

	‘No. Just the bill, please.’

	He looked left and right then back to Amy. ‘Is fine,’ he said quietly. ‘Just go. Be with her.’

	Pedro didn’t wait for her to accept his offer, he just stepped past and started clearing the table.

	Amy looked back at him. ‘Gracias,’ she said.

	He gave a little turn of his head and smiled. ‘Go.’

	Amy ran as fast as she could, through the restaurant, down the steps and around the rocky outcrop. She spotted Marianne on a boulder, sitting very close to the water, waves crashing at her dangling feet, drenching her in white water. The noise of the ocean was almost overwhelming.

	Marianne sensed her arrival and turned to glare at her. ‘Leave me alone!’ she hollered above the din.

	‘I can’t,’ shouted Amy. ‘I love you. Like a sister, like a mother, like a true friend.’

	‘I should never have come here.’ Marianne lifted her legs, tucking her knees hard into her chest.

	‘We’re closer now to a happy ending than we’ve ever been before.’

	Marianne peered over as Amy carefully climbed the wet rocks. ‘I already had my happy ending.’

	‘I know that now, but this case with the farm hands was always going to blow it all wide open again. Your father needs to be made accountable.’ Amy took a step closer. ‘Let’s go back together. Make him pay for what he did to you and those other young girls.’ Her words were chosen carefully.

	‘I’m not sure I’m strong enough.’

	‘You’re a survivor, Marianne, an inspiration to us all. And you won’t be doing it alone this time. I’ll be there with you, every step of the way.’

	Marianne’s sobs started rocking her back and forth. Amy took a dose of white wash as she leant forward, wrapping both arms around her friend, a gentle embrace that spoke of their shared pain. 

	They stayed that way for a long time, both women crying for all that they had lost over the years. It felt like a torrent of emotions, a power far greater than the waves cascading down on them. They didn’t know it then, but they were already preparing their bodies and minds for the trials that were to come.
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	1.00am, Friday, 7 August 2018

	El Pirata

	 

	El Pirata was empty, yet the smell of food and alcohol lingered. The tables were clean and the floor moped, tiles still slightly wet. Amy and Antonio had given his parents the night off, a gesture of thanks for the understanding they had shown as Amy’s life became more complicated. All the kitchen staff had gone too, leaving the two of them alone in the restaurant.

	‘Oven’s clean,’ said Amy, stepping through a set of swinging doors.

	‘Time for a drink then,’ suggested Antonio as he put the last of the clean glasses away. ‘Just like our first night together.’ He lifted a freshly made margarita onto the countertop.

	‘You know my weakness.’ Amy smiled.

	‘I do.’ He grinned.

	‘You going to try and seduce me again as well?’

	‘Maybe.’ He stepped around the front, and they both took up a stool at the bar.

	‘A toast.’ They raised their glasses. 

	‘To your Australian trip,’ Antonio said.  

	They clinked and drank.

	Amy couldn’t help but experience a little sadness. ‘I’ll only be gone a couple of weeks. It’s all I could last away from you.’

	‘However long it is, I support your decision.’

	‘I hate the idea of not waking up next to you every day.’

	‘I feel the same.’ Antonio took her hand in his. ‘Just promise me you’ll come back.’ 

	Amy’s heart almost broke there and then, such was the desperation in his eyes. ‘Of course, I promise. I love you so much. I know there’s been a lot of other stuff happening lately, and it’s getting in the way of us, and I know that time away is going to make that even more uncomfortable, but I will be a better woman for this trip. And maybe one day, a better wife, or mother … even.’

	‘I’d love that.’

	‘Going home will bring me closure. A feeling that what happened eight years ago isn’t something I’m going to have to drag around for the rest of my life.’

	‘Has it been that bad?’

	‘Yes. I look back and I know it’s the reason I became depressed. Having children is really important to me, to us, but I was already so damaged when I arrived here. Throw my father’s death onto that pile and these things were never properly addressed, by me or anyone.’

	‘I can only imagine what that sort of hurt does to someone.’

	‘That’s one of the reasons I fell in love with you. I knew you would understand. You’re the man I needed, to heal, to love again. Mallorca has been really good to me.’ She leant forward and kissed him full on the lips. He kissed her back, their passion overflowing. She pulled away and smiled. ‘That’s what got me hooked the first time. Your kisses are divine.’

	‘Electricity.’ Antonio grinned. ‘That is what is between you and I.’

	‘Fireworks,’ mused Amy.

	They kissed again, Antonio climbing off his stool and wrapping his arms around her. She then unbuttoned his shirt while he unhooked her bra, the golden hues of the streetlights seeping in through the front windows of the restaurant, casting a glow across two semi-naked bodies entangled in each other’s arms.
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	1.15pm, Friday, 14 August 2018

	Perth International Airport

	 

	Amy and Marianne hurried across the glossy-tiled floor of the Arrivals hall.

	‘We have to be quick,’ said Amy. ‘Anya Pedersen’s testimony begins at two pm.’

	‘I know, I know,’ said Marianne. ‘Please stop reminding me.’

	They dashed in beside carousel number three, both women dressed in jeans and a shirt, with opened-toed shoes.

	‘I messaged Tye that I was coming back,’ said Marianne, ‘but he knows nothing about my involvement in the case. And I didn’t mention anything regarding you.’

	‘The police said our return would be kept a secret for now. If there are any journalists out there, we say absolutely nothing.’      

	Marianne slid her backpack off the carousel. ‘Kilgarry’s such a small town, who’d be interested anyway?’

	Amy looked puzzled. ‘This is way bigger than Kilgarry now,’ she said. ‘It’s an international story about the plight of three young women from Germany, Italy and Sweden. It affects the 457 Visa that allows them to earn money while they travel around Australia. I bet your dad won’t end up being the only farmer who faces court.’ She spotted her suitcase and grabbed it.

	‘But I don’t want to be worldwide news,’ admitted Marianne.

	‘Neither did I,’ mused Amy as she draped an arm around her friend. ‘But this story, our story, has resonated with a lot of women across the world. It needs to be told. We need to be heard.’

	The double doors of the Arrivals gate slid open as they approached, a system of sensors guiding them through. A burst of bright sunlight made them squint, a cacophony of raised voices filling their ears, squeals of excitement, families spotting relatives, loved ones reuniting. Amy lifted an arm to shield her eyes. A family rushed past them, waving and smiling. They kept moving up past the ropes that sealed the area off, away from the large groups hovering at the front.

	Marianne looked at Amy. ‘I don’t even know what your sister looks like?’

	‘Just follow my lead.’

	A human silhouette stepped into Amy’s eye line, blocking their path forward. ‘Hello, Ms Hansen.’

	Amy struggled to make out any facial features, the sun inhabiting her ability to see very much at all.

	‘Sarah?’ yelped Marianne, a mixture of confusion and delight. ‘Is that you?’

	‘It is.’

	‘What are you doing here?’

	‘Coming to see you.’

	‘How’d you know we were coming?’

	‘Tye. He probably forgot I was a journo.’ Sarah looked at Amy. ‘Didn’t know our old teacher would be coming through too though. This story gets more interesting by the minute.’

	‘We just bumped into each other on the plane,’ lied Marianne.

	‘Yeah, right. I know a scoop when I see one, and this is looking like a blockbuster.’

	‘Is that what you’re here for?’ asked Amy. ‘A story?’

	‘Of course. I work for the Midwest Times. It’s my job.’

	‘Big paper,’ remarked Amy sarcastically. ‘Should I know you?’

	Sarah laughed. ‘Ha, it’s nice to be incognito.’

	‘Who is this woman?’ Amy asked of Marianne.

	‘Sarah Coombs. She was in my class. Your class.’

	Amy felt her slim hold on reality slip a notch. ‘I do remember you. Very bright.’

	‘That’s right. Long time, no see.’

	Amy wanted to smile. ‘You always were a little go-getter.’

	‘Now, just so you know, I’m not a total bitch. I did the right thing and kept my mouth quiet.’

	‘Thanks.’ Amy meant it.

	‘There’s a catch, though.’ Her smile was concerning. ‘I want an exclusive. This story could be my ticket out of Kilgarry.’

	‘God knows we all wanted that,’ mused Marianne.

	‘Remember how we used to sit around the fire in the boarding house and dream about our escape,’ agreed Sarah.

	‘I do.’

	‘You got out. Now it’s my turn.’

	‘Fine,’ said Marianne, ‘but only once the court case is over.’ She looked at Amy. ‘You happy with that?’

	‘Sure. If that’s what you want.’

	Sarah handed them a business card. ‘Here’s my contact details. Don’t let me down.’

	Amy took the card. ‘You can trust us.’

	‘Amy!’ screamed a voice. 

	They followed the sound, out through the external glass doors that had just parted, to a white Mazda van parked in the ‘kiss and ride’ section. A woman was waving her arms from the driver’s seat, her window down.

	‘It’s my sister,’ Amy said with a smile.

	‘She’s got a good voice on her.’ Marianne grinned.

	‘She was in the army,’ explained Amy. ‘They’re good at shouting orders.’

	‘Call me,’ said Sarah, a hand held like a phone to her ear.

	‘Will do,’ said Marianne.

	There were no hugs goodbye, just Marianne and Amy hastily departing the terminal. They were excited to be home, but this wasn’t a holiday and there certainly wasn’t anything to celebrate. Not yet.
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	1.28pm, Friday, 14 August 2018

	Perth International Airport

	 

	Jacinta steered the Mazda away from the airport, taking in glimpses of her passengers in the rear-vision mirror. ‘You two okay?’ she asked.

	‘Yeah,’ replied Amy from the back seats. ‘Just a bit shell-shocked.’ 

	‘Who was that woman with you?’

	‘A reporter. Seems our cover may already be blown.’

	‘She’s also a good family friend,’ added Marianne. ‘We were like sisters, up until when my mother died.’

	‘What happened?’ asked Jacinta.

	‘There was an argument at the funeral and that was it, I was told to stay away from her.’

	‘By Edward?’ asked Amy.

	Marianne nodded. ‘Yep.’

	‘Well, this case is forcing a lot of people to take notice,’ continued Jacinta. ‘A lot of farmers on talkback radio have been weighing in with their opinions, and you know how forthright they can be.’

	‘Sure do,’ said Marianne.

	‘The Hargreaves name reaches deep into the heart of WA,’ added Jacinta. ‘Politics as well, if some of the people coming out in support of him are to be believed.’

	‘Do you think we’ll have to face any media when we get to the courthouse?’ asked Amy.

	‘Like I said, it’s a big story.’

	Marianne looked stressed. ‘Surprises aren’t my forte.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’ll blame that on my dad.’

	Jacinta’s role as a team leader in the army had provided her with a lot of experience in handling other people’s emotions. It’s what she did best. ‘Well, I’m here to make sure things run as smoothly as possible,’ she said.

	‘Do you think my dad will be in the courtroom today?’

	‘Yes, he’ll be there every day,’ answered Jacinta.

	‘We can’t walk in like this then. He’ll spot me right away.’

	‘Already thought of that.’ Jacinta smiled, fully understanding the importance of camouflage. ‘In the boot behind you two is a black rubbish bag. Sis, can you reach over and grab it?’

	Amy did as she was asked. The knot at the top undid easily, and Amy reached in and pulled out a bunch of scarves, shawls and wigs.

	‘Dress up?’ queried Marianne.

	‘We’ll look like a couple of drag queens,’ Amy replied with a laugh.

	‘You certainly won’t look like yourselves,’ observed Jacinta. ‘And that’s the objective. The hairpieces are the real deal. From a hairdresser friend of mine.’

	Marianne put on a wavy brown wig, but it was the wrong way around, long strands of hair covering her face.

	‘Spin it around,’ laughed Jacinta.

	Amy too had a giggle at her friend’s efforts, before reaching forward and readjusting the wig for her, rustling Marianne’s new hair, encouraging it to fall naturally around her face. 

	‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ asked Marianne. ‘Courts are serious places. Dressing up like this doesn’t seem appropriate.’

	‘You look pretty bloody amazing,’ said Amy. ‘If they don’t know, then who cares what they think?’

	Jacinta steered them off the freeway towards the city centre. ‘Wigs are becoming mainstream anyway,’ she said. ‘People with cancer, alopecia sufferers, transsexuals. They wouldn’t dare kick you out.’

	Amy chose a short blonde bob, tucking her own hair underneath it, fluffing up the glossy strands until they fell softly around her face.

	‘It really suits you,’ commented Marianne.

	‘Hey big spender,’ sang Amy, ‘Spend … a little time with me.’ Her voice was all husky and sweet.

	‘You’re hardly Shirley Bassey,’ critiqued Jacinta. ‘Now grab a scarf and a shawl just to finish it off. We’ll be outside the court steps in about two minutes.’ 

	They both rummaged through the clothes and made their choices.

	Jacinta pulled the Mazda in beside a well-manicured garden, a large and serious four-storey building looming just beyond. ‘I can’t see anyone that looks like a journalist,’ observed Jacinta. ‘Just a lonely security guard.’

	‘Where will you pick us up?’ asked Amy.

	‘Same spot. Text me when you’re coming out. I’ll have the engine ready to go.’

	‘Thanks.’ Marianne’s appreciation was genuine. This kind of support meant everything to her.

	‘Good luck.’

	Amy slid the door open and climbed out first. Marianne was right behind her. She closed the door and the van eased away.

	They double checked their wigs, before Amy gave the thumbs up. ‘Let’s do this,’ she said.

	They took the stone path through the garden. 

	The guard saw them coming and grinned like it was a training run. ‘Afternoon, ladies.’

	‘Afternoon.’ Amy smiled back.

	Marianne was too nervous to speak, a nod all she could offer. 

	They stepped past him and in through the revolving door.

	Another security guard greeted them on the inside, directing them through a metal detector. They walked through without a problem.

	‘The detective said it was all happening in courtroom 3.5,’ whispered Amy.

	‘Over there.’ Marianne pointed as a man in a suit stepped out of a set of elevators. 

	They moved past him and into the lift. Marianne pressed the button for floor three and the doors closed. The full length mirrored interior allowed the girls to see themselves in their disguises, sending them into giggles of laughter, breaking the tension that had built since they’d arrived.

	They found the entrance to courtroom 3.5, which was a large monolithic door running floor to ceiling; a recessed handle was the only clue to its real purpose. Amy pushed the handle in, the door drawing inward as smoothly and as silently as a falling leaf. 

	A lone voice could be heard, coming from up the front. ‘The court calls Anya Pedersen to the witness stand.’

	A security guard stood waiting, gesturing with a hand, palm out to stop them, a finger to his lips. 

	They both nodded. 

	He pointed to a row of seats near him, and they followed his hand, slipping into the aisle, past three sets of legs before lowering themselves into the empty chairs.

	Amy scanned the court. It wasn’t a huge room, but it was packed. Amy had not only come to see Anya’s testimony. She had also come to see the man who’d started this horrible circus. Needed to see his anger, his disappointment, as life was taken out of his control.

	’She found that man off to her left. He sat in a raised box several metres away; the perpetrator, Edward Hargreaves. He wore an old grey suit — the downlight above him showing up an ocean of creases in the material. He looked older than forty-six, his hair longer and greyer than she remembered. Were they aiming to portray him as a man down on his luck, because he looked the shell of a man she used to know?

	She was keen to rediscover the hatred she had felt for him, so many years ago. Having been away a long time, she was well aware that distance could soften the heart. But as soon as she spotted those eyes, she knew that would not be the case, quickly realising her loathing for him was still burning brightly.

	Marianne stared at him too, her mind mesmerised by this unique idea that her father, the controller of their lives, the manipulator of her dreams, was caught in a trap he could never have seen coming.

	Hargreaves turned his head and gazed across the gallery, letting his eyes graze over the many faces, identifying them as nosey city folk, here for amusement alone. He disliked them for their interest, and having felt buoyed by the previous witness, given her story was as thin as paperbark, he hoped they were taking it all in, accepting it for what it was — a bunch of lies and innuendo.

	A woman caught his attention, a glimpse of a face he’d seen before. Nice lines, a shiny head of hair, reminding him of a younger Marianne, their wedding day even. He swallowed hard.

	He had to turn away, his emotions surprisingly confronting, and the visceral reaction he felt set of some alarms. Tears hadn’t been part of his plan, and he damn well wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing him well up. He chomped down hard on his tongue, his jaw flexing, the pain of teeth cutting through flesh, allowing him to discard his true feelings, a fresh bout of anger taking hold.

	Amy tapped Marianne on the thigh and mouthed, ‘Are you okay?’

	Marianne gave her the thumbs up, a small nod, but no smile. Being in the same room as her father was proving a lot harder than she’d expected.
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	Day One

	2.00pm, Friday, 14 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	A tall blonde woman strolled purposefully across the front of the court. ‘Thank you for coming today,’ she said, her short, cropped hair and grey skirt suit ensuring she looked every inch the lawyer. ‘I realise it must be difficult.’

	Anya Pedersen stared straight ahead, blonde hair pulled off her face and platted in a long ponytail, her steel-blue eyes piercing her interrogator. ‘I’m here to make sure he does not get away with what he did,’ she stated clearly. ‘That’s all I want.’ 

	Attorney Penelope Byers didn’t take a backwards step. ‘What we all want is justice, and whilst it is not my place to make light of your accusations, it is my job to show them up for what they are: unjust and unfair.’

	‘Go ahead. I know what I suffered through. What my friends endured. We will be heard, and we will be believed, irrespective of what you say or think or do.’

	A smile crept from the defence lawyer’s mouth. ‘Have you ever slept with a boy?’

	Anya looked perplexed. ‘What sort of question is that?’

	‘I’m asking whether you’re the type of girl who waits for marriage before you have sex.’

	‘And what about you?’

	‘I, Ms Pedersen, am not in the witness stand.’

	‘I have slept with a boy,’ answered Anya, ‘but I chose to. That man over there, he forced me …’

	Ms Byers thrust her right hand out, palm to the witness. ‘Please, Ms Pedersen, just answer the question.’

	‘I am.’ Anya frowned.

	‘Had you been drinking when Mr Hargreaves came into your room?’

	‘Yes, we had drinks at the end of most days,’ answered Anya. ‘It was hot out in those fields. There was a spot where we could wind-down at night, around a fire.’

	‘Who was there on the night in question?’

	‘Therese, Christina, many others.’ Anya’s gesture to the rear of the court brought unwanted attention to two girls seated together. Therese and Christina looked at each other, their floral dresses and cardigans doing nothing to soften their discomfort.

	Ms Byers continued her questioning. ‘Was Mr Hargreaves there?’

	‘Not at first. He came later. Sat down with us. Didn’t speak to anyone.’

	‘Was that normal?’

	‘No. He usually stayed in his house.’

	‘Why the change?’

	‘It was end of the season.’ Anya shrugged her shoulders, clearly uncomfortable with the notion of trying to get inside the accused’s head. ‘I guess he was happy.’

	‘Everyone was relaxed, yes?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Did you celebrate. Maybe dance a little.’

	‘Yes, but …’

	Byers raised her hand again. ‘Just answer the question.’

	‘I am!’ Anya’s eyes were livid. ‘Some answers are longer than others.’

	‘Did you dance with my client?’ rephrased the lawyer.

	‘We all danced, as a group. It was just jumping around, really.’

	‘Did you look at Edward at all?’

	‘Of course. It was funny him being there.’ She gazed over at Hargreaves. ‘He danced funny. Like an old man.’ 

	‘Why did you leave the party early?’

	‘I was exhausted.’

	‘Did Edward see you go?’

	‘Of course he did. I wasn’t hiding it. I waved goodnight to everyone.’

	‘And you invited him to your room?’

	‘No! That is not true.’ Anya’s body stiffened.

	‘Mr Hargreaves’ statement asserts very clearly how you asked him to come to your room for some more dancing.’

	‘That’s a horrible lie,’ she stammered, her concern felt by almost everyone in the courtroom. 

	‘Do you have a criminal conviction against your name?’ Ms Byers wasn’t allowing the witness any time to compose herself.

	Anya took a breath in, between pursed lips. ‘Yes. Back in Sweden. I stole a skirt. I was sixteen years old.’

	‘Thank you, your honour. I have finished with the witness.’

	Ms Byers’ abrupt conclusion appeared to surprise the judge, and he waited for her to be seated before he addressed the prosecution lawyer. ‘Ms Barnes, do you intend to cross-examine the witness?’

	‘Yes, I do.’ Samara Barnes stood. She was turning forty this year, and the cropped navy jacket and knitted hounds-tooth dress made her look years younger. Her brown skin and long brown hair provided a vivid contrast with her opponent, and she stepped forward proudly towards the witness box. ‘Thank you, Anya. Thank you so much for enduring today’s proceedings. It can’t be easy reliving this chapter of your life.’

	‘No, it isn’t, especially when some people try to make you look like a whore.’ 

	There was a gasp around the courtroom. 

	Anya wasn’t finished there. ‘Australia is a really nice place, but some of its people are not so pleasant.’

	‘May I offer my heartfelt apologies for those people that have harmed you and for any trauma you have experienced in our country.’

	‘Thank you.’

	‘I’m going to ask you some difficult questions now, concerning the moment Edward Hargreaves came into your room. Is that okay?’

	‘Ya.’ Anya’s use of her native language was a sign of nerves. Speaking and listening to a foreign language was exhausting, especially given the potency of the situation.

	‘The police report has it as nine pm?’ continued Ms Barnes. ‘Is that correct?’

	‘Yes, it wasn’t late. It had been a big day, and I was looking forward to leaving early the next day for another sheep station job.’

	‘Did Hargreaves know you were leaving?’

	‘Yes, we were all going. He bought the alcohol for us, to say thank you.’

	‘What did he say when he came to your door?’

	‘Nothing, he opened it and walked in.’

	‘He didn’t knock?’

	‘No.’

	‘The door wasn’t locked?’

	‘None of the rooms have locks on them.’

	‘So, what did you do then?’

	‘I was getting undressed. I yelled at him to leave.’ Her voice was raised.

	‘Did he leave the room when he realised he wasn’t welcome?’ Ms Barnes asked, sensing the sensitivity of the moment.

	‘No. He started saying how much he liked me and that he was sad to see me go.’ She took a breath, looking down at her feet momentarily. ‘I tried to stay calm. Told him I wanted to go to sleep. He just kept saying I was a pretty little girl. I tried to ignore him. I got dressed and climbed into bed. But he walked over and asked if he could kiss me goodnight.’ Anya seemingly found the right words hard to come by. ‘I wanted him to leave, I thought if I gave him something, he might go, so I said yes. I held out my hand … and he kissed it.’

	‘Did he go?’

	‘No! He held onto my arm. I tried to pull it away, then he started kissing up to my elbow. I tried to roll over, turn my body away from him, but my arm was hurting. I started shaking.’

	‘It must have been terrifying?’

	‘Yes, it was. I asked him to leave again and again, many times. He got really angry, yanked the blanket off my bed.’ Anya’s face was red, her teeth clenched tight. ‘He climbed on top of me. I started screaming as loud as I could.’ Her eyes were welling up. ‘Our rooms were a long way from the drinking spot. I wanted my friends to hear me.’ A tear spilled down her cheek. ‘But he’d closed the door, and all my friends had stayed around the fire. I was alone.’ Her bottom lip quivered.

	‘Did he say anything else?’

	‘No. He pressed his hand over my mouth to stop my screams, and then he put his other hand down my pyjamas.’ Tears started streaming down her cheeks.

	‘Sorry for making you relive this, Anya.’

	She nodded.

	Ms Barnes turned to face the judge. ‘The court has the transcript of Anya’s full testimony, your honour. I don’t think it would be fair on the witness to continue any further.’

	The judge nodded. ‘Agreed.’ He gave an understanding look towards Anya. ‘Thank you, Ms Pedersen. You may leave the stand.’

	Samara Barnes escorted a tearful Anya from the witness box and down the aisle. A security guard held the main door open for her, allowing her to exit the courtroom entirely.

	Hargreaves watched her leave, his face free of emotion.

	Judge Carter whacked his gavel on the desk. ‘Let’s break for an hour, giving everyone a chance to unwind from the emotional testimony we have just heard. Counsel, could you both please meet me in my chambers?’

	The audience poured from the courtroom like sheep from a pen, spreading every which way. Amy and Marianne were holding hands, keen to avoid a repeat of the pirate festival.

	The opposing lawyers sat opposite Judge Carter. His chambers were large and sumptuous, as was the wooden desk he sat behind. ‘We’ve heard from the three young ladies who brought these charges against the accused, and I’m happy to deliberate over them tonight and give my verdict in the morning.’

	‘Verdict? But what about Hargreaves?’ asked Samara. ‘He needs to take the stand.’

	‘He’s decided he doesn’t want to give evidence,’ explained Ms Byers.

	‘But he must,’ said Samara, leaning forward in her chair. ‘I want to cross-examine his version of events.’

	‘That’s where you are wrong,’ replied Ms Byers. ‘He’s well within his rights to abstain.’

	‘And that’s why we are here,’ added the judge, spreading his hands upon his desk. ‘As it stands, we are looking at a not guilty verdict. Your case, Ms Barnes, is very thin. It is just his word against the women. There is no other evidence at all. No medical examinations, no witness statements; and if that’s all you have, then my only option will be to send the accused free.’

	‘But if he took the stand, your honour, I could get a confession. I know it.’

	‘This isn’t a movie. We all know that’s not going to happen.’

	Samara felt like she had been pinned into a corner. She had thought long and hard about her next move, knowing full well that this moment might come. The element of surprise had been her goal, and announcing their arrival first thing Monday morning was her preferred option. However, current outcomes were dictating otherwise, and the events of the present were in need of a fresh burst of optimism. ‘I have two new witnesses, your honour.’

	‘What?’ Penelope Byers wasn’t happy. ‘No, this is not happening.’ She waggled her finger.

	Judge Carter was suspicious. ‘Why so late with the announcement?’

	‘They only just arrived back in the country today.’

	‘More backpackers?’ complained Penelope, exasperated by the tactics of her opponent.

	‘No, actually. These two women have a history with Edward Hargreaves that goes back a long way. They’ve spoken with the police, who have verified their backgrounds and their version of events.’

	‘What are their names?’ asked Judge Carter, his interest piqued — and with those four words, everything changed. 

	The identity of the two witnesses produced a groan from Penelope: a mix of exasperation and disappointment. Her client was not going to be happy, and she hated passing on bad news to him. He never took anything well.
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	5.00pm, Friday, 14 August 2018

	Barnes and Templeton

	 

	Amy stared out through a wall of glass, the overcast sky grabbing her attention, heavy grey clouds casting a dark mood across the city. She gazed down at the Swan River, its bends and curves mirroring her own journey up to this point. 

	Samara had called them as soon as she’d finished with Judge Carter, asking if they wanted to meet the backpackers. It was a chance to share and listen to each other’s stories, and Amy had quickly agreed. Now though reality had hit, and she was worried about their reactions to her. Would they be angry at her, for not standing up earlier? She also felt like an imposter, her agony all mental, a clear distinction from the physical trauma of the three women she was about to meet. They had suffered way more than she had, giving them a right to be pissed off with the world. Her pain was self-made.

	She placed both palms flat against the glazing and leant forward, allowing the tip of her nose to touch the cold glass pane. Samara had told them to focus on the facts and leave the rest to her. All the legal stuff and the game playing had forced Amy undone eight years ago. That wasn’t going to happen the second time round.

	She breathed on the glass, misting it up. She leant back and used her index finger to draw a love heart into the light film of fog she’d created. She felt like a tribal elder, using a few carefully positioned inscriptions to clear away the bad spirits.

	‘Everything okay?’ It was Marianne, stepping in beside her.

	‘Look,’ said Amy, pointing at her drawing.

	Marianne smiled. ‘It’s beautiful.’

	Amy turned. ‘I’m really nervous.’

	‘Same,’ said Marianne, resting an arm across her friend’s shoulders.

	The boardroom table behind them was long and beautiful, made of polished wood. There were lots of pictures on the walls, old black and whites of the Perth city centre. The sound of muffled voices precluded the click of the only door into this room. 

	Amy’s heartbeat lifted a few notches.

	Marianne squeezed her shoulder and smiled. ‘We got this.’

	Samara Barnes walked in first. ‘Hello, ladies.’

	‘Hi, Samara,’ said Marianne, walking down one side of the table.

	Amy waved, her feet temporarily frozen.

	‘Thanks for coming straight over,’ said Samara. ‘Are you ready to meet the girls?’

	‘Of course,’ replied Marianne.

	Samara waved them in — three young women stepped past her, all well dressed, relaxed yet formal, a brief shopping trip with Samara’s assistant making sure they had the appropriate clothing. Backpacking around Australia didn’t usually include a date in court.

	‘This is Anya, Therese and Christina.’

	Marianne smiled, shaking their hands one by one. ‘Hi, I’m Marianne.’

	Amy hadn’t moved from her position in front of the window, her body reduced to a darkened silhouette, grey clouds beyond. Seeing them together like this was proving difficult for her. Their similarity was striking; all were blondes, had a slight build, about five eight, with light-olive skin. Their facial features made up of clean lines, no one item remarkable, but all pretty with strong deportment. Alone and this facet would have fallen into the cracks of coincidence, but what let it simmer like a hot sun in Amy’s mind was their likeness to Marianne. Amy wondered if they had all been chosen because of these characteristics. Hargreaves wasn’t just abusing anybody. He was choosing them based on a preference. The theory made her skin crawl.

	‘And this is Amy Hansen,’ said Samara, an arm directing the girls towards the far end of the table.

	Amy wrestled with her thoughts, managing a smile. ‘Hi.’ A lift of a hand.

	‘Let’s sit, shall we.’

	Amy forced herself down one side of the table and took up a seat beside Marianne, opposite the new arrivals. She took a personal moment to acknowledge their bravery in navigating a legal process in a foreign country, as well as a new language — outsiders in a different culture with diverse norms.

	‘Thanks for helping us,’ said Anya, an obvious leader, and the one who first contacted Therese and Christina, suggesting they should stand up against this horrible man.

	‘We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for your determination,’ said Marianne. 

	Amy nodded in agreement.

	‘Your evidence makes our case so much stronger,’ said Therese. ‘We might have a chance now.’

	Amy cleared her throat. ‘I’m going to do everything in my power to see that Edward Hargreaves pays for what he has done to you,’ she said. ‘To us.’

	‘Thank you,’ said Christina. ‘Ms Barnes told us that you knew him a long time ago.’

	‘Yes. Only fleetingly, but it was enough.’

	‘Did he assault you too?’ asked Christina.

	‘No. I fled before he had the chance.’ 

	‘And Marianne … you are his daughter?’ continued Therese.

	‘Yes.’ Marianne nodded.

	‘That is so fucked up.’

	‘Therese!’ said Anya, admonishing her friend. ‘Not so blunt.’

	‘Sorry,’ said Therese. ‘My English not so good.’

	Marianne shrugged. ‘It’s true. He didn’t treat me any differently to the way he treated you. We share that horror.’

	‘Are you okay talking about it?’ asked Anya.

	‘I still have my moments. It’s a process. Us all together, here now, it’s all about taking back control.’

	‘I hope we can save each other as much future pain as possible,’ said Christina.

	‘When do they select the jury?’ asked Amy.

	‘No jury for this one,’ explained Samara. ‘What you saw today is how it will look on Monday when we resume. Cases of a sexual nature are deemed too sensitive to involve jurors. It’s very hard for the victims to speak openly in front of a group of strangers.’

	‘That is good,’ commented Anya. ‘Today was hard enough.’

	‘Judge Carter will be presiding over the whole case,’ continued Samara. ‘He’s well versed in these sorts of cases. He was actually one of the main advocates for a change to the system. Up until four years ago, it was still commonplace for a jury to decide the outcome, but the statistics were all leaning one way, with the accused often getting freed on technicalities.’

	‘Will we have to explain our stories again?’ asked Therese, her face all scrunched up.

	‘No,’ said Samara gently. ‘You all testified today, so that should be it.’

	‘His lawyer is a woman too,’ noted Amy. ‘Is that normal?’

	‘No. Firstly, there are not many women practising criminal law. I have a passion for women’s rights, and law was always my forte. Hargreaves’ team, though, are doing it for appearances. His offences are crimes against women, so they’ll be trying to soften that image. It’s just a game for them.’

	‘Why would a woman want to represent a man like that?’ asked Anya.

	‘She wouldn’t have had a choice,’ explained Samara. ‘She’s part of a big firm, and they would have handed the case to her because of her gender.’

	‘She could have said no,’ said Christina, who clearly wasn’t about to let Ms Byers off the hook so easily.

	‘She’s a woman in a man’s profession,’ continued Samara. ‘It’s not easy when there’s such a huge power imbalance. I’m not saying it’s right, but we need more women climbing to the top.’

	‘We all said no to a man, and he didn’t listen to us either,’ Therese observed.

	‘But he’s listening now and that’s what matters,’ said Samara. ‘All we need to do is convince the judge.’

	A feeling of hope was growing with this group, an impression of natural justice, a chance to turn a negative into a positive. And most importantly, an opportunity to make Edward Hargreaves pay with what he loved most, his freedom.
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	7pm, Friday, 14 August 2018

	Joondalup, Perth

	 

	Amy eased the hire car into the parking lot at the back of her mother’s apartment tower. She was happy to be somewhere that felt like home, and seeing that this building would be their base for the next few weeks, it was important that Marianne felt comfortable here too. Its proximity to the courthouse would make at least one aspect of their lives a lot easier.

	It had been an exhausting day of flights, courtroom dealings, meetings and statements. The sun had already set, with dusk filling the sky and Marianne asleep beside her, the passenger seat tilted all the way back, her body curled up, head resting on a denim jacket.

	Amy steered into an empty spot and brought the car to a halt, switching off the engine, and looking down at her comrade in arms. How far they had come since their first outing together at the Kilgarry Woolarama.

	A thump on the roof made Amy jump.

	Marianne stirred from her sleep, her eyes easing open. ‘Are we home already?’

	Another thump on the roof, and Marianne jolted upright. ‘What was that?’

	‘Get out!’ It was a male voice, coming from behind the car.

	Amy checked the side mirror, the reflection of a young man greeting her, his legs a stance, fists clenched by his side.

	Marianne spun around, her view of him through the rear window obscured, his upper body visible but his identity concealed by the low roof. ‘Who is it?’ she asked.

	‘I don’t know,’ said Amy.

	‘Get out of the car,’ yelled the boy again.

	Amy lowered her window a fraction, the gap enough to speak through, but too narrow for an arm. ‘Who are you?’ she called out.

	‘You know exactly who I am.’

	‘I don’t,’ said Amy. ‘I really don’t.’

	‘Ask my sister,’ he seethed.

	‘I don’t know who your sister is,’ Amy replied.

	‘She’s right next to you, you idiot.’

	Marianne contorted her body to get a better view, her head tilted and lowered, her body angled sideways. ‘Tye? Is that you?’

	‘Of course it is, now get out of the damn car.’

	Marianne opened her door and stepped out, gazing across the roof of the car, still not believing what she was seeing. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

	‘I came to tell your teacher friend what I thought about her.’ He was swaying on his feet.

	‘Don’t be a fool, Tye.’

	‘Tell her to get out of the car!’ His words were slurred.

	‘Have you been drinking?’

	‘It’s my seventeenth birthday today. I’m fuckin’ celebrating, aren’t I.’

	‘Oh God, I’m so sorry, Tye, I forgot all about it.’

	‘So did everyone else. Who really cares anyway.’

	‘What about Dad?’

	‘What about him? He’s got his own problems, thanks to youse two. Anyways, I want you to shut up and listen.’

	‘How’d you even find us here?’ asked his sister.

	‘I said listen!’ He stepped forward and thumped the roof again.

	Amy watched him in the side mirror, his body language something she remembered all too well, the likeness to his father a sad reminder of the past. If this was little Tye from Year Four, then he’d grown a heap since primary school. He was big and solid and angry.

	‘Get out now!’ he yelled at Amy.

	The teacher in Amy took over and she opened her door calmly and stepped out. ‘Hi, Tye.’

	‘So, you’re Ms Hansen then?’

	‘You probably don’t remember me?’

	‘What’s to remember.’ He grimaced. ‘You look the same as all those other bossy bitches at school.’

	‘Don’t be so rude, Tye,’ reproached Marianne.

	‘Shut up.’

	Amy had so many questions to ask him. ‘Why have you come all this way, Tye?’

	‘I should be asking you that. Halfway around the world to stick some lies on my father. You ungrateful bitch.’

	Amy’s response was swift. ‘It’s not lies, Tye. Your father did a lot of bad things.’

	‘Shut your mouth. I don’t want you to poison me like you have my sister.’

	‘She’s telling the truth,’ Marianne said. ‘So are the girls who worked as farm hands? We can’t all be in on this.’

	‘Course you can. You’re all the same. Man haters.’

	‘That’s Dad talking.’

	‘Too right it is. Taught me well.’

	‘I beg to differ,’ said Marianne. ‘You’re still a young man. You’ve got so much to learn.’

	‘Differ all you want, either of you two speak in court and I’ll be coming back around your place again. This time it won’t be to talk.’

	‘Are you threatening us?’ asked his sister.

	His smile was menacing. ‘I might be young, but I’m strong.’

	‘And what, you’d hurt me, your own sister?’

	‘I don’t wanna, but I will.’ His eyes displayed obvious intent.

	Marianne walked up beside the car and around the back, stopping a couple of steps away from her brother. ‘I put up with enough shit from Dad. I don’t need you trying to do a repeat on me.’ Her tone was firm and unyielding.

	‘Dad looked after us when Mum died. He was a good father.’

	‘Bullshit!’ The force of Marianne’s words made Tye blink. ‘He might have looked after you, but our father fucked around with me like I was his little plaything.’

	‘Shut up. That’s a lie.’ Tye put his hands over his ears.

	‘I wish it was.’ She stepped forward, grabbing his wrists and trying to pull his arms down. ‘He used to come into my room and …’

	Tye wrestled free of her grip before thrusting both arms forward and pushing her to the ground. ‘Don’t repeat that sack of shit to no one,’ he said as she fell. ‘I don’t believe it, and I don’t want anyone else to hear those lies, all right.’

	Marianne hit the ground hard, and Amy rushed to her side. ‘Don’t hurt her, Tye. She’s been through enough already.’

	‘What about the rest of us. She’s the one hurting people. I thought we were all good. Thought that psyche lady had fixed you.’

	Marianne gazed up at him with so much disappointment. ‘She did and it was. Then Dad abused these backpackers, and I realised I had to take a stand. We need answers, Tye. We can’t keep letting these things happen.’

	‘Sometimes life just sucks. Mum died. We can’t change that sort of shit.’

	‘No, we can’t. It’s what happened next that we’re focusing on. Could our father have done better in that situation?’

	‘Trying to make it better now is only going to make things worse in the future.’

	Amy helped Marianne get back on her feet. ‘That’s true for Dad. Things are worse for him now, but he needs to take responsibility for the actions he took.’

	‘It’s all lies. This lesbian is brainwashing you.’

	Amy shivered as Tye’s face morphed momentarily into his father’s. She acknowledged how the likeness was heightened when anger was the driving force.

	‘That’s just Dad talking,’ said Marianne. ‘You think it’s all lies. Okay, let’s find out. Put those lies to the test. Allow the truth to be heard.’

	‘You’re all just ganging up on him. It’s not a fair fight.’

	‘It wasn’t fair when I was eleven either.’

	Tye looked away, past his sister to somewhere in the distance.

	‘That’s five years younger than you are now, Tye,’ continued Marianne. ‘I was just a baby.’

	Tye didn’t move.

	‘He held me against my will, tried to control me, just like you’re doing now.’

	Tye burst to life, kicking out at the break lights, smashing them with his right foot, shards of red and white plastic falling to the floor. ‘Fuck!’ He took a few steps back.

	‘It’s okay, Tye, we can get through this,’ pleaded Marianne. ‘Together.’

	‘It’s too late.’ He turned and stared back at his sister. ‘I hate you! I fuckin’ hate you!’ He ran towards her, a raised fist. Marianne stood strong, ready for whatever was coming. Tye pulled out of contact at the last minute, brushing her shoulder as he sprinted past, heading towards the road.

	‘Tye! Wait!’ Marianne turned to chase after him. 

	He got to the end of the driveway and took a right, disappearing behind a six-foot high hedge that separated the two apartment towers. 

	Marianne and Amy followed, twenty or so metres behind him, out into the middle of the road. They ran hard, but could only watch as Tye’s silhouette reached the end of the street, turned right and vanished.

	Marianne slowed to a stop. ‘Did I say too much?’

	Amy was bent over, catching her breath. ‘No, what you said was the truth. He needs to know what happened. He has his own journey. Anger is the first part.’

	‘He looked so confused.’

	‘He doesn’t want it to be true. He thinks his father is a God. This might be the first inkling he’s had about his father’s abuses.’

	‘Where do you think he’ll go?’

	‘Back to the farm. That’s his safe place.’

	‘I feel like I’ve been neglecting him. He’s hardly been in my thoughts at all since we arrived back.’

	‘You’ve always been looking after him. Remember that time we met at the Woolarama. You looked after him like you were his mother.’

	‘Sometimes I felt like I was.’ She started crying.

	‘Let’s get you inside, have a cup of tea and put a plan together. We’ve both got big days tomorrow. Me to Geraldton and you to Kilgarry. Maybe catch up with Tye then, when he’s sober.’ Amy guided Marianne down the driveway, an arm around her shoulders, a feeling that they were family now too. The eight-storey tower dwarfed them as they disappeared behind it.
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	11am, Saturday, 15 August 2018

	Geraldton

	 

	A strong breeze lashed the trees at the Point Moore car park, rain bouncing off the bonnet of a red BMW. Inside the vehicle and behind the steering wheel sat Samara Barnes, gazing between the swing of the windscreen wipers. A proud Amangu woman, this was her ‘boodjar’, and she knew how important a connection to land and people was.

	Beyond the car was a lighthouse, red and white horizontal stripes painted all the way to the top. A person in a raincoat stood at its base, staring wistfully up at the glass dome at the top. Rain trickled down the back and arms of a dark-grey anorak, hood over their head.

	It was Amy, her face also wet, the edges of her fringe plastered to her forehead. She was thinking of home, not this place but the small town that had stolen her heart, the birthplace of a man she loved. She’d come to Geraldton to see friends, but seeing the lighthouse had taken her by surprise, and she’d insisted they stop, eager to touch its curved walls. She’d never been aware of its existence before, and it brought a fresh group of emotions to the surface. Feelings of tenderness and adoration, of safety and passion.

	The horn on the BMW penetrated the rain, and Amy raised a hand, touching the lighthouse wall one last time before returning to the car.

	 

	The BMW pulled up right outside a local café, the coastal strip deserted and wet. 

	‘Do you think you’ll recognise them still?’ asked Samara.

	‘Of course,’ said Amy. ‘I’ve certainly never forgotten about them.’ She caught sight through the windscreen of a couple hustling along the street, a pram in front of them. She swung the door open and leapt out, running to greet them, the hood of her raincoat flapping behind her. 

	They hugged as Samara watched on from the comfort of the car.

	‘Look at you two.’ Amy beamed at them. ‘All loved-up. It’s so beautiful.’

	‘It’s good to see you,’ Kate replied.

	‘When we saw on the news that you were back, we were so excited,’ explained Tom.

	Amy gestured towards the pram. ‘What’s the baby called?’

	‘Amerie.’ The father grinned proudly.

	‘Is that French?’

	‘Yes. We used you as inspiration,’ expounded Kate. ‘Thought you might have created a new life in France.’

	‘You weren’t far away. Spain is my home now.’

	‘Wow. How’d you end up there?’

	‘Long story,’ Amy replied with a wink.

	Samara joined them on the street, a polite, ‘Hello.’

	Kate and Tom smiled. ‘Hi.’

	‘This is my lawyer, Samara Barnes,’ explained Amy.

	‘Nice to meet you both,’ said Samara, shaking their hands. 

	‘Likewise.’ Tom nodded.

	‘Let’s grab a seat inside,’ suggested Kate. ‘It’s bloody cold out here.’

	They sat at a table up the back, near the old-style wood burner. Tom and Kate finished giving their order to the waitress as Amy watched on, Amerie in her arms, a smile as wide as a river. She leant in towards Samara. ‘Thanks for organising this.’

	‘My pleasure.’

	The waitress left.

	‘So, tell me …’ said Amy, gesturing towards the baby she cradled. ‘How did all this happen?’

	‘Your disappearance really brought us together,’ Kate admitted. ‘We wanted answers, but no one else would help us.’

	‘We found out about your sister,’ continued Tom. ‘So, we made contact, and she told us that you’d left the country.’

	‘We couldn’t believe it at first,’ said Kate. ‘Then it slowly made sense. We wanted to contact you, but she said you were safe, and that your location was a secret, lest anyone went chasing after you. It was hard; however, we respected your decision, and slowly our life started to return to some semblance of normality.’

	‘It was around then,’ picked up Tom, ‘that we realised we were more than friends. At first, we tried to laugh it off, but we started missing each other … and everything else happened pretty quickly after that.’

	‘Did Hargreaves make a nuisance of himself?’ asked Amy.

	Tom looked over at Kate. ‘He was horrible. Did everything he could to make us leave. Started spreading lies about the bakery being unclean, people stopped coming, and soon it wasn’t profitable. People knew better than to believe his rumours, but they still wouldn’t come for fear of retribution.’

	‘That’s so unfair.’

	‘Should we have expected any different?’ asked Kate.

	‘And the school?’

	‘It was very different with you gone. I was scared, disillusioned with Barlow and teaching in general. We started talking about a move, and Geraldton seemed a good fit. Not too far away from what we knew.’

	‘I was born here.’ Samara smiled. ‘A bit of a hidden gem.’

	‘Yeah, it’s coastal and still has that small-town feel,’ said Kate. ‘We just fell in love with the people and haven’t looked back.’

	‘We got married just up the road,’ explained Tom. ‘Ceremony on the beach, and a party in the restaurant behind the hotel.’

	‘Took us a little while to make Amerie a reality,’ said Kate, blushing. ‘I was always a pretty bad eater, so I had to change my whole diet. Doc said I had to get my body into baby-making condition.’

	‘And that’s it.’ Tom smiled. ‘Eight years of our lives explained in under two minutes.’

	They all laughed.

	‘So, are you back for good?’ asked Kate.

	‘No, I love Mallorca. That’s where my life is now.’

	‘We’d love to come and visit someday.’

	‘I’d really like that.’

	Samara placed her elbows on the table. ‘I know that this was meant to be a break from everything, but is there anything you think you might be able to add to the case against Mr Hargreaves?’

	‘He was an absolute wanker,’ said Tom unabashedly. ‘I’ll certainly testify to that.’

	Amy chuckled, enjoying his honesty.

	‘You talked about the lies and the rumours, but did he ever physically hurt you, Tom?’

	‘No, he was always too clever for that.’

	Samara turned to Kate. ‘How about you?’

	Kate’s eyes started to water, her lips quivering.

	‘What’s the matter, baby?’ said Tom.

	‘It’s just I never told anyone.’ She looked at Tom. ‘He tried to hurt me once. I gave as good as I got though.’

	‘When?’ asked Amy.

	‘It was before I knew either of you. My first year in Kilgarry. I’ve tried to forget it ever happened.’ Tears were flowing now. ‘I was walking home one night from the pub. It was a silly thing to do, of course. He drove past, offered me a lift, and I stupidly accepted.’ She tried to take a breath. ‘I was tipsy and tired, hadn’t been in town long, but I knew he was a father to one of the kids, so I kind of trusted him.’

	‘Did he hurt you?’ queried Tom, visibly troubled.

	‘No, he wasn’t violent. Just tried to kiss me. I pushed him away, but he was strong, and our lips touched.’ She was embarrassed. ‘I slapped him, jumped out of the car and ran home. It’s always been a huge source of shame.’

	‘It wasn’t your fault,’ said Tom, hugging her to his chest.

	‘I should have known better,’ Kate cried.

	‘It was he who should’ve known better,’ said Amy. ‘It’s your goddamn right to walk home if you want to, just like any man can.’ Amy placed a hand on Kate’s knee.

	Rain continued to fall outside the café as another story of abuse at the hands of Edward Hargreaves was brought into the world.
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	1.00pm, Saturday, 15 August 2018

	Kilgarry

	 

	Marianne steered a bright-green Rav-4 down the main street of Kilgarry. The hire car felt the brunt of the rain, which was falling steadily, grey clouds layering the sky like a quilt of sadness. She drove across the train tracks that bordered this side of town, a humble set of houses either side. Cygnet Way was on her left, a reactive glimpse down toward the school’s entrance was all she had the stomach for.

	She re-focussed her attention through the windscreen, as a set of ramshackle commercial buildings rose up one after the other; the newsagent and general store still with signs up, but no hint of a bakery. Appears that the donuts and cream buns left town when Tom and Kate escaped Hargreaves’ clutches too. Six years away and it pained her to feel such revulsion for a place she’d spent so much of her life in.

	The town looked more rundown than ever, every exterior she could see having fallen to the ravages of time, faded and cracked just like her memories. The double storey tavern loomed larger than life up ahead on the right, just before the main intersection. Seeing it sent shivers down her spine and she instantly regretted her decision to meet Sarah Coombs here, making a mental note to get in and out of its four walls as quickly as possible. Her psychologist had advised against a return, but she’d wanted to catch up with her brother Tye, see how he was going on the farm, without his Dad. They’d not spoken since the outburst at the apartment, and her sisterly obligations told her a visit was overdue.

	She pushed in through the double doors of the pub, its darkened interior unchanged from her last visit.

	‘Leah,’ called a voice.

	Her old name was being used more frequently than she liked, but she’d made an agreement with herself to suffer through and deal with it properly once the court case was over. The bar was relatively busy as she gazed around for the owner of the call out, spotting Sarah Coombs seated at a table off to her right, big smile, a hand raised.

	Marianne strolled towards her, her arms going instinctively out, the two of them falling into a hug, neither really sure how else to greet each other under such difficult circumstances. But they had history and an old friendship to look back on and that had to count for something.

	‘Thanks for coming all this way,’ said Sarah.

	‘Kind of wish I hadn’t,’ said Marianne.

	‘I’m sorry you feel that way. It’s still the place we grew up in.’

	‘Not for me. I erased those memories a long time ago.’

	Sarah looked surprised by the strength of Marianne’s convictions. ‘You want a drink?’

	‘One hundred per cent. Vodka and lime, please.’

	‘I’ll be right back.’

	Marianne sat down, her brain already hurting, her eyes not too keen on scanning the venue, the place reminding her of her father. The dark wood, the lack of light and the smell of alcohol. It was him as a building, and she wished she could just get up and leave.

	Sarah returned, lowered two drinks to the table and sat. Marianne took a long drink from her tall glass, slice of lime bobbling at the top. Sarah did the same with her wine.

	Marianne spoke first. ‘Have you seen Tye recently?’

	‘Nah. Doesn’t come into town much. Neither do I, really.’

	‘I worry about him, out there, all by himself.’

	‘He’s a farmer’s son. Pretty industrious for a young kid.’

	‘Sure, he’s capable physically, out in the field and around the house, but mentally, it’s a different story. This whole fiasco won’t be helping him.’

	‘Has he spoken to you about it?’

	‘Not really. Keeps to himself a lot.’ Marianne wasn’t about to share her troubles with a journalist. ‘So, what will the article be about?’

	‘Your family. The Hargreaves name is well known around here. The case has huge regional interest, and like I said, when the chips are down, these types of stories become even more meaningful.’

	Marianne was disappointed in Sarah’s take on the situation. The idea that there were people out there who would find a perverted sense of comfort in her struggles. ‘My dad raped me. You sure the people around here want to read about that?’

	Sarah lowered her glass to the table. ‘Shit! I didn’t realise it got that bad. Is that why you’re here? To testify against him?’

	‘Yes. I told you about it at boarding school?’

	‘Really? I don’t remember.’ Sarah was shaking. ‘Or maybe I was just too young to understand what it all meant.’

	‘Well, that’s what he did, repeatedly. Not sex, but pretty much everything else.’

	Sarah placed both hands over her mouth.

	‘See. The truth isn’t pretty, and I’m not going to soften the facts for anyone, including your readers.’

	‘I never meant to offend you. I thought it was just the back packers he’d assaulted.’ A sip of wine, a swallow. ‘So, are you actually pressing charges against him?’ she asked.

	‘I am. Met with police yesterday. The judge will be announcing fresh charges on Monday.’

	‘This could put your father in prison,’ acknowledged Sarah.

	‘I hope so. It’s what he deserves.’ She waited. ‘That would give you some satisfaction too, I guess?’

	‘Sure. Your dad ruined my father’s business,’ continued Sarah. ‘It was all lies of course, but he couldn’t win against the Hargreaves name.’

	‘So, is this exclusive about revenge? An opportunity to ruin my father’s business too.’

	‘It’s not what drives me. I’m a journalist and it’s just a massive news story. If that affects your father’s life, then so be it. A lot of people will be happy he’s got his comeuppance.’

	‘What about the local primary school. Will it affect them too?’

	‘I don’t think so. Barlow’s long gone.’

	‘Are you going to interview him?’

	‘He’s not interested. I called him this morning. He still can’t believe he’s been caught up in this whole mess.’

	‘Is he testifying?’

	‘Doesn’t have a choice. Received a subpoena late on Friday.’

	‘I’m glad. It’s about time he was called to task.’

	‘You think he knew?’

	‘No. Dad had him wrapped around his little finger.’ Marianne paused. ‘But had he followed through on Ms Hansen’s report, everything could’ve been so very different.’

	‘Really? How?’

	‘Well my dad’s a first-rate bastard, but Barlow putting in the paperwork would’ve got the police onto him. I would’ve been spared a few weeks of hell, and the farm hands would never have been assaulted. Maybe Tye wouldn’t be so angry at the world either.’

	Marianne was worried about her brother. She pondered the black and white photos on the tavern walls. They were all the same pictures from her younger days, and she thought about how time stood still for some, while others were battered by change. She’d had a family which she loved, but then fate deemed her a loser and she lost it all so quickly. They used to come to the pub when she was little, her grandparents too, for birthdays and Christmas lunches. This was back when her mum was still alive of course and Tye was just a toddler. She gazed at Sarah, a desire to do something good. ‘Will you drive me out to the farm, make sure Tye’s okay?’

	‘Sure.’

	 

	The Rav-4 bobbled along the rough dirt driveway, potholes everywhere, passing the sign that welcomed visitors to the Hargreaves Family Homestead. Marianne was driving, a face filled with sadness as she considered the play on words this title had become. There wasn’t much of a family left, and this was far from being a home of any sort. It was just a crime scene as far as she was concerned.

	Marianne knocked on the front door while Sarah watched on from the car. The house was as quiet as the fields that surrounded it, the old windmill beside the driveway rusted to the spot. Marianne knocked once more before turning the handle, easing it open. The hallway beyond was dark and murky, minimal light spilling in from the rooms on either side.

	‘Tye?’ she called out. It felt strange being back, her old life once revolving around this building. ‘Tye? It’s Leah,’ she called again. ‘Are you here?’ She worked her way down the hallway, checking each room, moving towards the light of the kitchen. Something didn’t feel right, but then being here never had felt safe once her mum passed. She’d known there were issues when she started spending time in some of her friend’s homes. Sleepovers had provided an opportunity to compare environments and she didn’t like what she saw.

	She reached the kitchen, her fear growing, legs carrying her out the back door and into the working yard at the rear. Grey gravel covered the ground, a tractor and flat-bedded truck parked at random angles, a large grey shed beyond. 

	Marianne walked past the vehicles, keys in the ignition and approached a huge, corrugated iron door. She slid it to the left, the grinding noise of metal on metal an almost welcome reprieve from the eerie silence. Her eyes grappled with a distinct lack of light, a smooth concrete pad beneath her feet, the slap of each step echoing against the tin walls.

	She saw a face in the darkness, someone she instantly recognised, and it took her breath away. Not because she was surprised to see him, but because there was a noose around his neck, thick rope looping up and over one of the beams above. His eyes were trained on her, her entry having rendered him speechless. Neither of them was sure as to what came next, a wooden crate beneath him looking very unstable.

	Marianne thought, is this what it had all come to?

	Tye stepped forward and fell.

	 

	 


25

	 

	 

	Day Two

	10.47am, Monday, 17 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Judge Carter watched on as the last of today’s audience found their seats. Amy and Marianne were in the front row, with Therese, Christina and Anya beside them, all dressed smartly — a great show of solidarity. Tom and Kate sat a few rows back, their hands entwined. Sarah Coombs was in the media gallery, a notepad on her lap.

	The judge struck his gavel upon the desktop. ‘Ms Barnes, would you like to address the court?’

	Samara nodded and stood, her grey pantsuit looking crisp, white shirt underneath. ‘I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land, the Whadjuk Nyoongar people.’ She stepped from behind her desk, walking slowly, speaking to an easy rhythm. ‘Rules. Commandments. Laws. We have many different systems in place to protect us, to keep everyone safe. Sometimes these laws are broken, ignored, or purposefully sidestepped, and it is this concept of avoidance that I will attempt to challenge.’ She turned to address Judge Carter. ‘This case provides us with the opportunity to take stock of one situation in particular, looking into what did happen, what should have happened and what could have been done to prevent the chain of events that led to the alleged sexual assault of Anya, Therese and Christina.’

	The three women were holding hands, the journey thus far having made them stronger.

	A nod from the Judge allowed Samara to move her attention towards the accused.

	‘We will also have an opportunity to leap back in time, a period of eight years, when three people in Kilgarry were given an opportunity to prevent the future we see here today. And when I say opportunity, that is exactly what I mean, because the evidence that will emerge proves that there were people in high places who could have acted and who could have investigated and assessed the dangers. Instead, they chose to turn a blind eye, leaving a trail of pain and perversity that continues to this day. Those people chose the easy road, and it is our job to uncover their cowardice.’

	Penelope Byers watched on with animosity, clearly still unhappy as to the turn of events that had allowed her opposing number to bring a new and dangerous element to the case.

	Samara had put this little speech together over the weekend, a renewed sense of purpose driving every word, every line. Her new witnesses had made all the difference and she gazed across at them as she continued her delivery. ‘Our Mandatory Reporting system is not perfect. Rarely is a system devoid of flaws, and mistakes are sometimes made, but when it comes to our duty to protect the young, there can be no excuses. They depend on us and trust that we will make decisions with their best interests at heart, not ours.’ Samara stopped beside the witness box. ‘I will highlight the failures of those in power. People who continue to fail us today, hiding from responsibility and blame. For it is not the wrongdoers who have stepped up and accepted their failings. No, it is the victims who have risen up in a mighty effort, forced to relive their traumas, a desire to put right what we should never have allowed to go so wrong in the first place.’

	Samara’s words bought a rush of admiration to Amy’s face, and she looked across at her fellow witnesses, a feeling of pride and high regard for their strength in adversity. She squeezed Marianne’s hand, a small nod to let her know she was in awe of them all.

	Samara strolled towards her desk. ‘A Mandatory Report should be an opportunity for experts to look into a situation of some concern. A situation where there is strong evidence in which to ground a suspicion, and an investigation needs to be mounted.’

	Sarah Coombs took some notes.

	The judge watched on as Samara picked an A4 booklet up off her desk. 

	‘A Mandatory Report is not an invitation towards wild guesses and innuendo.’ Samara held the booklet aloft. ‘This system was built upon the acceptance of facts. The Department of Child Protection outlines this several times in their framework for how to proceed with a Mandatory Report. I ask that this “Essential Guide for Teachers” be admitted as Exhibit A.’

	Samara passed the booklet to the court attendant, who handed it on to Judge Carter.

	The judge nodded for Samara to continue. 

	 ‘The framework clearly states time and time again that “these indicators may lead to a concern that a child is being subjected to abuse”. Some of those indicators can be a result of other issues: a decline in school performance or school attendance issues for example. Others are of even graver importance, such as attempted suicide or drug or alcohol abuse. And lastly, there are those that appear to join all the indicators together such as “disclosure of involvement in sexual activity directly to an adult” or “disclosure of involvement in sexual activity through drawings, play or writing”.’ She paused to allow those gathered to soak up her last few words. ‘There are twenty-five possible indicators of sexual abuse in the guide. Only one of these is required before a teacher can form a belief and action a report.’ Samara returned to a standing position behind her desk. ‘I know what is right, and I am sure you do too. Thank you for listening, your honour.’ She rested in her chair.

	Judge Carter cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Ms Barnes.’ He looked towards the defence. ‘Ms Byers, your turn.’

	Penelope Byers stood, her demeanour strong and unyielding. ‘Thank you, your honour.’ She rounded her desk, the black skirt and red jacket she wore a clear play for power. ‘Edward Hargreaves has been a pillar of strength in the community of Kilgarry. He has been a proud and vocal member of the town for near on twenty years. His family have been a financial powerhouse for 170 years. With history like that, you can’t help but make great friends, people who trust you and your work ethic implicitly.’ She turned and appealed to the assembled audience. ‘However, you can also make many enemies, and the amendments made to this case are a classic example of the lengths those sorts of people will go to. On Friday, this case was a losing battle, and Mr Hargreaves would have been sent free.’ She gazed over at Samara. ‘It was a contest they were losing, and after having already fallen on the wrong side of justice, they are now trying to pervert that. The prosecution is using this court to tread all over the legacy of Edward Hargreaves and the great town of Kilgarry, and I will not let that happen.’

	Judge Carter waited as Ms Byers returned to her desk. He’d allowed her some license — the line she was treading a very fine one, between transparency and contempt. He struck the desktop hard with his gavel, ready to announce the start of the today’s proceedings. It also allowed him to vent his frustrations. ‘First witness, please.’

	 

	 


26

	 

	 

	11am, Monday, 17 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Samara rose from her chair. ‘I call Ms Amy Hansen to the stand.’

	A sneer crept across the face of Penelope Byers as Amy left her seat in the gallery and strolled quietly up the aisle and into the witness box. 

	The court attendant passed her a bible, which she placed her right hand upon.

	‘I will tell the truth and only the truth so help me God.’ She sat.

	Samara walked over. ‘Welcome, Ms Hansen.’

	‘Thank you,’ Amy replied.

	‘Could you please explain your connection to this case.’

	‘Of course. I was a teacher at Kilgarry Primary School back in 2010, where I taught a young girl called Leah Hargreaves.’

	The defence lawyer stood. ‘Objection, your honour. That was eight years ago. How can something so historic have any influence upon the charges we are dealing with today.’

	‘That is what we are trying to find out, Ms Byers,’ the judge replied with a grimace. ‘We spoke about this in chambers, now please, let us do our jobs.’

	‘I am,’ insisted Ms Byers.

	‘Then please sit.’ The judge smiled.

	Ms Byers did as she was asked.

	‘Please continue,’ said Judge Carter.

	Samara nodded, turning to face Amy. ‘And how is Leah Hargreaves linked to this case?’

	‘She is the daughter of the accused,’ said Amy, becoming aware of all the eyes trained on her.

	‘Did you ever have any dealings with the accused?’

	‘I spoke with him informally on a couple of occasions.’

	‘Did that go well?’

	‘No.’

	‘Was he approachable?’

	The defence lawyer stood again. ‘Objection! How is my client’s approachability relevant to this case?’

	Judge Carter sighed. ‘Please get to the point, Ms Barnes.’

	‘I will.’

	Amy had practised these responses with Samara, but the to-and-fro of the objections was unsettling. ‘He’s a powerful man, both in town, with his connections and money, but also in stature. His size alone can be very intimidating.’

	Ms Byers stood quickly. ‘Since when is being tall a crime?’

	‘I didn’t say it was,’ stated Amy.

	Judge Carter’s level of frustration was increasing. ‘Please, Ms Byers, let the prosecution do their part. You will have your opportunity to cross-examine.’

	‘But this line of questioning is unreasonable, your honour.’

	‘I’ll make those decisions, thank you.’

	Samara got on with it, keen to keep things moving. ‘Did you have any concerns?’

	‘Yes. Leah had written a narrative, a story that gave me cause to be worried about her well-being. The content was quite disturbing.’

	‘In what way?’

	‘I believe that what she wrote was evidence of sexual abuse. It was a clear cry for help.’

	Ms Byers looked like she’d seen a ghost. ‘Objection, your honour. This is the worst kind of hearsay and slander.’

	‘Ms Byers, this is a court of law,’ scolded the judge. ‘I have been assured by detectives at the East Perth Police Station that they have interviewed Ms Hansen and deemed her evidence worthy of our attention.’

	‘My client is being hung out to dry by the opinions of a woman we know almost nothing about.’ She wasn’t backing down.

	‘So let us discover more about who she really is and what she has to say.’ The judge gestured with his index finger for her to sit, before looking back towards the prosecution and nodding.

	‘And what did you do with this evidence, Ms Hansen?’ asked Samara.

	‘The Mandatory Reporting guidelines are very clear. My next step was three-fold. I could go to either my line manager, direct to Child Protection or contact the police.’

	‘So which avenue did you choose?’

	‘I walked straight to my principal’s office. He is my line manager, so I sought a meeting with him.’

	‘And what did he say?’

	‘I showed him the narrative in question. He read it and then we talked about our what our choices were as a school.’

	‘What did he suggest as the next course of action?’

	‘He suggested we do nothing.’ 

	There was a rush of voices from the gallery. 

	Amy took a deep breath. ‘He didn’t feel that it warranted a report at this stage.’

	‘He wanted you to do nothing?’

	‘Yes, that’s right.’ Amy’s eyes flicked up towards Hargreaves.

	‘So let me get this straight,’ continued Ms Barnes. ‘You came to him with written evidence and a belief that one of your children was being sexually abused by a parent, and your principal wanted you to do absolutely nothing?’

	‘Yes, he was of the opinion that the work was the wild imagination of a child.’

	‘Do you have a copy of this narrative?’

	‘No, I don’t.’ She sighed, having always regretted this fact. ‘I never saw it again. Principal Barlow kept it.’

	‘Did he show it to anyone else for further scrutiny?’

	‘I believe he showed it to Mr Hargreaves.’

	Samara’s confusion was there for all to see. ‘Aren’t there protections under the Mandatory Report guidelines that would make this impossible?’

	‘Yes, there are.’

	Samara strode towards her desk and picked up a thick A4 booklet, which she held aloft. ‘I have a copy here of the Mandatory Reporting guidelines. Highlighted in yellow are the rules and regulations pertaining to sexual abuse.’ Samara strolled towards the court attendant and handed the booklet over. ‘I would like the court to know that Principal Barlow will be appearing as a witness later today. He will have the full opportunity to respond to these accusations.’ Samara turned her attention back to Amy. ‘Why do you think Principal Barlow decided to step outside of these guidelines?’

	‘I don’t think there was any malice in his intentions. I think his decisions were based on his wealth of experience across the educational sector, as well as his decade-long tenure as the principal of Kilgarry. The Mandatory Report is a very problematic process, and I think that fact, combined with the many friendships and business alliances Principal Barlow had formed in Kilgarry, he sought an outcome that would create the least trouble for him and them. It was a survival instinct.’

	‘Was he friends with the accused?’ Samara asked.

	‘Not socially. They had what you might call a “business relationship”. Principal Barlow knew that a smear of this kind could damage the town and the school, so he took that into consideration too. I was a graduate teacher, first year out, so all I took under consideration was the welfare of the child. There are still arguments to this day as to the best way to proceed in these cases.’

	‘Do you believe Principal Barlow’s handling of this case was correct.’

	‘No, I don’t. He stopped my report in its tracks. Knowing what we know now, a full investigation back then could have prevented the abuse of the ladies here today.’

	Penelope Byers rose from her chair. ‘Objection! The abuse we see today has yet to be proven.’

	‘Sustained.’ Judge Carter leant towards the witness. ‘Your opinions as to the outcome of this case are not to be shared.’

	‘Sorry, your honour,’ said Amy.

	‘So, how was this issue handled over the proceeding days?’ Samara continued.

	‘It never went any further. I was evacuated with the intention of moving me to another school.’

	The gallery gasped.

	Samara fed off their surprise. ‘You were transferred away from Kilgarry?’

	‘Yes. They found me a new job at Ocean Grove Primary.’

	‘They? Who else was involved in this removal?’

	‘It was requested by Principal Barlow, coordinated by Regional Director Diana Forrest and carried out by Sergeant Spears from the Meekatharra Police Station.’

	‘It all sounds highly unusual.’

	‘I was moved in the middle of the night. Driven to Geraldton and put up in a hotel.’

	‘Wasn’t anyone suspicious? What did your work colleagues think about all the subterfuge?’

	‘I don’t know. I never saw them again. I became extremely concerned for my own welfare, like a cover-up was happening, so I fled to Perth Airport and took the next flight to Europe. That’s where I’ve been ever since.’

	‘Why take such drastic action?’

	‘I felt like I was being turned into a scapegoat. I was worried for my future as a teacher and as a woman. I no longer felt safe in the hands of the Education Department or the police, for that matter.’

	‘Did fleeing bring you the security you wanted?’

	‘At first it did,’ remembered Amy, those feelings of yesterday flooding back to remind her of all she had achieved. ‘I was pretty well left alone. I travelled. Saw the world. It was an important time for me.’

	‘So why return now?’

	Amy looked towards her good friend Marianne. ‘Leah Hargreaves tracked me down.’

	‘The accused’s daughter? The one you thought Edward Hargreaves was abusing?’

	‘Yes. She came to see me in Mallorca, where I’d settled.’

	‘How did her visit go?’

	‘We spent a week with each other talking about the past. It was very healing, and then we heard the news about the fresh accusations against her father, and together we decided to return and see justice done.’

	‘Is Leah here today?’

	‘Yes, she is.’ Amy smiled. ‘This brave and amazing woman is in the gallery.’

	Marianne didn’t know where to look as a smattering of hands applauded her.

	‘Will she be testifying?’ asked Samara.

	‘Yes, she will.’

	‘Thank you for coming here today and setting the record straight.’ Prosecutor Barnes returned to her seat.

	Judge Carter held out a hand towards the defence, encouraging her to begin her cross-examination. 

	The defence attorney collected her thoughts and stood, her back straight, allowing the silence to build. ‘Is it true, Ms Hansen, that your whole testimony is based on a story written by a child. A story we can’t even read for ourselves because it no longer exists?’

	‘It existed eight years ago, and I would hope that Principal Barlow has it safe somewhere. Hopefully you can ask him about it.’

	‘But you understand my reticence to believe in this single piece of evidence that has apparently gone up in smoke?’

	‘I realise it might be difficult for you to join the dots, but when you are a teacher at the coalface of a classroom, you see things that make you suspicious and concerned.’

	‘But your assumptions were never investigated?’

	‘No.’

	‘So, all we’re talking about here is your word against Mr Hargreaves. There is no actual evidence. Not even a medical examination.’

	‘There is the accused’s daughter’s statement and an email that was sent by Principal Barlow to Director Forrest. Both of which allude to the situation we are now investigating.’

	The attorney’s grin made Amy feel like a liar. ‘An email. Which is where?’ Byers left her desk and approached the witness, her arms held out beside her, mocking Amy’s assertions.

	‘The police have requested it from the Education Department, using the Freedom of Information Act,’ explained Amy.

	‘But it hasn’t been sighted yet?’

	‘No.’

	‘So, another piece of the puzzle goes missing.’ Ms Byers scorn was clear for all to see, her pseudo disappointment a direct appeal to the gallery.

	‘I was there when he sent it.’

	Ms Byers spun, directing her gaze at Amy. ‘Do you often make things up?’

	‘Sorry?’

	‘Eight long years ago you ran away. You realised how thin your evidence was, took your lies and fled the country.’

	‘They aren’t lies.’

	‘This case of yours has as many holes in it as a slice of Swiss Cheese, which I’m sure from your travels you’d know all about.’

	‘I filed a Mandatory Report that wasn’t ...’

	Penelope Byers raised her hand, her palm directed towards Amy. ‘We’ve heard enough. I am finished with the witness, your honour.’
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	12.37am, Monday, 17 August 2018

	Psychologist’s Office

	 

	Marianne lay full stretch on a black chaise lounge, her eyes staring up at the ceiling. ‘I did it to protect myself. To preserve my sanity, I suppose.’

	Anne, her psychologist, was sitting in a chair off to one side. ‘And has it served you well?’

	‘Yes. Up until now, it has.’ She swallowed. ‘This court case though has made the truth unavoidable.’

	‘How has that made you feel?’

	‘Confused. Like I’ve been a robot for such a long time. Controlling my feelings. Stopping any real love getting to me.’

	‘That’s what you want? To be loved?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘How long have you felt like this?’

	‘Probably since Mum died. She loved me. I know that. But when she died, it left a gaping hole in our family.’ She paused. ‘I found my brother recently. He was trying to take his own life, and it triggered something in me.’ Tears started welling up. ‘He’d thrown a rope over one of the beams in the barn.’ She stopped.

	‘He was going to hang himself?’

	‘Yes. When I realised the danger, I just stood there in the doorway. I didn’t rush forward to stop him.’

	‘Why do you think you reacted that way?’

	‘I think I understood his actions. They kind of made sense. I almost envied him.’

	‘And then what?’

	‘He stepped forward, off the box he was standing on.’

	Anne lifted a hand to her chest and waited for her patient to continue.

	‘I dropped the car keys that were in my hand. But I still couldn’t move. My friend Sarah rushed past me and lifted him up; the rope went loose.’

	‘Did she manage to save him?’

	‘Yes, she did. We all ended up hugging and crying. There was so much unhappiness in our hearts. A mixture of frustration and fear. It all burst out, right there in the barn.’

	‘And Tye?’

	‘He’s okay. A bit shaken and even less inclined to share his emotions. Especially in a setting like this, with someone he doesn’t know. He couldn’t do it. Not yet.’

	‘But he’s happy to be alive?’

	‘I wouldn’t say that, but he’s better.’

	‘And Sarah?’

	‘She’s proving to be a great friend. We were close when we were younger. Rekindling that relationship has been an unexpected bonus.’

	‘And the lady who taught you when you were young … what’s her name again?’

	‘Amy Hansen.’

	‘The teacher in the news?’

	‘Yes.’

	A wave of recognition passed over the psychologist’s face.

	‘I think I know her. She was one of my students when I was a lecturer at UWA.’

	‘You taught her?’

	‘Yes. She was doing a degree in psychology. I encouraged her to switch into teaching.’

	‘Well thank God you did. I owe her a great deal.’

	‘I always knew she had a heart of gold.’

	‘Maybe we could all get together?’

	‘I’d like that.’ Anne smiled, appreciating the circle of life, and how the ties that bind us are often the ones that enrich our lives.
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	2.30pm, Monday, 17 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Principal Barlow sat in the witness box, a dark-blue suit and purple tie providing an air of control. The gallery had grown, people were standing against the rear wall, all seats taken. Marianne had arrived late, still navigating her way across the front, taking her place beside Amy and the girls.

	Samara Barnes approached the witness. ‘Thank you for appearing today, Mr Barlow.’

	‘Of course. I’ve spent most of my career ensuring the protection of children.’ He smiled up towards Judge Carter. ‘This is no different.’

	Samara wondered whether he’d still be in a smiling mood after her tirade. ‘I take it you’ve been following this case then?’ she asked.

	‘Yes, I have. As both a concerned Australian and as an educator.’

	‘Where do you work now, if you don’t mind me asking?’

	‘I am the Principal at Ashford College.’

	‘That’s an all-boys school here in Perth?’

	‘Yes, that’s right.’

	‘You’ve done well for yourself.’ Samara couldn’t help herself, offering a small clap of applause. ‘Congratulations.’

	‘Thank you. I’ve worked very hard to get where I am.’

	‘Yes, of course. I hope you don’t mind me bringing up some of the past then?’

	He swallowed. ‘I have nothing to hide.’

	‘Then let us go back to June 2010,’ Samara said as she drifted away from the front of the courtroom. ‘There was an issue that needed your expertise. A possible Mandatory Report of sexual abuse, brought to your attention by one of your teachers.’

	‘Yes, Ms Amy Hansen.’ Barlow was all concentration, his body still as stone.

	‘She was worried about the relationship between one of her students, Leah Hargreaves, and her father.’

	‘Yes, Ms Hansen had conducted a narrative writing exercise and Leah had written an imaginative story about an abusive relationship between a father and his daughter.’

	‘And she brought both the narrative and her concern to you?’

	‘Yes, she did.’

	‘Do you have a copy of the narrative?’

	‘No, I don’t.’

	‘Was it filed away or copies taken?’

	‘It was destroyed.’

	‘Destroyed?’ said Samara. ‘By whom?’

	‘Edward Hargreaves.’

	The accused stared down at Barlow as the gallery turned to take his reaction in. He didn’t give away anything though, not the slightest emotion.

	‘You’re referring to the accused?’ asked Samara, pointing up at him.

	‘Yes I am.’ Barlow kept his eyes trained on the lawyer. He didn’t need to look up to know that Edward’s eyes were throwing daggers.

	‘But doesn’t the Mandatory Reporting process require the identity of everyone involved to be kept secret.’

	‘That’s true.’

	‘So how on earth did he gets his hands on it?’

	‘I called Mr Hargreaves in for a meeting about fundraising. He happened to see his daughter’s work on my desk. Ms Hansen had only just been in my office the day before. He recognised his daughter’s writing and grabbed it.’

	‘You say it like this was normal procedure,’ checked Samara.

	‘I was as offended by his audacity as you are.’

	‘Did you ask for the piece of work back?’

	‘Of course I did.’ Barlow turned towards Judge Carter. ‘He’s not one to take orders though.’

	Hargreaves let slip a grin.

	‘Did he read it?’ asked Samara.

	‘Yes, he did.’

	‘How did he react?’

	‘Badly. Thought it was a witch-hunt. Mentioned the “tall poppy syndrome”. Hargreaves always thought people were out to bring him down.’

	‘And were they?’

	‘He wasn’t well liked in town. Respected? Yes, but he was a big power player in Kilgarry. Owned a lot of businesses, had a big farm. He was important enough for the little guy to dislike him a lot.’

	‘But the narrative was written by his daughter and brought to your attention by one of the teachers at your school. Hardly the kind of people you’re referring to. What reason would they have had to bring him to his knees other than the cold hard truth?’

	‘No reason. Ms Hansen was also acting with the best of intentions.’

	‘How did he destroy it?’

	‘Tore it into shreds,’ said Barlow, miming the action taken with his hands.

	‘He ripped up the only piece of evidence Ms Hansen had?’

	‘Yes, he wanted the problem erased.’

	Samara turned her back on Barlow and walked towards her desk. ‘Did you let Ms Hansen know what had happened?’

	‘No, I didn’t.’

	‘You knew you’d be in a lot of trouble, didn’t you?’

	‘Contacting the accused was a huge mistake on my part.’

	‘Revealing the identity of a person filing a Mandatory Report is a $25,000 fine, is it not?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And were you fined?’

	‘No, because I never tried to hide away from my actions. I met with my regional director the next day, and I shared with her both the accusation against Mr Hargreaves and the fact that I had accidentally disclosed the reporter’s identity.’

	Samara picked a stapled pile of A4 sheets off her desk, turning to face the witness. ‘Please let the records show that I have an email trail between Principal Barlow and Regional Director Diana Forrest.’ Samara handed the paper trail to the court attendant.

	Byers stood. ‘Objection. I have not sighted this new piece of evidence.’

	‘Yes Ms Byers, but you knew it had been requested,’ replied Judge Carter. ‘That is all that Ms Barnes is required to do.’

	‘When did it arrive?’

	‘During the lunch break. I have seen it and allowed it to be viewed here today.’ 

	Ms Byers looked humiliated as she returned to her seat.

	Samara chalked up the win. ‘This piece of evidence is the reason Principal Barlow is here. This trail is one of the few hard links we have to this incident. An incident that could prove to have huge ramifications upon the future of this case and the outcome for my three clients.’

	Defence Attorney Byers stood. ‘Do we really need to hear what Ms Barnes thinks will happen in the future. She doesn’t have a crystal ball. Aren’t the facts all we should be concerned about?’

	‘These are the facts,’ replied Samara.

	The judge ignored their battle for ascendency. ‘Please continue Ms Barnes.’

	Samara turned her attention back to Principal Barlow. ‘Did Diana Forrest speak to you about the legality of your disclosure?’

	‘No, we were focused on the task of protecting everyone involved. We wanted to make sure our employee, Ms Hansen, wasn’t in any danger and that Leah Hargreaves was safe. I expected my punishment to follow the conclusion of these events.’

	‘And did it?’

	‘No.’ Barlow was unable to hide his smugness, a flaw that had hindered him many times during his career.

	‘So, what course of action did you and Mrs Forrest agree upon.’

	‘We thought it prudent to move Ms Hansen to another school.’

	‘Prudent or painless?’ Samara seethed.

	‘Her protection was paramount.’

	‘And removing Ms Hansen removed the problem too. Isn’t that right?’

	‘Both Diana and I had come to the understanding that a belief of sexual abuse had not been formed. We were well within our rights to do this.’

	‘And who, meanwhile, was protecting Leah Hargreaves?’

	Barlow clasped his hands together like he was about to pray. ‘In our minds, she didn’t need protecting because we had not formed a belief that anything untoward was happening to her.’

	Ms Barnes picked a professionally bound manual off her desk. ‘I’d like to enter this Reference Guide as Exhibit B. It’s called “A Guide for Schools in Reporting Child Abuse”.’ Samara passed it to the court attendant and waited until it was in the hands of the Judge. ‘I’d like to draw your attention to the bold type across the top of page one, three lines down, your honour. It is an alert, and it reads: “If you believe a child is in immediate danger or in a life-threatening situation, contact the Perth Metropolitan Police immediately by dialling 000”.’ Samara walked towards the witness. ‘You’ve already explained how you called the police, Mr Barlow, but it was not to protect the child, was it? You called them only to ask that they escort Ms Hansen from your town, didn’t you?’

	‘Yes, I felt it was she who was in immediate danger.’

	‘Well done for taking steps to protect her, but this alert is clearly aimed at the child. What did you put in place to protect Leah Hargreaves?’

	‘Like I said earlier, I hadn’t formed a belief that she was in any danger.’

	‘So, if the Mandatory Report was baseless in your opinion, then why the supposed danger to Ms Hansen. Why would Edward Hargreaves want to cause her harm?’

	‘He was very aggrieved when I spoke with him. Angry that his child’s teacher was suggesting he was abusing his daughter. I always acted with Ms Hansen’s best interests in mind.’

	‘Did Hargreaves ever threaten Ms Hansen?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And was this threatening activity ever acted upon by police? Did they warn him that it was inappropriate?’

	‘Not to my knowledge.’

	‘Were they ever made aware of this threatening behaviour?’

	‘Not to my knowledge.’

	‘Because you never told them about it did you?’

	‘My focus was safety first. The recriminations could come later.’

	‘But they didn’t?’

	‘No.’

	Samara sighed. ‘And now here we are in 2018, and we have Edward Hargreaves on trial for sexually abusing three young women. Do you see the link I am trying to make?’

	‘A lot can change in eight years, Ms Barnes.’

	‘But do you not think that the current predicament these three women find themselves in could have been prevented if only Ms Hansen’s Mandatory Report had been passed on to the relative authorities and investigated further?’

	‘Hindsight is a beautiful thing, but back in 2010, we couldn’t see the future. All we had was a narrative written by an imaginative eleven-year-old girl whose mother had recently passed.’

	Samara took a moment to refresh her energy levels. ‘But the narrative wasn’t the only indicator, was it, Mr Barlow?’ Barlow moved to reply, but Samara raised her hand and shook her head. ‘Before you answer, I’d like to draw the court’s attention back to the list of possible indicators of sexual abuse found in the guide for teachers created by The Department for Child Protection. Now, I’ll ask you, Mr Barlow, if any of these indicators were also evident.’

	‘And I’ll remind you that this all happened eight years ago.’

	‘Are you saying you’ve forgotten the details of a sexual assault case, in which lives were ruined. Please, Principal Barlow, try your best to remember. It’s quite important.’

	Barlow grimaced, finding it difficult to gain the upper hand.

	Samara ran through the list of indicators. ‘Decline in school performance?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Sadness?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘School attendance issues?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Knowledge of sexual matters inappropriate to age?’

	‘No.’

	‘Disclosure through writing?’

	‘No.’

	‘But those last two were evidenced in the narrative written by Leah Hargreaves.’

	‘I disagree.’

	‘Did you even read the narrative?’

	‘Yes, I did, and I still believe it was the work of an over-imaginative mind.’

	Marianne stared down at her feet, unable to look at his face anymore.

	Samara felt like she was banging her head against the wall. ‘So, given where we find ourselves today and the allegations against the accused that we are investigating, you wouldn’t like to revise your position?’

	‘Is that what I am here for? To find fault. To apportion blame. I thought Edward Hargreaves was the one on trial.’ 

	‘We’re here because the lives of four young women have been irrevocably damaged by the actions of one man. He’s the one in the firing line.’ Samara pointed. ‘You were just a stepping stone, but I’m wondering whether you did your job correctly.’

	Barlow waited, unsure whether an answer was required.

	Samara pushed him to answer. ‘So, I repeat, are you still happy with your view on the narrative?’

	‘Yes, I am. And anyway, it was destroyed. What good is it focusing on a piece of evidence that doesn’t even exist anymore.’

	‘What if I told you we’d found a copy? Would that change things?’

	‘What do you mean? I saw it get destroyed.’

	Samara smiled. ‘Do you remember trying to photocopy Leah’s work?’

	‘Yes, I do. Amy wanted a copy when she first came to see me, but the copier was broken.’

	‘What if I told you that it wasn’t broken. It was just in “scan” mode. Would that make any sense to you?’

	‘No. I hit enter and nothing came out.’

	‘A scan isn’t a physical print out, Mr Barlow. When you press enter in scan mode, it creates an electronic file, which is held indefinitely on the school’s main drive.’

	‘I know how to scan,’ joked the principal.

	‘Well, obviously you don’t.’

	‘So, you’re saying there’s a digital copy?’ He looked worried.

	‘Yes.’

	‘Have you seen it?’

	‘No.’ Samara waited, teasing out the drama. ‘I’m merely asking you how this would affect your view of the steps you took eight years ago.’

	‘I don’t make decisions around what ifs. I act upon cold hard facts.’

	Samara rested an arm on the wooden railing around the witness box. ‘Did you enjoy your last few years at Kilgarry, Mr Barlow?’

	‘Not really. It was a tough time for everyone involved.’

	‘Including Leah?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘Do you believe your actions made her life worse. That the mandatory process failed her like it has failed so many others in the past. That you failed her.’

	‘From what I hear, she’s a well-balanced individual. I’m actually looking forward to hearing her testimony.’

	‘Have you ever been sexually abused, Mr Barlow?’

	‘No, of course I haven’t.’

	‘Then how would you know how it feels to be violated, then asked to speak about it to a courtroom filled with people you’ve never even met?’

	Barlow was clever enough to realise there was no good answer to such a problematic question. He’d been driven into a corner and he’d have to wait it out.

	Samara though jumped on his silence. ‘How dare you look forward to that moment.’ She turned her back on him and stepped purposefully away, her nose screwed up like he was a bad smell. ‘Thank you, your honour. I have finished with the witness.’

	‘Does the defence wish to cross-examine?’ asked the judge.

	Attorney Byers stood. ‘I do.’

	‘Proceed.’

	Ms Byers stepped around her desk. ‘I’d like to clear something up for both myself and everyone else assembled here today, Principal Barlow.’ She gestured towards Samara’s desk. ‘The prosecution is alleging historical sexual assault based upon the narrative of an eleven-year-old girl? Is that the only disclosure there was, Mr Barlow?’

	‘Yes, that is correct?’

	‘Did anyone ever mention these accusations to the young lady?’

	‘Leah called Ms Hansen the day after she’d been evacuated.’

	Ms Byers acted surprised. ‘And what did she say?’

	‘Our regional director, Diana Forrest, was told by Ms Hansen that during that call, Leah told her the narrative was just a piece of creative writing and had nothing to do with her relationship with her father. She asked that Ms Hansen stop the accusations against her dad and leave them both alone.’

	‘She was that clear with her wishes?’

	‘Yes, absolutely. It is my belief that it was this call from Leah Hargreaves that led Ms Hansen to flee the country. She was no longer convinced of her own conjecture.’

	‘So why are we even hearing this testimony, when so little has been proven.’

	‘I’m as much in the dark as you are, Ms Byers. I thought this situation had been dealt with a long time ago.’

	‘There is no new evidence here. This new line of questioning has a lot of similarities to that of our three backpackers in that there is no hard evidence. Just a lot of empty words.’

	Samara stood quickly. ‘Objection.’

	‘To what?’ seethed Byers.

	‘The judge has explained his intentions to investigate these new claims. It is not for us to critique that decision.’

	‘Opinions vary, Ms Barnes.’

	Judge Carter raised his gavel ready to bring order to this rabble.

	‘I’m finished with the witness, your honour,’ said the defence before the judge could strike, her smile as unpleasant as it was intolerable.

	Therese and Christina fought back tears as Anya and Marianne tried to comfort them. 
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	7.49pm, Monday, 17 August 2018

	Joondalup, Perth

	 

	Jacinta washed dishes in the kitchen of her mother’s modest apartment. Amy walked in, dressed in her pyjamas.

	‘You’re early to bed then,’ said her mum from a seat at the formica-topped island bench.

	‘I’m tired. Another big day tomorrow.’

	‘Are you sure you want to go in again?’ asked Jacinta. ‘You’ve already testified. What else can you do?’

	‘Listen to what everyone has to say,’ said Amy as matter-of-factly as she could. ‘This issue has taken a huge chunk out of my life. I’ve done a great job keeping it from you, from everyone in my life, but now the time has arrived to hear every little detail. I might finally have the chance to say goodbye to it once and for all.’

	‘I understand,’ accepted her mum.

	‘Thanks. Your support is so important to me.’ They hugged.

	‘How’s Marianne going?’ Jacinta asked.

	‘Okay. It’s been tougher on her, of course. She’s staying with Tye for a couple of nights, while he pulls himself together.’

	‘Thank God she got there when she did.’

	‘It was divine intervention,’ said their mum.

	‘Thought you didn’t believe in God?’

	‘As you get older, you need something to believe in.’

	‘How’s Antonio feeling about the extended nature of your stay here?’ inquired Jacinta.

	‘He’s keeping himself busy with his naval job and the family restaurant. We miss each other so much, but he understands the journey I’m on.’

	‘Might get a wedding out of it.’ Her mum smiled.

	‘And a family,’ added Jacinta.

	‘Woah, slow down,’ said Amy with a grin, half-serious. Her phone started ringing from the bench. She looked at the screen. ‘Unknown number.’ She lifted it to her ear and answered. ‘Hello.’ She listened. ‘Yes, that’s me.’ A pause. ‘Oh, hi.’ Another gap. ‘Sure. There’s a pub just down the road. I think it’s called The Pigeon’s Arms.’ Her mother nodded. ‘Great, 7pm tomorrow night,’ agreed Amy. ‘I’ll see you then.’ She ended the call. ‘That was interesting.’

	‘Who was it?’ asked her mum.

	‘Another teacher. Someone with a lot of interesting information.’

	‘An old friend?’ Jacinta questioned.

	‘Not exactly,’ said Amy, already thinking through the ramifications of her agreement to meet up. From what she knew, which wasn’t much, this person could turn out to be either a huge help or an added problem. In just under twenty-four hours, she would have her answer.
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	Day Three

	10.30am, Tuesday, 18 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Diana Forrest sat in the witness box, perfect hair and makeup, a blue shirt with black pants. ‘I’m not sure what you’re referring to, but as a regional director, I am always making decisions that affect people I will never meet. Western Australia is a huge state with people spread across massive tracts of land.’

	Samara stood intimidatingly close to the witness box. ‘I’m referring to a decision you took in June 2010, rubber-stamping a request to stop a Mandatory Report of sexual abuse in its tracks, and then in the same breath, agreeing to transfer a teacher to a new school.’

	‘I was only following the process outlined in the report, acting with the safety of all implicated parties in mind.’

	‘And protecting the aggressor.’

	‘There was never any proof there was an aggressor.’

	‘No … that’s right … because the accused tore the proof up.’

	Mrs Forrest looked away. Every accusation was a dent in her armour. She hadn’t wanted to appear today.

	‘Don’t you think those were the actions of a guilt-ridden man,’ pushed Samara.

	‘I wasn’t there to see it. I received that information second-hand.’

	‘From Principal Barlow?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘The man who gave the identity of the reporter to the accused and never got penalised.’

	Diana shifted in her chair, clearly nervous. ‘My focus was on protecting those involved. I always like to take a positive and proactive approach, rather than focus on any negatives that may have happened along the way.’

	‘But it’s stated very clearly in the DCP guide that a fine should be applied.’      

	‘He didn’t do it on purpose.’

	‘That doesn’t matter!’ insisted Samara. ‘He did it, and you covered it up.’

	‘I did no such thing.’ Diana was fighting back. ‘I followed the recommendations to the letter of the law. The procedure is open enough to allow the individual to make their own assertations as to how to proceed once they have formed a belief. We had not reached that point. We’re not robots.’ 

	‘Oh, so you do have feelings?’

	Judge Carter slapped his desk. ‘Attorney Barnes, you have no right to speak so detrimentally towards the witness.’

	‘Sorry, your honour.’ Samara stepped away from the witness box. Listening to officials hide behind documentation and procedures always triggered her emotions. She had to be better. ‘I’m sorry for my outburst, Mrs Forrest.’

	‘I accept your apology.’

	Samara turned to face the gallery. ‘How many times did you have to transfer a teacher due to a Mandatory Report?’

	‘About five times.’

	‘Was it always an easy process?’

	‘It’s never easy to uproot someone.’

	‘Is it hard to keep their identity a secret in some of those small country towns?’

	‘Yes, of course it is.’ Diana looked up at the judge. ‘We’re talking about schools with less than fifty students and only three teachers, one of those often doubling as the principal.’

	‘So, moving them is often an expected consequence of filing a report?’

	‘Yes, in some cases, I would absolutely agree with you. We have to get them out of a bad situation.’

	‘Do all reports get actioned and investigated?’

	‘No, they don’t. At any stage, the report can be stopped if the current holder has not formed a belief, irrespective of those who have gone before them.’

	Samara leant against her desk. ‘It sounds like quite a subjective process then, each individual bringing their own life experience into that equation.’

	‘It’s not perfect. Never has been. Investigating any sort of abuse is a difficult thing to do. We have to be sure.’

	‘Do you think that most people err on the side of caution?’

	‘Yes, I do, and I agree with that approach. The stigma attached to a report can be life long.’

	Samara looked thoughtful as things started to fall into place. ‘But aren’t we trying to ensure that a child’s right to feel safe and free from harm is also protected?’

	‘Yes … of course that is paramount, but we are all innocent until proven guilty.’

	‘Sounds like a massive contradiction, believing that both principles can be upheld in their entirety.’

	‘And therein lies the issue.’

	‘You’re no longer a regional director, is that correct?’ asked Samara, stepping forward.

	‘Yes, I work for the Minister of Education now.’

	‘You’re her second-in-command?’

	‘Yes, I am.’ Diana felt almost embarrassed by her ascension.

	‘Quick rise to the top?’

	‘I like to think I deserved it.’

	‘So, you help write government policy now?’ Samara stood her ground, her arms crossed.

	‘Yes, I do.’ Diana shifted in her seat, sensing another attack.

	‘Has the direction of the Mandatory Reporting process changed then under your direction?’

	‘No, it hasn’t. There is no easy fix to these sorts of problems.’

	‘It doesn’t get much media coverage, does it?’

	‘No, it’s a very secretive process. Our focus is on protecting the identity of those involved.’

	‘And the politicians get to say that they are being proactive by pointing to this process, using it to explain how hard they are working to protect the children under their care.’

	‘It’s one of many ways in which the government is ensuring we all do our jobs, from parents, to teachers, to police.’

	‘But isn’t the system broken?’ said Samara, her hands spread in acceptance of this capitulation. ‘Hasn’t it failed many times to protect the innocent?’

	‘I don’t believe that’s true. It keeps us honest and expects a certain level of accountability from everyone.’

	‘You mean the “paperwork”.’ Samara slid a sheet of paper off her desk and held it up. ‘This stuff, because if you can prove you looked into it, then you’re absolved of all responsibility. Documentation is everything. Action is your last resort.’

	‘It’s a process, Ms Barnes,’ defended the ex-director, a hand on the railing. ‘Just like international diplomacy. We take it step by step.’

	‘Yes, and if you act slowly enough, the problem might just go away.’ Samara allowed her witness to feel a moment of uncomfortable silence. ‘But it didn’t in this case. Edward Hargreaves got away with it back in 2010, and now he’s trying to get away with it in 2018. Will anyone stand up against him or will we continue to take it “step by step”, worried that the accused’s own rights might be violated.’

	‘I don’t set the rules.’ A crack was beginning to appear as Diana felt the heat of everyone assembled in the gallery.

	‘How would you feel if the accused was found guilty of sexually abusing these three girls and you knew you could have stopped him eight years ago?’

	The backpackers eagerly awaited her answer.

	‘That is totally inappropriate,’ interrupted Judge Carter. ‘Mrs Forrest is not on trial here.’

	Samara had not expected his outburst. ‘Sorry, your honour,’ said Samara. ‘I never intended to offend the court. I just …’

	‘Please take a seat, Ms Barnes,’ demanded the judge. ‘The prosecution of this witness by you has finished.’

	Samara returned to her desk, trying to analyse what went wrong.

	Diana reached for a tissue, her eyes welling up with tears. ‘I didn’t know this would happen. I can’t be held responsible for the actions of that man.’

	Samara turned, a mixture of concern and surprise etched across her face. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ she said quietly.

	‘I deserve it,’ cried Diana. She gazed across the room toward the backpackers. ‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘I think we all are,’ Samara agreed, aware that her crossing of the ethical line, had brought the reward of confession.

	 ‘We shall adjourn for thirty minutes,’ advised Judge Carter before striking his gavel upon the bench. 

	Penelope Byers didn’t know what to do. Her witness had crumbled and defected, handing the prosecution a valuable win. She was losing control. 
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	1.00pm, Tuesday, 18 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Samara walked parallel to the witness box. ‘So, you worked in the legal department of the Education Department with a specific focus on the handling of Mandatory Reports?’

	‘Yes.’ Steve Nilsson looked comfortable, fingers tapping on the arms of his chair. He was dressed in a grey shirt and blue tie, short brown hair, grey around the ears.

	‘And you were a police detective before that?’ said Samara, turning.

	‘Yes, I was. The Education Department hired me for that reason.’

	‘And you retired five years ago?’

	‘Yes.’

	She stopped and looked straight at him. ‘So how many Mandatory Reports were filed on average per year in Western Australia back in 2010?’

	‘Around eight thousand.’

	‘And how many do you believe ended up with a criminal charge of some sort?’

	‘I really don’t know the answer to that question. And even if it was detailed on a spreadsheet somewhere, I doubt DCP would ever agree to release it. It’s their darker underbelly, isn’t it?’

	‘How many of the cases that you personally handled achieved a criminal charge?’

	‘None.’

	‘Is that because the accusations proved unfounded?’

	‘No, it’s just difficult getting all the ducks lined up in a row.’ He turned and appealed to Judge Carter’s sensibilities as an upholder of the law. ‘There are so many checks and balances along the way.’

	‘And all these checks and balances are performed by different people?’ asked Samara.

	‘Yes, and at each and every stage, a belief that abuse has taken place must be formed in the mind of the assessor.’

	‘So, it starts with the teacher and then moves where?’

	‘The teacher often involves their line manager, wanting another pair of eyes on the issue at hand. If the belief is still evident, then it becomes a formal report that is passed onto the DCP. They assess it, and if they believe it warrants further investigation, then they will call the police.’

	‘So, who actually makes contact with the family?’ Samara quizzed.

	‘The police will interview members of the family, possibly with a representative from DCP present.’

	‘So, whilst a teacher may make the original decision, after having a lot of close contact with the child, the others that follow have limited or no contact with the child, but probably more contact with everyone else involved.’

	 ‘Yes, and I believe that’s why a lot of these cases are filed and put on hold. It’s gone through too many hands.’

	‘Sounds very convoluted, the whole system often ending as a piece of paper stored in a filing cabinet somewhere?’

	‘Yes, just in case the same issue rears its ugly head again, then there’s some documentation that can aid in an arrest.’

	Samara shook her head. ‘Bureaucrats just love a paper trail, don’t they?’

	‘It’s unfortunately how you catch people in this day and age.’

	‘And how you protect yourself?’

	‘That is also true,’ accepted the ex-detective, warming to the task.

	Samara was thinking on her feet. ‘So, what happens when that same problem pops up eight years later, and several people have already been irreversibly affected?’

	‘Then the government agencies that have been set up to protect children pull out the relevant paperwork and reassess the situation.’

	‘Which is exactly what we’re doing now.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘But more people have been abused. Surely, the government agencies failed to do their job.’

	‘It’s an imperfect system.’

	‘People keep saying that, but where are the checks and balances that rule over its success or failure?’

	‘There aren’t any. It’s a procedural concern dictated by politics. Appearances are more important than actual success, Ms Barnes. Fresh elections are held every four years, providing the paper pushers with a clean slate, a chance to start again from scratch.’

	‘Is that why you left?’

	‘In part, yes. The decision to leave came after I was involved in a sexual abuse case against a powerful man in the legal fraternity. No names, of course, but let’s just say he had friends in high places. We held an interview with him, after which threats were made towards everyone involved. He was clever enough to ensure these attempts at coercion were never witnessed by anyone else or recorded by us. In the end, all he got was a warning, and then the report was filed away. Two years later and he was reported again, so we went into action thinking this was our moment.’ Mr Nilsson paused, a hand to his chin, the sadness he felt rising to challenge him once again. ‘The original file could not be found and so he got another warning. I quit the next day.’

	‘Where did you go,’ asked Samara, keen to follow the story through to its natural conclusion.

	‘I trained to become a wedding celebrant.’ The witness smiled. ‘I was tired of seeing the worst of humanity. I wanted to celebrate something good for a change.’

	‘I understand exactly how you feel.’ Samara returned a genuine smile. ‘What advice would you give to the lawmakers who created the Mandatory Reporting process?’

	‘I’d ask them to act on the initial report and commit to a full investigation every single time. I think the person filing the report deserves to see it acted upon. It’s not an easy thing to put in a Mandatory Report, so it should be treated seriously from the beginning. Of course government funding would need to increase to a point where there are a lot more boots on the ground. The people who work for DCP are already run off their feet.’

	Samara stopped beside the witness box. ‘Could I ask you to apply your considerable expertise to the case of Leah Hargreaves?’

	‘Sure.’

	‘Suppose you get word of an eleven-year-old girl who has written a narrative that is suggestive of sexual abuse at home. What do you do?’

	‘The big deal here is that she is eleven. That age is ripe for these types of goings on. My experience alone would tell me that a sexually suggestive story, written by a girl who is entering her teenage years is all you need to file a Mandatory Report.’

	‘No other factors needed?’

	‘Nope, there are certain commonalities between all cases, and age is one of them. This is why we are the experts. We know what patterns to look out for. We deal with these problems, day in, day out. Teachers and principals can identify an indicator, but they don’t have the skills to go any deeper. Their expertise is in running classrooms and schools.’

	‘So, you would have filed and investigated this report?’

	‘Absolutely.’

	‘Thank you for your time.’ Samara returned to her seat.

	Steve Nilsson stood at the same time as the defence lawyer.

	‘Not so quickly, Mr Nilsson,’ said Ms Byers.

	‘I thought I was done.’

	‘Far from it. Please sit.’ 

	He did as he was asked. 

	‘Mr Nilsson, you say that the report should have been filed on the Leah Hargreaves case.’ Her face was covered in an eerie calm.

	‘Yes, I do.’

	‘But you know nothing about it.’

	‘The details are not what raises the red flags, Ms Byers. It’s the common threads that run through similar cases. Like knowing that drugs and alcohol will be at the root of most cases of domestic abuse.’

	‘But you never read the letter.’ She shook her head. ‘Never met the family. You have no idea even who the teacher is?’

	‘Those details are not what makes a case stand out.’ Nilsson spoke with great clarity. ‘And like I said earlier, Leah Hargreaves’ age and her mode of disclosure are a sure-fire fact when it comes to a report of this kind.’

	‘And what about the harm done to the accused when the claim turns out to be unfounded?’ Ms Byers placed a fist upon her desk.

	‘We go about our work discreetly. The chances of being unjustly tarnished are very slim. I think it’s more an excuse used by those who seek to justify inaction.’ He placed both of his hands on the railing. ‘These children need our protection. When we start worrying about the stain we might leave on their parents, we stop doing them justice.’

	‘But there was never a report filed against my client, was there?’

	‘No, there wasn’t. It was never allowed to get that far.’

	‘Thank you, Mr Nilsson. Now we’re done.’ Penelope Byers returned to her desk with a swiftness that characterised her every move. No effort wasted. 
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	6.55pm, Tuesday, 18 August 2018

	The Pigeon’s Arms

	 

	Amy stepped in through the door of The Pigeon’s Arms, immediately scanning the room for her surprise caller. She had seen a photo in the school staffroom, but that was eight years ago, and people change. Amy stepped up to the bar.

	‘What can I get you?’ said a young man behind the counter.

	‘A pint of the Mountain Goat Pale Ale, thanks.’ Amy felt thirsty and a pint would provide the volume she required. She’d been refraining from alcohol lately, a clear head an obvious advantage when dealing with serious issues. However, tonight’s guest made her nervous, and she needed to relax the valve just a little bit.

	The cold pint arrived, and Amy took a long gulp. The Pigeon’s Arms was a medium-sized bar, with space down both flanks and a small beer garden out the back. It was in a relatively new building, but decorated to look older, with recycled floorboards and weatherboard sidings up each wall.

	Amy was halfway through her first pint when a tall woman with long dark hair walked in. She was smartly dressed, the photo likeness still strong enough for Amy to acknowledge her with a smile and a wave. Amy slid off her stool and went straight for a handshake.

	‘Thanks for meeting me,’ said the woman.

	‘Pleasure, Pam. We have so much to talk about.’

	Pam gave her the once over. ‘You look really good for someone going through hell.’

	‘It hasn’t been that bad. More of a mental journey than a physical one. It’s Marianne and the others that are being put through the ringer.’

	‘Yes, I feel so bad for them.’

	Amy’s nerves were eased by this display of genuine emotion. ‘Shall we find a quiet spot.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘What are you drinking?’ asked Amy. ‘My shout.’

	‘Gin and tonic, thanks.’

	Amy put an order in at the bar and asked if they could deliver it. 

	Pam chose a wrap-around bench seat off to one corner, and the women sat opposite each other.

	‘You’ve probably got a heap of questions for me?’ Pam inquired.

	‘I have. I hope you don’t mind, but they’re kind of serious?’

	She shrugged. ‘Goes with the territory.’

	‘Yeah. This isn’t exactly a good news story.’

	‘Not yet, but it could be. I’ve got my fingers crossed.’ Pam raised a set of crossed digits to prove her words were true.

	‘You left the year before I arrived. What made you go?’ asked Amy.

	‘I had a fling with Barlow.’

	Amy couldn’t believe her ears. ‘No way.’

	Pam’s face suddenly looked very serious, like she’d instantly regretted the disclosure. ‘This is between you and me of course. It can’t go any further.’

	‘Sure,’ accepted Amy.

	‘I’m embarrassed by it now. I was so young and naïve.’

	‘He’s a married man?’

	‘I’m not proud of that either.’

	‘Did his wife ever find out?’

	‘No. That’s why I was transferred.’

	‘Barlow moved you to another school to keep you quiet?’

	‘Yes. At first, I was really pissed off, but looking back, he did me a huge favour.’

	‘And Leah? Did you suspect anything was happening at home?’

	‘No. It was a hellish time for her, losing her mum and all. She was all over the place and with just reason, but I never thought Hargreaves was to blame.’

	Amy leant closer and whispered, ‘You don’t believe he was sexually abusing her then?’

	‘Not when I was her teacher, no, but that’s what you’re trying to prove, isn’t it?’

	‘Yes, of course.’ Amy took a sip of her drink. ‘Add in the backpackers stories and¬—’

	‘I’m not so sure I believe them. They’re a similar age to me when I was in Kilgarry, and I know that it often takes two to tango. Look at me and Barlow. The older man can be quite appealing.’

	‘But why go through all this if it was just a lie.’

	‘Fame. Notoriety. I don’t know these girls from a bar of soap.’

	‘And Leah? You think she’s making it all up too?’

	Pam leant back in her seat. ‘I’d love to say I believe everything she says, but I can’t … not yet. Maybe that will change.’

	‘I thought you’d be on our side.’ Amy’s face showed her confusion.

	‘Is it about sides?’ Pam lifted her drink off the table. ‘These sorts of cases are always hard to prove.’ She took a sip.

	‘Would you testify as to the situation with Leah and the meetings you had with Hargreaves? It might help us set up a series of events.’

	‘I can’t.’ Pam shook her head. Her reluctance was small, but noticeable. ‘The affair might come out.’

	‘Not even for Leah?’

	‘Like I said, I’m not convinced her story is true.’

	Amy felt like she’d been hit by a sledgehammer. ‘Have you ever put in a Mandatory Report?’

	‘Yes, I have. Not in Kilgarry, but later, when I was faced with a situation and felt it was the right thing to do.’

	‘Did it get investigated?’

	‘Yes, of course.’

	‘Well, mine didn’t.’ Amy landed a soft fist on the table, her passion lifting a few notches.

	‘Was it Andre’s responsibility to file it or yours?’ prodded Pam.

	‘He was my boss. I was just a graduate.’

	‘You could have called DCP direct. Taken him out of the picture.’

	‘I did call them. The night they evacuated me.’

	This was clearly news to Pam, and her face showed it.

	‘But I got scared,’ continued Amy, troubled by this moment of weakness. ‘Barlow had made it crystal clear that it was not an option for me.’ 

	‘Still?’

	‘What?’ Amy’s blood was boiling, her emotions threatening to spill all over the place.

	‘I’m just saying it was due process.’

	‘Oh my god, that’s what Barlow always said. Due process, due process. Like a broken record.’ Amy was suddenly suspicious. ‘Have you spoken to him recently?’

	‘Who?’

	‘Barlow.’

	‘No.’ Pam started picking at her fingernails.

	‘I’m not sure I believe you.’

	‘Suit yourself.’ She didn’t look Amy in the eye. 

	Suddenly, Pam’s phone rang, face up on the table between them; the words ‘Barlow’ lit up in green. 

	Amy reacted first, grabbing it and answering. ‘You bastard!’ she thundered down the phone. 

	The tables near them heard the commotion and looked over.

	‘Who’s this?’ Barlow’s crackled reply was distinctive.

	‘The enemy.’

	‘Ms Hansen?’

	‘Hello, Andre.’

	‘Shit!’ 

	The phone went dead.

	Amy’s eyes were wild with anger as she stared at Pam. ‘You bitch!’ She hadn’t bothered to tone her voice down, attracting even more attention from the customers nearby.

	‘I just wanted to help you see it from another angle,’ stuttered Pam.

	‘I’m sure Mrs Barlow will thank you for being so kind when she hears about your affair with her husband.’

	‘You wouldn’t do that! You promised.’

	‘Watch me.’ Amy dropped Pam’s phone into what was left of her Pale Ale, watching as it sank to the bottom of the glass.

	‘What the hell!’ Pam reached for the glass, but Amy was once again too fast, getting quickly to her feet, the beer in her hand.

	‘Get ready to be subpoenaed.’ Amy grinned. She gave the beer a good stir before returning it to the table. ‘I think this is yours.’

	Pam looked like she was going to cry.

	Amy turned and left. 
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	Day Four

	11.09am, Wednesday, 19 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Madison Timmins was seated in the dock, any resemblance to her younger self hard to find. No police uniform, just a simple green linen shirt and jeans.

	Samara Barnes approached. ‘You no longer work in the police force, is that true?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Why is that?’

	‘I became disillusioned with the direction my life was taking.’

	‘Personally, or professionally?’

	‘My career was a joke. I was being moved from station to station, without any guidance or chance of promotion.’

	‘Did you ever work out why?’

	‘Because I’m a woman.’

	‘But that’s against the law.’

	‘Yes, and very hard to prove. I was part of a drive to get more females into the police force. Apparently, the men weren’t on the same page, nor were they up for the challenge we presented.’

	Amy had to smile, remembering her dealings with Sergeant Spears. Marianne sat beside her, as did Anya, Christina and Therese. They hadn’t missed a minute so far.

	‘Do you remember the Hargreaves case then?’ asked Samara.

	‘Yes, I do. I was part of the evacuation team.’

	‘You were hurt in a car accident right after that.’

	‘Yes. I received a fractured pelvis and wrist, as well as concussion and temporary loss of vision in my right eye.’

	‘What caused the accident?’

	‘It was Hargreaves.’ Timmins gestured with her head in the direction of the accused. ‘He rounded a bend, wandering onto our side of the road. I swerved to avoid him, but lost control of the car. We rolled and ended up on the roof.’

	‘Was it on purpose?’ asked Samara.

	‘It was never investigated. To his credit, he stumped up the cash for our hospitalisation and rehab. He made sure we were given every chance of a full recovery.’

	‘What are your recollections of the details behind the transferal of Amy Hansen from Kilgarry to Geraldton.’

	‘It was dodgy from the start. She was moved in the dead of night, and we were told nothing. It was all “secret men’s business”.’

	 ‘What had she done?’

	‘The right thing, apparently.’

	‘So, why remove Ms Hansen without investigating the accused?’

	‘Orders. It’s what we were asked to do.’

	‘Is this a common occurrence? Teachers being moved because of small town sensibilities?’

	‘The Education Department will say it’s not, but they’ll also say they don’t collect that sort of data, so how would they even know? It is my belief that it happens more often than they would prefer to tell us.’

	‘Do you have any evidence to back up this belief?’

	‘I did some investigative work during my rehab. Amy’s story had spiked my interest. I spoke to a few ex-departmental employees and police officers who’d assisted with these kinds of cases. They all agreed that cover-ups were common when certain identities were in play. But what can anyone do? These are powerful men we’re dealing with.’

	‘Did you ever return to Kilgarry?’

	‘I did. Lasted about a week before I was transferred. I was only allowed to do light duties due to my eyesight, which was still recovering. Hargreaves dropped by for a meeting with the new chief. Next thing you know, I’m off to Margaret River. I don’t even like surfing.’

	‘Have things gone your way since?’

	‘Nah. Sometimes I think I’m being punished for taking part in this whole cover-up.’

	‘I hope we can resolve this situation once and for all.’

	‘So do I.’

	‘Thank you for coming in today, Ms Timmins.’

	Madison nodded. 

	Penelope Byers was quick to assert herself, standing as soon as Samara left the witness alone.

	‘Were you ever privy to the Mandatory Report that Ms Hansen created?’ asked the defence lawyer.

	‘No, I wasn’t.’

	‘And did you ever read the narrative that it was based upon?’

	‘No, I didn’t.’

	‘So why are you even here?’

	Madison was offended by the question. ‘Why are most of the people here today, Ms Byers?’

	‘To have their five seconds of fame?’ she replied.

	‘Maybe that’s your motivation,’ Madison said with a grin, ‘but I’m here to uncover the truth about what happened eight years ago. People’s lives were massively affected, and someone needs to take responsibility. At the moment, we have a whole bunch of people who are all pointing the finger at one person in particular.’

	‘Including you?’

	She pointed a finger directly at Hargreaves. ‘Including me.’

	‘Maybe it’s just sour grapes. Your career was hampered, and your life put at risk.’

	‘That’s all true,’ admitted Madison, ‘but I’m not the one being paid by the accused, am I?’

	Ms Byers was obviously stunned. ‘I’m done here, thanks, your honour.’

	‘Good,’ shot back Madison. ‘So am I.’

	Ms Byers returned to her desk, clearly unhappy about the way things were going. 
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	1.18pm, Wednesday, 19 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Andrew Spears walked slowly towards the witness box. He had aged badly and looked a beaten man, his dark-brown skin as dry and heavily lined as a river bed in summer. His blue slacks and chequered shirt were creased, his chin covered in grey stubble. He took his place on the wooden chair in the dock and looked out at the assembled crowd.

	‘Thank you for coming today, Sergeant Spears,’ said Samara Barnes.

	‘Call me Andrew. I haven’t been a police officer for quite a few years.’

	‘Of course. Could I please take this opportunity to let the court know that Andrew is a decorated policeman with over thirty years’ service, as well as a Vietnam veteran with two tours of duty. He is a proud Badimaya man who has given his best years in service to his country.’

	Andrew nodded. ‘Thank you.’

	‘Did you know about the Mandatory Report Ms Hansen was trying to file against the accused?’

	‘I was aware of it. I never saw any official documentation, but I knew that she was in danger because of the intentions she harboured.’

	‘And should that have been the case. Should she have felt in danger?’

	‘No. It was this way because the accused had been told of the existence of the Mandatory Report. Without that, she could feasibly have stayed in town for ever.’

	‘So why move the teacher then, if you know the problem lies elsewhere?’

	‘Internal politics,’ said Spears. ‘Towns don’t always run on what’s right, Ms Barnes. They run on what’s necessary.’

	‘Necessary for whom?’

	‘For everyone. For the facades of life to stay securely in place. We’re all pretty good at hiding stuff we don’t want others to know about. It’s just how it is.’

	‘And you agree with this?’

	‘I don’t agree with it, but I understand it. Moving Ms Hansen made complete sense, given the situation she found herself in. Fixing the root cause of the problem, that being the actions of the accused, was a lot harder to change.’

	‘But you’re a police officer. You’ve taken an oath to uphold the law.’

	Spears closed his eyes momentarily. ‘Yes, and I was. I was protecting Ms Hansen’s life.’

	‘What about the problem that initially put her in danger.’

	‘The Mandatory Report hadn’t been filed, so the root problem had not been officially identified or actioned.’

	‘But you knew what was going on?’

	‘From the mouth of Ms Hansen, yes.’ He gestured towards Amy’s spot in the gallery. ‘That doesn’t give me reason to act.’

	‘Can’t you think for yourself?’

	‘Of course, I can, Ms Barnes. But if a person doesn’t lay any charges, then I don’t have a problem to investigate.’ He looked up at Judge Carter. ‘No one involved in this process did anything wrong. Each of us followed through on what we thought was right, given the expectations of our jobs.’

	Samara turned and faced the gallery. ‘You went to the same school as the accused, didn’t you?’

	‘Yes, I did. He was a couple of decades behind me though.’

	‘Did you ever meet?’

	‘Yes. At a school reunion in 2005.’

	‘And you chatted?’

	‘We did. He was interested in my experience of the Vietnam war.’

	‘You were discharged from both the armed services and the police force? Is that correct?’

	‘Yes. I was caught self-harming both times.’

	‘Vietnam was where it first started?’

	‘Yes. It was a coping mechanism.’

	‘So, what brought it back?’

	‘Ms Hansen’s case had blurred edges, and I became quite confused as to my role in it. Vietnam wasn’t a clear-cut war either. The good versus evil they sold it with wasn’t true. Ms Hansen’s situation had some parallels. The forearm cuts returned first and then it just spiralled out of control.’

	‘I’m sorry you had to suffer through this.’

	Andrew shrugged his shoulders. ‘It is what it is.’

	‘Thank you, your honour. I am finished with the witness.’

	The defence attorney forced Spears to once again run through all the protocol of that pivotal twenty-four hours in his life. Nothing new was learned, partly due to the fact that Byers’ approach clearly wasn’t aimed at probing a man who was so deeply affected by guilt. His views weren’t going to be helpful to her client’s needs. A few minutes later and he was departing the courtroom and heading for the nearest pub. Seeing Amy again had triggered him. He hoped that this time he had been a help, rather than a hindrance.
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	9.05am, Central European Time

	Wednesday, 19 August 2018

	Berlin, Germany

	 

	The morning sun poked its head above the historic wreckage of the Berlin Wall as locals pounded the streets on either side. A small newsstand nearby was busy with customers, its position out front of the Berlin Alexanderplatz train station a profitable one. A woman walked past and stopped. She was about twenty-eight, short blonde hair, grey pencil skirt, black top and cardigan. She’d caught sight of the front page on the Die Welt newspaper: ‘German Tourist Testifies’ was the headline. She reached for a copy, paid the shopkeeper and walked on.

	A wooden bench just a few metres away saw her rest. She flicked the paper open and read the article, her face growing serious, tears flowing down both cheeks. She folded up the paper, laid it on her lap and leant back, staring up at the skyscrapers opposite. This was not her home city. Not the one she was born in, but a place she now called home. A place where she felt safe. 

	However, this news story had made her feel unsafe, old memories catching up with her. A moment in life she had tried hard to forget.

	She marched in through the entrance of a large steel and glass building. The foyer was a palette of glossy surfaces, reflections upon reflections. She stepped into an elevator, the doors already open, two people inside. ‘Danke,’ she said. Thank you.

	She caught sight of her reflection in the mirrored walls of the lift, the emotions of the morning having smudged her eye makeup. She adjusted her bun and the collar of her shirt. She was still a beautiful woman.

	The doors opened and she strode out alone, a large reception area greeting her, the space dominated by modern furniture, all hues of black and grey. There was a double-glass door ahead, the company name beside it in large silver letters: ‘Zuidefeld and Fischer’, and underneath that: ‘Lawyers and Solicitors’.

	She stepped through and approached the front desk. 

	A young receptionist looked up. ‘Guten morgen, Selina,’ said the girl seated behind the counter. Good morning, Selina.

	‘Good morning, Angela.’ A smile. ‘Irgendwelche neuigkeiten?’ Any news?

	‘Ja. The Australian police have returned your called. I have left a detailed message for you in an email.’

	‘Danke.’

	‘Coffee?’

	‘Yes, please.’

	‘Usual.’

	‘Double shot today, please.’ 

	Selina walked down a very wide corridor, a large wooden door down the far end, already ajar, a light-filled space opening up before her. In the centre, a three-piece lounge suite, all white leather, a glass coffee table in the middle. Beyond that a large wooden desk, a complete wall of glass behind it. Selina strolled around the desk and placed both hands on the glass, palms flat, staring out across the incredible views of Berlin. She took a long, deep, breath. 

	She had made a decision, which would have massive ramifications, and she knew it would take all her strength and all her courage to see it through. But it was time. Time to repair the past.
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	Day Five

	11.00am, Thursday, 20 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	The court attendant stood straight-backed, below Judge Carter’s bench. ‘The prosecution calls Ms Pamela Starc to the witness stand.’

	Pam Starc stepped out from the gallery. She gazed over at Amy who was right up the front, surrounded by the incredible team of women that had made this all possible. Pam wasn’t happy, but still, she took her place in the dock and chose to swear on the bible. 

	Samara rose to her feet. ‘Good afternoon, Ms Starc.’

	‘Hi.’

	‘Can you please explain your connection to this case.’

	A breath. ‘I taught the same class as Ms Hansen. She replaced me.’

	‘So, you taught Leah Hargreaves?’

	‘Yes, for two years prior to Ms Hansen’s arrival.’

	Samara rested a hand on the wooden railing of the witness box. ‘Did you see anything of note, any significant signs that she might be experiencing some difficulty in her life?’

	‘Well, her mother died during my second year there, so that was traumatic … for all of us.’ She looked up at the judge for acknowledgement.

	‘The SAER folder documents quite a few meetings with Edward Hargreaves during that time,’ explained Samara.

	‘Yes, I was struggling to manage Leah’s emotional needs. We met every week.’

	‘How did Mr Hargreaves appear to be handling the situation?’

	‘He was definitely out of his depth.’ Pam couldn’t help but gaze over at him. ‘As was I. You can’t prepare for such tragedy.’

	‘Were you ever aware of any issues of a sexual nature?’

	The defence lawyer stood. ‘She’s leading the witness, your honour.’

	‘Agreed. Sustained,’ said Judge Carter. ‘Please refrain from answering the question, Ms Starc.’

	She nodded.

	Samara continued. ‘How would you describe Leah and her father’s relationship?’

	‘Strained. He hadn’t been an active father as far as responsibility for the children went. His wife had done all that. He worked the farm and built upon his other business interests. He wasn’t a hands-on dad.’

	‘Was he affectionate?’

	‘Please be careful, Ms Barnes,’ said the judge.

	Pam decided to answer the question. ‘I don’t know. I never saw them together, in the same room.’

	‘Did Leah ever have cause for complaint against her father?’

	‘Not that I was aware of.’

	‘How did your weekly meetings go?’

	‘Fine. We spoke about simple day-to-day events, his daughter’s progress, any playground issues. I couldn’t have pried about any home stuff. They were already going through hell.’

	‘But your silence meant he was never tested. Never questioned.’ Samara spoke knowing that the accused’s eyes were boring into her back.

	‘I’m an educator, Ms Barnes. It was hard enough dealing with the death of a parent.’ Her face was pained. ‘Don’t put all of this on me too.’

	Samara turned away from the witness and faced the gallery. ‘Why did you leave?’

	‘A job came up near where I grew up. It was too perfect to pass up.’

	‘Surely you knew this would disrupt Leah’s progress?’

	‘I tried not to think about it. Most teachers complete a two-year stint in the country then leave.’

	‘You were probably happy to get away from it all.’

	Pam took a deep breath. ‘To tell you the truth, it had been very trying. Affected me greatly. So yes, it was a relief to leave it all behind.’

	‘Not so good for Leah though, hey?’

	‘It wasn’t ideal.’

	‘There was another issue, wasn’t there. Something else that drove you away.’

	‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

	‘A relationship that went sour.’

	‘My private life is just that, Ms Barnes.’ Her eyes started to flicker. ‘And I really don’t care for it being pried into.’

	Samara spun around and faced her witness. ‘Agreed, but this is a court case, and we are trying to prove sexual assault. Nothing can be sacred, and your honesty is important. I’m sure you would appreciate the bravery of the three women in coming forward?’

	‘Yes, of course I do.’

	‘Your bravery is equally important if we are to uncover the truth.’

	‘I’m not a coward, Ms Barnes.’

	Samara was amused. ‘I didn’t say you were.’ She picked up a pile of documents. ‘The documents in my hand inform me that you were transferred under recommendation from Mr Barlow, the same principal who recommended Ms Hansen’s transferal to Ocean Grove.’

	‘Yes, he organised it for me.’

	‘Did you know he was doing it?’

	‘It came as a surprise. But it was like a special Christmas present once I found out where I was going.’

	‘He seems well connected. Knows how to get what he wants, when he wants.’

	‘He’s a good man. Looking out for his employee’s welfare is what he is doing.’

	‘Or looking out for his own best interests.’

	Pam clearly wasn’t about to give up any information she didn’t have to, and so she waited, her lips sealed.

	‘Can you please comment on the testimony from several other staff members that the two of you had an affair?’

	The gallery gasped with surprise.

	‘I am now happily married, Ms Barnes. I have three children of my own. I’d rather the past stayed in the past.’ Her eyes appealed for Judge Carter to step in.

	‘So, it did happen?’ continued Samara, undeterred.

	Penelope Byers was on her feet again, but Judge Carter saw it coming. ‘Ms Barnes,’ he said, ‘this court is no room for hearsay.’ He leant in towards Pam. ‘You don’t have to answer the question?’

	‘Thank you.’

	Samara stepped towards the judge. ‘I’m just trying to show that Principal Barlow had some prior history of arranging transfers that were beneficial to his own plight. It’s a habit he had formed that directly reflected his own actions in the case of Leah Hargreaves.’

	‘Yes, but neither Ms Starc nor Principal Barlow are on trial here, and your line of questioning is most displeasing and frankly quite salacious. I will not allow it.’

	‘Sorry, your honour.’ Samara returned her attention to Pam. ‘How did you feel when you were identified as a person of interest in this trial?’

	‘A little bit confused. I hadn’t kept in contact with anyone from Kilgarry. I wasn’t sure why they would want to talk to me.’

	‘Did you feel any concern for the farm hands when you saw the news reports?’

	‘Of course, I did, but that was years after my time there.’

	‘Yes, it was. A time when those three women were still unharmed and unaffected by the presence of Edward Hargreaves.’

	‘I can’t be blamed for that,’ replied the witness, her brow creased.

	‘No. But you must agree that had Ms Hansen’s Mandatory Report been acted upon, we might have caught him earlier.’

	She paused before speaking. ‘Yes. It should have been investigated. At least then, we would have known.’

	Samara smiled. ‘Thank you, Ms Starc.’
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	3.30pm, Thursday, 20 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	The court attendant stood. ‘The court calls Selina Fischer to the stand.’

	Samara addressed the room. ‘Due to the constraints of international travel, Selina Fischer was not able to make it to Australia in time for this case, so we have secured a live link by which she will testify. She has provided a statement to police over the phone. They have corroborated her details and confirmed her whereabouts.’

	A television slid up from behind the witness box, Selina’s face filling the screen, an office wall in the background.

	Samara welcomed her. ‘Thank you for connecting with us, Ms Fischer.’

	Selina nodded. ‘I am proud to be speaking up.’

	‘You are calling us from Berlin, in Germany? Is that right?’

	‘Yes. I work here. This is my office.’ She gestured around her.

	‘What is your line of work, Ms Fischer?’

	‘I am a human rights lawyer specialising in war crimes.’

	‘Sounds like a very serious job.’

	‘It is. Our world is not always kind or peaceful.’

	Samara walked left. ‘Could you please explain your connection to this case, Ms Fischer.’

	‘Please call me Selina.’

	Samara nodded.

	‘I worked as a nanny for Edward Hargreaves.’

	The noise coming from the gallery indicated this was of noticeable interest, especially from within the seats of the assembled media.

	‘And you cared for Leah Hargreaves, is that correct?’ Samara asked.

	‘Yes, both Leah and Tye were in my care while Mr Hargreaves worked the farm. They were both great kids, and I have fond memories of them.’

	A feeling of gratitude filled Marianne’s heart; her own memories of Selina shrouded in mist.

	‘When were you employed by Mr Hargreaves?’

	‘Eight years ago. It was the year that Ms Hansen came to our town. The year when Leah’s life started to unravel.’

	‘And yours too, I believe?’

	‘Yes.’ She swallowed.

	‘Did you ever meet Ms Hansen?’ asked Samara.

	‘No, but I saw her a couple of times, from afar. Once at the town fair; she spent some time with Leah, and I kept my distance. Another time was down at the local pub. She had just arrived in town. I’d been there just a few weeks myself.’

	‘Did you know she’d tried to put in a report against Mr Hargreaves?’

	‘Not at the time. I wish I had. I could have added a lot of weight to her claims. Maybe saved myself a lot of trouble.’

	‘What do you mean by that?’

	‘I mean backing her up with hard evidence. Eyewitness accounts. I was living with a monster.’

	Penelope Byers jumped to attack. ‘She can’t call my client a “monster”, your honour.’

	‘It’s what he was,’ added Selina, her eyes flitting from side to side, unable to connect visually with the owner of the voice.

	‘That’s yet to be proven,’ countered Ms Byers.

	‘Let’s refrain from the derogatory comments, please,’ said the judge.

	Selina nodded. ‘Please understand I have been carrying these thoughts for eight years. It is a long time to stay quiet.’

	‘We want the facts and only the facts, Ms Fischer.’

	Samara continued. ‘What sort of things did you see?’

	‘He would often go into Leah’s room early in the morning when she was sleeping. She would always be quite emotional at breakfast on those days, a lot harder for me to deal with.’

	‘Why didn’t you speak up?’

	‘I was just a foreigner in a strange town. This was how Australians lived, as far as I was concerned. I didn’t have any idea what was happening behind that door.’

	‘Did Hargreaves continue these visits after Ms Hansen left town?’

	‘I didn’t connect these two events back then, but he stopped going into Leah’s room around that time. Stopped having anything to do with her at all.’

	‘So … Ms Hansen’s efforts forced him to stop the alleged abuse?’

	‘Of Leah, yes.’

	Samara’s interest was piqued. ‘Who else was he abusing?’

	The defence lawyer was already on her feet. ‘Your honour, this is totally inappropriate. The lawyer is leading the witness, and her ground is totally unproven, unfair, and incredibly biased.’

	‘Unfair is being abused,’ seethed Selina. ‘Unfair is not being listened to.’

	‘Your treading water, Ms Barnes,’ added Judge Carter. ‘Where is this leading?’

	‘I think Ms Fischer can better explain for us, your honour.’ Samara was defiant and resolute. ‘Who else was he abusing, Selina?’

	The witness waited for her breathing to settle. ‘Me.’

	The courtroom filled with hushed surprise. 

	Hargreaves looked stone-faced, his eyes still.

	‘How long did this abuse go on for?’ Samara asked.

	‘Three months. It started a few weeks after Ms Hansen left town. He had to leave Leah alone, so he took his interests out on me.’

	‘Did you tell anyone?’

	‘No. He said he’d get my visa cancelled.’ 

	Another murmur floated through the gallery. 

	‘He also took my passport from me. I come from a small town in Germany, where everyone is nice to each other. This evil was new to me. I did not know how to deal with it.’

	‘Have you ever told anyone about this?’

	‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘This is the first time.’

	‘So, why now?’

	‘Because I wanted to stand in solidarity with these incredibly strong women.’ She brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. ‘My job is to get people to talk about abuse. How can I do it to the best of my ability if I myself refuse to talk?’

	‘We commend you for standing up, Selina,’ said Samara. ‘We really do.’

	‘Danke.’

	Samara hadn’t finished yet. ‘If Hargreaves stole your passport, then how did you get away?’

	‘My visa expired, and immigration contacted me. They had my details, where I was living. I was asked to leave the country.’

	‘What did Hargreaves say about that?’ asked Samara as she strolled towards the prosecutor’s desk.

	‘He threatened me the day before I left. Said bad things would happen to both Tye and Leah if I told anyone.’ She could see him in the top of her screen and gazed at him for just a few seconds. ‘I was just happy to get away. I really needed to get out of there, to move on, to get home to Germany and forget about this part of my life. Forget about Australia.’ She waved a hand as if she were throwing something invisible away.

	‘Is that why you went into the legal profession?’ asked Samara, turning to face the screen.

	‘Yes. I began to realise that there were many people in danger all over the world. Australia is a place that we think of as glorious, filled with sunshine and beautiful beaches. My experience unfortunately was not that. It happens this way when you least expect it.’

	‘Do you have a family of your own?’

	‘No, I don’t.’ Selina looked to the floor, taking a moment to compose her thoughts. She then returned her gaze, straight ahead. ‘My memories of Mr Hargreaves are hard to ignore. I find its less of a problem if I keep to myself. Relationships are difficult for me to navigate.’

	‘Do you think speaking up today will help?’

	‘I hope so. I feel better just talking about it.’

	‘That’s a good thing.’ Samara smiled. ‘You said the report that Ms Hansen tried to put in stopped the abuse of Leah, but that it became the catalyst for his manipulation and abuse of you.’

	‘Yes, that’s right.’

	‘Was his abuse of you, of a sexual nature?’

	Determination filled every line on Selina’s face. ‘Absolutely. He raped me many, many times.’

	‘Is it your opinion that had this Mandatory Report been investigated, you would have been spared the abuse that you refer to?’

	‘Yes. Absolutely.’

	‘And do you believe that the abuse of Leah Hargreaves would have stopped.’

	‘Of course, it would. He would have been in jail.’ Her eyes had a steely gaze to them.

	‘And does that mean that Anya, Therese and Christina would have been spared as well?’

	‘If his jail sentence was long enough, then definitely.’

	Samara let the last few sentences sink in, strolling across the front of the courtroom. ‘Do you see a lot of scared people in your work?’

	‘Yes, I do. Fear is the common denominator preventing people from speaking up.’

	‘Do you think that the systems put in place to protect people from abuse are working?’

	‘No. A system is naturally designed to protect itself. So are other humans. We have created something that looks like it should work, but in fact all we are doing is keeping tabs on it, documenting the abuse.’ She paused as her emotions bubbled to the surface. ‘We keep our distance and only really care when it happens to us or someone close to us.’

	‘Are you able to see the man who abused you in this courtroom today?’

	‘Yes. That’s him. Over there in the blue chequered shirt.’ She pointed straight at Edward Hargreaves.

	‘Thank you, Selina.’ Samara smiled. ‘I’m going to hand you over to the defence lawyer now.’

	‘Danke.’ Selina nodded.

	Penelope Byers took her time to rise. ‘Hello, Ms Fischer.’

	‘Hello.’

	‘Are you okay to keep talking?’

	‘Yes. I need to get this off my chest.’

	Penelope stepped slowly around her desk. ‘Is this a vendetta against my client?’

	‘No.’ Selina was taken aback slightly by her question. ‘I only seek justice. I speak up for the ones who can’t. This case came to my attention, and I realised I could help here too.’

	‘That is so kind of you.’

	‘Kindness isn’t what drives me,’ responded Selina, rediscovering her composure. ‘I am motivated by truth, Ms Byers. I hope that is what provokes you too.’

	‘It is.’

	‘But you think I’m lying, don’t you?’

	‘Yes. And please, remember your place. I am the lawyer this time, and you are the witness. I ask the questions.’

	‘Ask away.’ Selina’s hands gestured as if a gate was opening.

	‘Have you ever lost any cases yourself?’ Penelope walked closer to the screen. ‘Cases where sexual abuse has been alleged, but not proven?’

	‘Yes, they are difficult cases to win.’

	‘Why is that?’

	‘Hard evidence is often difficult to come by.’

	‘And does that same issue appear to be the same with this case?’

	‘At the moment, yes. But there are a lot of witnesses and victims, which can be rare, all of whom have been directly and indirectly affected by the accused. Their stories will add up. There accounts will match, painting a picture of a violent and abusive man.’

	‘Do you have any hard evidence, Ms Fischer?’

	‘Other than the scars I have inside my body, no.’

	‘They are not hard evidence, Ms Fischer. You know that.’

	‘My word is my evidence.’ Selina pressed a hand to her chest. ‘These scars feel more real to me than my fingertips.’

	‘Sounds like you’re delusional then.’

	‘Maybe. His actions have affected me more than I realise.’

	‘Makes you a very poor witness.’

	‘Makes me a damaged person.’ She swallowed. ‘I was there, in the room with him. I’ll never forget what he smelt like. Never be able to forget his hands …’

	‘That’s enough, Ms Fischer.’ Penelope turned her back on the screen. ‘I have finished with the witness.

	‘Thank you, Ms Fischer,’ said Judge Carter.

	‘Danke.’ 

	The screen began its ascent into the wooden recesses of the witness stand. 

	Marianne gave Selina the smallest of waves, wondering if she’d ever see her again. The case felt like it was nearing a conclusion. 
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	9.00am, Friday, 21 August 2018

	Perth Remand Centre

	 

	Marianne watched as her father walked towards her, an orange prison uniform covering him from head to toe. A guard escorted him past the plastic tables and chairs, each set arranged in neat rows of four. 

	Hargreaves took the chair opposite her. It was as close as Marianne had been to her father for years. The guard retreated, a keen eye on his prisoner.

	Her father no longer looked as intimidating in the stark surrounds of a prison, his bright jumpsuit having stolen from him the respectable country-look he so often favoured. It was something she had grown up with. Now though, he looked like a creepy old man.

	He leant his large frame forward, elbows on the table peering across at his daughter. ‘Thanks for agreeing to see me.’

	Marianne met his gaze. ‘I’m doing it for Mum.’

	He grimaced. ‘I’m done with this place.’ 

	Marianne watched as he choked up the words. 

	‘I’m done pretending. Time to face up to the truth.’

	‘Good.’

	‘They say that the truth will set you free …’

	‘They do, and it will, if you mean it.’

	‘I fucked up. I’m sorry.’ He leant back in his chair. ‘When your mum died, I lost all my bearings.’ He looked away.

	‘It was more than that, Dad.’

	‘I loved you so much.’

	‘What you did to me was not love.’

	‘I was confused.’

	‘I was eleven.’

	Hargreaves screwed up his face, her choice of words clearly not to his liking.

	Marianne waited for him to speak but he had no follow up. ‘Is that it?’ She eyeballed him. ‘I hate you for what you did,’ she said. ‘And that’s never going to change. Seeing you now helps me realise I’d rather see you dead than imprisoned.’

	‘Dead? You don’t really mean that?’

	‘I do.’ Marianne was strong, every word filled with clarity and emotion, her meaning unmistakably grim. ‘Having to go through this court case sucks, our lives all over the papers and on the TV. Everyone feeling sorry for us, or worse … laughing. Mum would be so embarrassed.’

	‘Don’t bring her into this.’ He leant forward again. ‘I’m a changed man. Listening to all these people has made me realise my actions were improper. I mean, when have you ever heard me admit that I was wrong.’

	‘Never.’

	‘I want to make it up to you. Please.’

	‘You crossed a line … and the things that happened, they can’t be forgiven.’

	‘I know, I know.’ He was as close to distress as she’d ever seen.

	‘You can’t erase the past.’

	‘That’s true. But I can be there for you in the future. I can look after you, lord knows I have enough money.’

	Marianne looked down at the ground; she hoped it wasn’t all about the money.

	‘Just give me a break,’ pleaded Hargreaves, his hands forming a prayer. ‘Throw me a line.’

	‘And do what?’

	‘Tell them I was a good father. I’m absolutely screwed otherwise. They’ll throw away the key unless you intervene.’

	‘You’re incredible.’ Marianne crossed her arms. ‘I came here because I thought you were going to confess.’

	‘I am confessing.’

	‘No, you’re not. You want me to cover it all up. Pretend it never happened.’

	Hargreaves’ face froze over. ‘You won’t do it?’

	‘You heard Selina and all the others. You’ve ruined some perfectly good lives. It’s time we ruined yours.’

	‘You won’t get any of my money.’ He gritted his teeth. ‘I’ll make sure it all goes to Tye.’

	‘It’s covered in blood, as far as I’m concerned.’

	Hargreaves laughed; this menace was a reminder of his real motives. He suddenly stopped, his mood changing like a coin toss. He leant forward and pointed at the broach on Marianne’s top. ‘What’s that?’

	‘Mum’s broach. She gave it to me on my tenth birthday.’

	‘Why are you wearing it?’ His tone was emotional.

	‘It keeps me on track. Reminds me as to why I’m still alive.’

	‘I gave her that during our first six months together.’

	Marianne looked disappointed. ‘I thought she bought it specially for me.’

	‘No, but it’s still as beautiful as the day I first saw it.’

	‘Just like she was.’

	‘And always will be.’ He reached out towards the broach, but the guard stepped in beside him, and he quickly lowered his arm to the table. ‘Can I have a look at it?’ His voice was quieter now, his body language softening.

	Marianne looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m not coming any closer.’

	‘Just unpin it,’ he whispered. ‘Put it underneath your hand and slide it across the table.’

	‘I don’t think you’re aloud sharp objects in prison?’

	‘They don’t allow knives or that sort of stuff, but a broach … well … it could hardly kill someone.’

	Marianne unhooked the safety pin from her dress. The guard’s attention was taken by a struggle with another prisoner whose guests were just leaving. Marianne guided the broach across the table. 

	Edward picked it up and rested it on his lap, turning it so it caught the light. ‘I remember giving it to her,’ he said, staring at it. ‘We’d been on a weekend trip to Cooper Pedy. I had it made from a piece of opal your mum pulled out of the bare rock with her own hands. She was so excited.’

	‘She was a wonderful woman, Dad. I wish she was here now. Not to see you go to jail, as that would have broken her heart … but all this might not have happened if she’d never died. I understand that at least.’

	‘I miss her too.’

	‘So, do her proud, accept responsibility, confess to the court and take your punishment.’

	‘I can’t. I can’t stand up in front of all those people and say those words.’

	‘Then you’re a bastard and a coward. Always have been, always will be.’

	‘I can’t go to jail, Leah.’ He paused. ‘I’d rather die.’

	‘Die then. I’d give anything for this whole sordid business to be over.’

	‘Even me topping myself.’

	‘Yeah, just rewards, I reckon.’

	‘You can be a cold-hearted bitch.’

	‘Family trait, unfortunately.’

	Edward smiled.

	Marianne had one last question for him. ‘So did you kill her?’

	‘Who?’

	‘Mum, of course.’

	‘Ah, fuck.’ 

	The guard stepped forward. 

	‘Course I didn’t. I loved her. Still do.’

	‘Just asking. All these charges, your treatment of me, it’s not too crazy to think you’d be capable of murder as well.’

	Edward was tearing up, his composure shaken. ‘I loved Marianne from the day I met her. Gave her everything I could.’

	‘So, what happened then. Why was she even out there?’

	‘Wasn’t my bloody idea. Bruce brought her out. She wanted to help, and he thought it might be a good idea. Well, turns out, it wasn’t. Her scarf got caught and there was nothing any of us could do. Why do you think Bruce went off the rails so bad?’

	Marianne didn’t know what to say.

	‘I’ve had to answer that sordid question for ten bloody years. I was a broken man after your mother died, but those rumours, well they shattered me into a thousand pieces. No wonder I don’t feel anything anymore.’

	‘I thought maybe there were other women and Mum found out.’

	‘I was faithful to your mother right up to the day she died. I loved her more than you could ever imagine.’

	‘I used to believe that, but I was a lot younger back then. Naïve, even. Now I’m like the rest of Kilgarry, realising that we’d be much better off without you.’

	‘Please don’t say that.’

	‘I’ll scream it from the rooftops if necessary.’ She got to her feet. ‘I’m going. Coming here has just been more wasted time spent with you.’

	Hargreaves leant across the table. ‘Don’t leave me. Don’t let them jail me.’

	‘I’ll be there for the sentencing, and I can’t wait to hear them say “guilty as charged”. I’ll celebrate it and I’ll cheer it and I’ll clap until my hands hurt.’ Marianne turned and left without as much as a sideways glance.

	 

	 


39

	 

	 

	9.45am, Friday, 21 August 2018

	Perth Remand Centre

	 

	Hargreaves sat on his bed, a book on his lap, a sheet of writing atop it, pen in his hand. The narrow mattress wasn’t made for a man of his size, the cell around him small and grey, his back against the wall, feet on the floor.

	A clear mind was proving difficult to come by, his grip on the world growing slimmer and ever more tenuous by the minute. This wasn’t what he’d envisaged, and he felt a deep-seated need to wrestle back control of his own fate.

	Planning an exit wasn’t easy. There was plenty of time to contemplate how it could be done, but access to the materials required was an issue. Hargreaves liked to think of himself as a very resourceful man, but in here he was just another number. A criminal awaiting sentence. A man undone.

	Was there any semblance of regret? Yes, strangely enough, there was. Not that anyone would know. He’d kept it to himself for years, possibly even decades. Part of him regretted they hadn’t caught him earlier. Stopped the rot where it began. He knew more about himself than he was letting on. Wanted to keep the self-loathing under control.

	He only knew one way to proceed; win at all costs. It was all that mattered now, and he’d do whatever it took. Victory looked different from inside an ugly concrete cell.

	He lowered the book with the sheet of writing paper onto the small table beside his bed and laid the pen beside it. His back was sore, and he winced. Every movement had become difficult inside this cell.

	Prisoner 865396 leant forward and eased the broach from his shoe. He lowered his knees to the floor and opened the broach so that the pointy needle end was sticking out. He pulled a toothpick from his pocket and held it between his thumb and forefinger. He nonchalantly slid the pointy end of the toothpick into the bottom slot of the electrical outlet in the wall opposite, disarming the protective shield that lay within the circuit. He slid the needle of the broach into the ‘hot’ slot of the wall socket and closed his eyes. 

	The surge of volts was instant, powerful enough to reach his heart in one swift strike — weakened as his whole body was over the last few months of trial and worry. He’d known it wouldn’t take much. A previous diagnosis by his local doctor during a routine examination a few years ago told Hargreaves the old ticker wasn’t what it used to be.

	The RCD switch that secured this part of the remand centre ticked over quickly, halting the flow of electricity, but Hargreaves heart had already stopped. It, and he, were done and the body that had carried him for so long, slumped forward, hitting the wall, and sliding sideways to the ground. 

	He was collapsing like a pack of spuds upon a supermarket floor. His skull fell like a dead weight, slamming down hard on the concrete, the skin splitting just above his temple. A dull thud echoed off the cell walls, another life coming to a brutal end. The red pool of blood that grew around him was a reminder that when mistakes aren’t caught early, they just increase in size until what came before was a fraction of what comes after.

	The hint of a smile oozed between Hargreaves’ lips as what was left of his battered and bruised soul left the world behind. He’d taken control of the situation yet again and was leaving on his terms. He’d take that as a win.

	The letter he’d penned would underscore this. Prove to people that he was his own man until the day he died. He had regrets, and having got them off his chest, he’d wanted to die. He looked forward to being reunited with his wife and hoped that the letter would go some way towards her acceptance of him.

	A guard strolled up the aisle between the cells. ‘I’ll make sure Hargreaves is ready for his final day in court,’ he said into a walkie talkie attached to his left pocket.

	‘Roger that,’ came a reply.

	The guard arrived a few seconds later at cell 184, looked down at Hargreaves’ body and yelled out, ‘Bloody hell.’ He hit the alarm on his two-way and stepped forward to unlock the grill. ‘It’s Hargreaves,’ he hissed into the microphone. ‘Looks like the bastard’s taken the easy way out.’
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	12.37pm, Friday, 21 August 2018

	Perth Courtroom 3.5

	 

	Judge Carter slammed his gavel upon the bench, reverberations echoing around the courtroom. It had been a busier than usual morning and the news he carried had annoyed him. He hated cowards, and he definitely saw more than his fair share.

	Amy sat with Marianne, Therese, Christina and Anya across the front row of a packed gallery.

	The room was a buzz, word having already filtered out about the morning’s events. Judge Carter was keen to add an official voice to these rumours. This was his courtroom. ‘I have some news that weighs heavily on the case before us.’ He paused, the click and whir of cameras bothering him more than usual. ‘This morning at approximately 9.48am, Edward Hargreaves passed away.’

	Voices and sighs erupted in waves across the floor. Heads turned, texts were written and typed. Amy had one hand over her mouth and the other in Therese’s palm. 

	‘The details of his death will not be released until his family have been informed, but I can tell you that there are no suspicious circumstances. 

	Marianne and Amy shared a look of relief and resignation, a surprise ending to their battle coming with a high octane mix of emotions. It was obviously going to take them many months to unpack.

	Judge Carter was also clearly aware of the shock value this bombshell would have on those involved, and he went to great lengths to explain himself. ‘This case was brought against Mr Hargreaves, and so you might feel that the need for a verdict has been removed. But there are still many parties who are involved and alive, and some kind of resolution is required if they are to move on. Death is only one part of the answer.’ Judge Carter rested his gavel on the bench beside him. ‘The news of the accused’s demise has caught me by surprise, and the morning has seen me in a contemplative mood. A life has been lost, and I feel some regret as to the way it has ended. Other lives have also been irrevocably damaged, and I feel angry that these women weren’t afforded better protection during their times of need.

	‘I ask myself now, what brought us here to this point, to this juncture where the death of a man means the end of a story? A story that began eight years ago, when a young teacher tried to protect a young girl and her attempts were denied. This story started going awry when people in places of power thought they knew better, deciding to avert the natural course of justice. We all know better now. Cover ups can be very convenient. The truth often difficult to deal with.

	‘A Mandatory Report must be treated as sacrosanct. It must be investigated. It must be believed. Had that happened, this story would have ended eight years ago with clear justice, not the blood-stained events of the last few hours. The deceased too may have received a better outcome than the one he chose early this morning.

	‘To his credit, Edward Hargreaves left a note taking full responsibility for the abuse of his daughter and the three backpackers.’

	Marianne, Therese, Christina and Anya all hugged.

	‘He also accepted that there would be others who might come forward after today’s verdict. He hoped that he could be forgiven by those he’d let down. And so, with that in mind, I deliver my verdict. I hereby advise that I would have sentenced Edward Hargreaves to nine years in prison.’

	A small cheer went up.

	‘There are others who failed in their duties and whom are still with us. With them in mind, I also fine both Andre Barlow and Diana Forrest $25,000 each, for perverting the course of justice and for the destruction of evidence. I hope this might provide those brave women, who have stepped forward to prosecute this case, with some closure. I want to applaud their courage and strength. Without people like them, we would be a soulless lot. Thank you.’

	Judge Carter stood and applauded. 

	The whole court did the same. 

	The only people still seated were Anya, Therese, Christina, Amy and Marianne. They wrapped their arms around each other and cried tears of relief.
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	11.46am, Tuesday, 28 September 2019

	Port de Soller

	 

	The port eased itself into the autumn months as life for its residents returned to normal after another busy summer.

	Marianne watched the world go by from the old wooden tram, this journey bringing back memories of fourteen months ago when she made her way here for the first time. She was far from the same woman, neither was she alone. Her good friend, Selina Fischer, sat beside her. Opposite them both was the mother figure she’d always wanted: Amy Hansen. This was a homecoming that anyone would be proud of.

	‘I’m so happy for Tye,’ said Amy.

	‘Yes. He and Sarah make a great couple,’ agreed Marianne. ‘It’s strange, but I think that day she saved him bonded them together forever.’

	‘And the age difference is just two years,’ explained Amy. ‘Who would have guessed?’

	‘I think he needs someone older to pull him through.’

	‘She sure is a wise head on young shoulders.’

	‘I don’t need to worry about him anymore.’ Marianne smiled.

	‘Will they stay in Kilgarry?’

	‘I think so. He lives at the farm still and gets help running it from Sarah’s dad. The Hargreaves name has gone. We changed it to the Thwaites Family Farm in honour of my mum and her family. They’ve come back into our lives as well — supported our decisions, guided us when we’ve been unsure.’

	‘How beautiful. It’s funny how everything falls into place when the truth is set free.’

	‘Yeah, the people of Kilgarry have been so helpful too. It’s like with Dad gone, they can all be themselves again. There’s no need to force any issues or pretend to be someone they’re not.’

	The three women stepped off the tram and strolled along the promenade, remembering old times. It had taken them just over a year to organise this get-together, and now after almost 387 days since the verdict, they were being reunited to celebrate their biggest achievement — the moving on of all their lives.

	‘And how’s your love-life going, Selina?’ asked Amy.

	‘Okay.’ A hint of a smile gave her away.

	‘And?’ implored Amy, suspicious there was more than she was letting on.

	‘I met someone nice.’

	Both girls looked overjoyed. 

	‘That’s awesome,’ said Amy.

	‘Is he coming today?’ asked Marianne.

	‘No.’ She grinned shyly. ‘It’s early days. He treats me well, though, so who knows.’

	‘You deserve someone really amazing,’ said Amy.

	‘Thanks. If missing him is part of that test, then I’m already doing really well.’

	‘I’m sure he’s missing you too.’

	‘I hope so. That would be nice.’

	‘Maybe you can get married here one day too?’ said Amy.

	‘Maybe.’

	‘I’m so excited to see how the lighthouse looks all done up,’ mused Marianne.

	‘I’m not one for decorations,’ admitted Amy. ‘I just followed Antonio’s lead.’

	They walked up towards El Pirata, Antonio waiting on the outside tables. He saw them coming.

	‘Hola, baby!’ He smiled, rushing forward and greeting Amy with a kiss. He hugged the girls too, welcoming them to his part of the world.

	 

	The black SEAT León drove them all up the winding road towards the old lighthouse. Having sat unused for over twenty years, they had been able to rediscover its former glory. Not as a lighthouse, but as a wedding venue.

	Antonio brought the car to a halt beside the gated entrance. The renovation and decorations were stunning, with festival lighting and ribbons running from side to side above the old car park, now a lush green garden.

	Amy pushed the gate open on its hinges, allowing it to swing gently off to one side.

	The lighthouse had a fresh coat of paint, resplendent in traditional white, the clay roof tiles of the building having been cleaned and re-laid. A further extension had been added, off to one side, which was a large hall that included a museum — an ode to the glorious history of Cap de Gros.

	‘La light de la Esperanza’ — these words were written across the wall — ‘The Light of Hope’.

	‘It’s so beautiful,’ said Selina.

	‘You’re amazing,’ said Marianne to Amy. ‘Your wedding is going to be so gorgeous.’

	‘I’m just glad you could both make it.’ Amy beamed at them.

	‘Is your family here too?’ asked Selina.

	Mum and Jac are in town getting some wine and beer. They’ll be so happy to see you both.’

	Antonio stepped in beside his wife to be. ‘And we have one more piece of news for you,’ he announced.

	‘What?’ asked both girls.

	‘We’re having a baby!’ 

	Amy and Antonio were grinning like they’d practised these words over and over in their heads.

	Amy was already crying as the girls hugged her at the same time.

	‘Congratulations,’ screamed Marianne.

	‘Thank you.’

	‘Such great news,’ Selina exclaimed.

	‘It’s thanks to all of you,’ cried Amy. ‘You freed me from the past. All those stresses, they’ve just disappeared.’

	‘It’s been a hallelujah moment for all of us, I think,’ Marianne replied.

	‘Our very own Berlin Wall came crashing to the ground, reuniting families and lives,’ added Selina.

	‘Talk about reunification, look who I bumped into the other day,’ Antonio said.

	A young man walked around the corner of the main building. Marianne ran towards him. ‘You got my invite?’ she screamed. 

	James the Kiwi nodded, a big smile across his face, arms out as she leapt into his embrace. They squeezed each other tightly, a sincere kiss on the lips. 

	‘I’d prayed you’d come,’ she whispered as she buried her head in his neck.

	They walked as a group, back towards the entrance to the lighthouse, all of them filled with laughter and smiles. 

	Marianne suddenly thrust her right hand into the air. ‘Larga vida a los piratas!’ she screamed. Long live the pirates!

	They all raised an arm, including Selina, who had never even heard the phrase before. ‘Larga vida a los piratas!’

	The laughter that followed could be heard all the way down the hill and into the port, such a gorgeous part of the world, freed from the horrors of the past by a mountain range of love, and several hearts of gold.

	 

	El Fin
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	Marvale Primary School. A cloudy autumn sky. The day started with three hundred and sixty students and seventeen teachers. It ended with three people missing.

	Lisa and Jacob Johnstone had suffered a well-documented childhood of neglect and abuse. Everyone agreed that it needed to end. Jessica Bell was a kind and well-respected teacher. A strong and motivated woman, she only wanted the best for her students. 

	Her own history of damage and pain had her believing that running away was the solution they had all been searching for. And so ensued a battle between right and wrong, good and evil, and common sense and the law. 

	Miss Bell was not a bad woman. She was a good teacher. This is her story.
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