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A note from the publisher


Dear Reader,


If you enjoy gripping stories with engaging characters and strong writing, as I do, you’ll love B. Michael Radburn’s The Crossing. It’s a heart-stopping, brooding crime novel set in a dying town full of dark history: a desperate search for a missing child, mystery, murders, and a supernatural twist. He had me hooked from the very first page, and I couldn’t put the story down.


If you haven’t picked up a Pantera Press book before, you should know that simply by enjoying our books, you’ll also be contributing to our unique approach: good books doing good things.TM We’re passionate about discovering the next generation of well-loved Australian authors, and nurturing their writing careers. We’ve also given our business a strong ‘profits for philanthropy’ foundation, focused on literacy, quality writing, the joys of reading and fostering debate.


Let me mention one program we’re thrilled to support: Let’s Read. It’s already helping 100,000 pre-schoolers across Australia develop a love of books and the building blocks for learning how to read and write. We’re excited that Let’s Read now also operates in remote Indigenous communities in Far North Queensland, Cape York, and Torres Strait. Let’s Read was developed by the Centre for Community Child Health and is being implemented in partnership with The Smith Family.


Simply buying this book will help us support these kids. Thank you.


Want to do more? Visit www.PanteraPress.com/Donate where you can personally donate to help The Smith Family expand Let’s Read, and find out more about this great program and others supported by Pantera Press.


Please enjoy The Crossing.


And for news about our other books, sample chapters, author interviews and much more, please visit our website: www.PanteraPress.com.


Happy reading,
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PROLOGUE


Taylor woke suddenly, his face beaded with sweat, his lips trembling as he drew a deep, unsteady breath. Although the blinds were drawn, he knew it was daylight outside. Already after 1 p.m. according to the bedside clock radio. He reached out to Maggie’s side of the bed … still empty since she had started sleeping in the spare room. At least they still shared the same house.


Sweeping back the doona, he sat up on the edge of the bed, his singlet and pants damp. As his eyes adjusted, they were drawn to the rose patterns on the doona, the splash of red on white reminding him of the last time he saw Claire …


The phone began to ring in the kitchen on the far side of the apartment. Taylor heard Maggie’s footsteps on the timber floor, heard her muffled voice from down the hall as she answered it. He rubbed his stubble, three days’ worth, aware of the stale taste lingering in his mouth. He needed to clean up, needed to brush his teeth and shave. But as soon as he stood, the sharp pain in his legs sent him falling backward onto the bed.


Claire’s gone!


As he rose again, slowly, unsteadily, a flood of daylight entered the room as the door was opened. He raised his hand to shield his eyes and, squinting, made out Maggie’s silhouette in the doorway.


She was holding the phone out towards him. ‘It’s Brian Ross from Parks & Wildlife.’ As she switched on the lights, he fell back down on the edge of the bed. She stood next to him, her honey-blond hair, so much like Claire’s, was tied back in a ponytail. Her face, devoid of makeup, was strained. ‘Brian says there’s an opening on the Island … Tasmania.’ She said it as if she didn’t care.


Reaching for the phone, he saw his hands were shaking. ‘Tasmania … I … I’m not sure I …’


‘Just talk to him,’ she said and slowly turned towards the door. Before closing it she added, ‘You know that if you go there, you go alone.’


As she closed the door, he whispered, ‘I know.’
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Ben Lomond National Park, Tasmania.


The nights were worse. By far. Taylor could feel the darkness pressing in against the cottage’s small bedroom window. The solid sandstone walls remained sturdy against the weather, but the old shingled roof was not so forgiving, cold draughts finding their way through the crawlspace. Convict-built, it was owned by Parks & Wildlife as lodging for their rangers. Taylor had made it his home over the past ten months or so, but had contributed few changes to it. There was a bedroom, a spare room with his few things still in boxes, and a laundry and bathroom at the end of the hall with a wood-chip heater for hot water. The remaining room served as the kitchen, dining room and sitting room all in one, its large cast-iron cooker and open fireplace being Taylor’s main sources of heat through his first winter here. The cottage needed a lot of labour to run and maintain, but any distractions were a godsend to Taylor, particularly on nights like this. Nights when he couldn’t sleep; nights when he was afraid to sleep. If it wasn’t the dreams, then it was the sleepwalking. He sighed deeply, drawing in the night with every ounce of oxygen.


Taylor found nothing between himself and the night but the window’s glass. It was the utter darkness that sat across the land before dawn’s light. There was a thin layer of snow on the sandstone sill outside. He looked at his watch, the fluorescent face a pale glow, barely bright enough to read. It was four o’clock. His body had become so accursed, his broken life no longer measured in days, as days and nights now just drifted in and out within a sleepless haze. There was no black and white anymore, just an endless grey with no horizon.


The same full moon that had glided between patches of snow clouds all night was now somewhere behind Mount Saddle in the northeast, the mountain named for its resemblance to a stockman’s saddle. Breaking the silence, a Tasmanian devil cried out from across the lake. Taylor wondered if he could ever get used to that sound. He sighed again, noticing that the windowpane had fogged from his breath. With a sense of sadness, he reached forward and wrote a name in the condensation. Claire.


It was the first snow Taylor had seen since his transfer to Tasmania, and he didn’t much care for it. After seven years on the mainland with National Parks & Wildlife, he’d spent the last three in the snowfields and high country of Victoria. It was a dream job for any ranger, but that was before losing Claire. She was eight years old then. It was a year ago to the day. Taylor clenched his jaw as something trembled deep within him. Something more than grief. Something more than heartache, like a treasured memory dying.


Life can turn on a penny, his father used to say.


‘Amen, Dad,’ Taylor whispered, the sound of his voice loud in the silent cottage.


Where once there had been a wife, child, career and happiness, there was now only career and that was waning. When Claire went missing last winter, it was as if the threads binding the rest of his life together simply unravelled. Marriage was easy when times were good. Easy for all. But there are no lessons for life’s tragedies. Even a fine woman can seek solitude in times of grief. Even a good marriage can come undone. Taylor missed them both dearly. His wife, Maggie, now sleeping in Port Bradley on the Victorian mainland, and his daughter Claire …


Taylor winced at the night-cry of another devil. Clutching his hands together, he found himself studying them in the dim light, suddenly realising he didn’t recognise them anymore. They were the same hands that once caressed his wife’s body, the same hands that held his newborn child, yet he didn’t know them. He held them up close to his face. They seemed much older, much weaker. Hell, he didn’t recognise himself anymore. More than anything, he just wanted things to be the way they were. But that wasn’t possible, not without Claire. His love for his family was so strong it hurt.


So what are you doing down here alone on this rock? he asked himself. It wasn’t the first time he asked that question since Claire’s disappearance, and he still couldn’t answer it. Maybe the day he could would be the day he’d go home.


Yeah, home, he thought. Even the word seemed distant.


Taylor stepped away from the window, desperate for dawn’s light to appear, for the sun’s warmth to touch his face. After all, it was only the promise of day that made the nights bearable. His ankle ached from when he twisted it while sleepwalking a few hours earlier. The episodes were growing more frequent, the walks longer, taking him further, leaving him more and more weary each day. And always a part of the dreams, always looking for Claire. In his dreams he saw her in the red parka she wore the day she disappeared in the snow. Closing his eyes, he could still see her red form starkly contrasted against the white hills, moving away from him, leaving nothing but tracks in the snow and the warmth of her kiss on his cold cheek. Away forever.


He needed to talk.


He cried instead.


Restless, he moved around the cottage, turning every light on. Sitting, standing, pacing, the tears turning cold on his face. Finally composed, he returned to the bedroom and picked up the telephone by the bed to dial Maggie’s number. There was no point in trying his mobile because there was no reception anywhere in the basin, not until well up in the higher country or out on the highway. But Taylor appreciated the solitude this maintained, a way of shielding himself against any unwanted calls. Anyone calling on the cottage phone was either Parks & Wildlife checking on him, or the few others he’d given the number to. Like Maggie.


The phone was an old black Bakelite from the fifties, the numbers on its dial almost illegible, its mouthpiece smelling of stale tobacco. Everything in the ranger’s cottage was old, the musty scent of generations in every corner. It made him wonder what he would contribute to the smells and textures after he was gone. His footprint there was minimal, his past taped up in the boxes stored in the spare room where they’d probably remain. Taylor checked his watch again, beginning to feel guilty at calling Maggie so early in the morning. He counted the tones and tried to picture her apartment at Port Bradley. He could imagine the sound bouncing off the rendered walls, sense a stirring from Maggie’s neighbours as they rolled over and looked at their alarm clocks, swearing under their breaths at the early morning intrusion resonating through the drywall. It seemed to ring forever. Disappointed, he hung up and lay down on the bed.


Just as his head touched the pillow, the phone began to ring. It had an odd sound, like a phone in an old movie. He rolled over and picked up.


‘Hello,’ he said. There was a note of desperation in his voice, something he hadn’t anticipated. Please be Maggie.


The person on the other end finished yawning. ‘Taylor?’


Maggie’s voice filled him with both a sense of relief for its familiarity, and a sense of dread at not wanting to disappoint her. Don’t fuck this up, he reminded himself.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Hi, Maggie.’


‘Hi,’ she said sleepily. ‘Did you just call?’


‘Uh-huh,’ he said, then quickly added, ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise the time.’ It was a lie.


‘It’s okay,’ she said. Her voice was sympathetic. ‘I’ve been expecting your call.’ She hesitated before adding, ‘Maybe not this early, but I did expect it.’


‘Sorry,’ he said again.


She sighed. ‘A year today.’


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think I’d make it.’


Maggie didn’t say anything.


‘How are you?’ Taylor asked.


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I think of her a lot. Especially today.’


‘Do …’ Taylor stumbled over his words, but he had to get them out. ‘Do you ever see her, Maggie?’


‘Claire?’


‘Yeah,’ he said, glad to have asked the question. ‘I mean, do you ever think you see her? You know, a flick of the hair. The way she walked. Her smile. Do you ever see her from the corner of your eye, but when you look, it’s just some other little girl with similar mannerisms?’


Maggie hesitated, and Taylor realised she wasn’t entirely up to the conversation. What did you expect? he asked himself bitterly.


‘Taylor,’ she said, ‘you know I’m not like you. I don’t see her everywhere. I don’t hear her or dream about her, so please stop asking.’ The air of sympathy had a sharp edge. But that was Maggie. She was a hip-shooter, always had been. ‘It just makes me feel guilty,’ she said finally. ‘Claire’s gone and …’ Her voice wavered as she fought back tears. ‘Claire’s gone. The laughter’s gone. The … The family’s …’


‘Gone.’ Taylor finished it for her. ‘I’m sorry, Maggie.’


‘You’re always sorry,’ she said. Her tone wasn’t sharp anymore, she was just stating a fact.


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t find her. I’m sorry I took her out that day… I’m sorry our world has changed so much. I … I’m sorry our love has gone.’ Taylor knew how pathetic he must sound and half expected Maggie to hang up. But she didn’t.


‘Oh, Taylor,’ she said softly. ‘The love hasn’t gone. It just can’t compete with the grief. We need to give it time.’


He stared out the window, desperate for first light.


Neither spoke for a while until Maggie broke the silence. ‘You need to get through the grief. That’s all. We both do.’


‘I need to find her,’ Taylor said. ‘I can’t cope. It’s … unfinished.’


‘We cope any way we can.’ Maggie countered. ‘I do it by working sixteen-hour days. And you do it by moving to the end of the earth. What you really need is to find closure.’


‘I can’t find closure until I bring her home.’


‘Taylor, you don’t even know where home is anymore.’


‘I know she’s out there, Maggie.’


‘But you searched throughout winter and spring until the operation was closed down. Even alone, you found nothing after the spring thaw.’


‘I’m telling you, she’s somewhere between Prospect Creek and the South Ranger Station. She wouldn’t get lost. She was better than that.’


‘She was eight years old.’


‘Claire was better than that.’


Maggie sighed again.


Taylor could feel her tension over the phone. ‘Sorry,’ he said.


‘You’re always sorry,’ Maggie reminded him. Her voice was still soft, but indicated the end of the conversation all the same. ‘You should sleep,’ she said.


‘I don’t want to sleep,’ Taylor replied. ‘The … the dreams.’


‘Are you walking?’ she asked. Taylor knew she meant sleepwalking.


‘No,’ he lied.


‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘I’m going back to bed, Taylor. Look after yourself today, okay?’


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Bye.’


‘Bye,’ she said, and hung up.


Taylor listened to the tone for a moment before placing the handset down. He always let her hang up first, and always felt so isolated when she did. His mind drifted to another time and place, where a child kissed his cold cheek before leaving forever. Taylor closed his eyes, and for a brief moment felt a warm breath on that same cheek.


His eyes snapped open. ‘Claire?’ he whispered. But he was alone.


The floorboards protested as Taylor returned to the small window and waited for the dawn. Somewhere out in the darkness, he could sense the lake creeping closer.
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The cottage smelt of bacon and eggs as Taylor slipped his issued jacket over his uniform. He carried his breakfast outside, the air biting at his face when he opened the door. There was a small wooden table on the veranda with three mismatched chairs around it. As long as the wind kept at bay, he enjoyed mornings in the sun with Glorys Crossing spread out below him, particularly after a long night. There was always a sense of promise about this part of the day.


Once the authorities ended the search for his daughter, Taylor suffered what may have been a nervous breakdown. That’s what some doctor called it, but having never had one before, Taylor couldn’t be sure. To him it was just a broken heart, eating away at his life until barely any of it was left. As things turned out, Maggie moved out first, leaving Taylor with a desperate need to flee as far away as he could. After all, without Maggie, he didn’t have a home. At his request, Parks & Wildlife arranged the interstate transfer down to Tasmania. “Be warned, it’s the gateway to the Antarctic,” was what Brian Ross told him. Brian was his partner and friend back on the mainland. Long after the official search for Claire was called off, Brian continued to come out with Taylor each day. He never lost faith. Or perhaps he just kept the faith for Taylor’s sake. Either way he was a godsend.


Reflected glare off the thin covering of snow was giving Taylor the beginnings of a headache. He found his sunglasses and slipped them on. Gateway to the Antarctic indeed, Taylor thought, shaking his head. He zipped up the jacket and ate his overcooked eggs, very little of their warmth left by the time he finished. Nevertheless, they tasted good with the bacon. As the sun rose further in the sky the snow over the Crossing took on a reddish hue in the early light, almost making the land look like a furnace.


The sky was a vivid blue, which meant all but the snow under the trees would be left by noon this early in the season. He was glad. Taylor pulled out yesterday’s handkerchief and wiped the grease from his lips. Maggie would never have let him carry a handkerchief for more than a day, used or unused. Yeah, it’s the little things, he told himself. He walked to the end of the veranda and gazed out over the Crossing. Christ almighty, the lake was eating everything. The town was drowning, and all at once Taylor sympathised with the loss it represented.


He had always suspected the Crossing was a created posting for him, somewhere perfect to hide a broken employee. But if it suited both parties, then why not? He found himself posted in the southern quarter of the Ben Lomond National Park, sixty kilometres southeast of Launceston. The park was a vast plateau at the end of the North Esk River Valley. It was alpine country. The small town of Glorys Crossing lay at the end of a natural basin where Settlers Creek ran all the way to the Tamar River. There were several high-country lakes in the area, but none with the capacity to run a hydroelectric plant. So the government made one. Settlers Creek was dammed, its new lake growing each day and the rising body of water aptly named Lake Glory in ironic honour of the township it slowly immersed.


The impressive Mount Saddle flanked the lake in the northeast while the hills known as the Devils covered the northwest encircling the town like a storm cloud, their high-country peaks touching the sky with dark wind-cut cliffs. In the foothills, 1,200-year-old pencil pine forests blanketed the slopes all the way to the water’s edge. Bracken and tanglefoot bush grew in abundance on the terrain close to the lake, its autumn colours fading to the grey of winter. Glorys Crossing, just 25 kilometres off the Midland Highway, claimed to be nothing special, but better to be nothing special than nothing at all. The town was 130 years old, its original three hundred or so homes, stores, pubs and churches born of a time when logging was considered an honourable trade. The Crossing was founded when it was discovered that the normally deep and wide creek ran shallow enough at that point to take the original bullock trains of logs across to Launceston. Now the roads either ran up out of the basin or straight into the lake; roads going nowhere. One year ago her population was just over eight hundred, yet now only two hundred or so remained, their numbers dwindling every month. Glory folk were essentially stubborn people; they had all taken the money for their compulsory government land purchase, yet many remained in town until the lake lapped at their back doors, heralding their time to leave. And so eventually they too left, one by one, family by family. It must be difficult to leave a place under those circumstances, Taylor reasoned. Generations of memories, destined to lie deep beneath the water for generations more.


As the town slipped into the dark waters, so too did the cemetery on the main road that ran below the ranger’s cottage. At its gates was an arched masterpiece of lattice to welcome the dead and farewell the living. Standing sentinel next to the gates was a large peppercorn tree, its branches grey and stark. It was bent over as if caught in a perpetual windstorm, and Taylor couldn’t decide whether the twisted tree was dead or alive. Surrounded by a waist-high fence of iron spears, a large family plot of three raised graves stood just at the water’s edge, its tall, weathered angel monument looking skyward for a miracle. Further off the lake’s edge, the wooden church steeple stood high out of the water. When the wind was strong enough, the bell tolled as if calling blindly for people to worship. It was a lonely sound, the sound of loss. When the lake eventually reached its peak at the end of the year, the only structures remaining above the water line would be the ranger’s cottage and the old shot tower at the foothills of Mount Saddle, its high walls destined to stand like a lighthouse at the water’s edge. They were the two furthest points from the lake, but were rapidly becoming the closest as the waters crept nearer each day.


It was seven-thirty when Taylor left his breakfast plate on the table, checked his pockets for his keys and locked the front door behind him. He stepped off the porch and noticed the animal prints in the virgin snow. He crouched low, then attempted to identify them, but found it difficult. The animal was a quadruped, but it was larger than anything he’d seen in the area. Must be a dog, he thought. The prints circled the building and then disappeared beneath the clumps of tanglefoot beside the cottage. Taylor stepped up into the Land Rover and started the engine, switching the heater on in the cab and sitting back while the motor warmed to a smooth idle. Finally, he took a last glance at the animal tracks before pulling out of the yard and onto the dirt drive down to the main road.


The sun climbed steadily higher into the morning sky. Taylor turned the vehicle onto the road towards town. He planned to patrol the lake perimeter for unlicensed fishermen before checking the shot tower for any sign of vandalism. From there he would head up to the camping grounds around Mount Saddle, even though it was unlikely he would find any tents there before the weekend. All going well he could complete a maintenance run along the park’s fire trails before nightfall. That was his plan, all routine until he saw the glint of light in the peppercorn tree outside the cemetery gates.


The snow on the ground was thinning already, the wheels of the Land Rover reducing the surface to lines of coffee-coloured mud. He pulled over at the cemetery’s arch of lattice and white picket fence. Stepping out of the cab, Taylor made his way towards the base of the peppercorn tree, his eyes searching for the source of light as the snow turned wet beneath his boots. He focused on the knothole in the fork of the tree. The tree had held a certain fascination for Taylor from the first day he saw it. Covered in knots, the grey bark twisted around its trunk in unnatural swirls like an artist’s sculpture, pointing like an accusing finger towards the east. Taylor took a hesitant step towards the base before the sound of a child’s giggle made him stop; made his breath stall in his lungs.


At once he forgot about the reflected light. Now there was only Claire’s laughter. He tried to say her name, but couldn’t. It was a year to the day, he reminded himself, a year to the day.


Taylor could hear footsteps muffled in the snow. Then the child’s laughter again. He forced himself to walk around the base of the old tree, following the sound. There were little footprints in the melting snow. Then a flash of red. His heart pounded in his chest as he remembered Claire’s parka. Chasing ghosts again? The ghost laughed louder, happy to play at Taylor’s expense. He stopped walking, his body trembling with pain. Real or imagined, this was cruel. Was he sleepwalking? ‘Please,’ he pleaded. His back was to the tree as the little footsteps stopped. He let his body slump against the bark, his face staring up at the stark blue sky. He didn’t want to see the white of the snow. Didn’t want to see the red of …


‘Taylor,’ the little voice said.


Taylor squeezed his eyes shut. Claire always called him by name, never Daddy. Maggie considered it disrespectful, but Taylor loved it.


‘Taylor,’ said the ghost again, but this time he felt it touch him.


He gasped, a plume of warm mist exploding from his mouth. Taylor slowly opened his eyes to look down at the spectre before him. He felt its hand press gently against the nametag on his uniform jacket. Saw the red parka against the shroud-white snow. It wasn’t Claire. His fear abated as an irrational disappointment rushed in to fill the void.


The dark-haired girl was reading his nametag.


Taylor’s body flushed with embarrassment and relief before a stab of anger took its place. He snatched at her wrist, relishing in how real she felt. Surprised, the child took a step back, but Taylor didn’t let go until he noticed just how much his hand trembled. The girl stopped smiling, and Taylor realised she was frightened. That makes two of us. Finally he released his grip and inhaled loudly as if surfacing for air.


‘I’m sorry,’ the little girl said.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘I didn’t mean to scare you,’ she said.


Taylor smiled unconvincingly. She was around the same age as Claire, but her hair was raven black, Claire’s a cropped bob of honey blond. ‘I just didn’t expect to find anyone out here this early.’ Taylor scanned the graveyard, looking for someone older. ‘Where are your parents?’ he asked.


‘My daddy’s in heaven and my mum’s back home asleep. She always sleeps late.’


‘You’re out here alone?’


‘Uh-huh. I come down here when I’ve got something special to tell my daddy.’ She began walking around the peppercorn tree, touching its bark as if looking for something within the swirls of its trunk. ‘I like to play here at the fairy dell too.’


‘Fairy dell?’


‘Yes,’ she continued matter-of-factly. ‘This here’s the fairy dell.’ Her brow furrowed suddenly. ‘I don’t know where they’re going to live when the water fills the valley.’


Taylor considered the tree in a different light. Fairy dell. Yes, he could see it now. Old, ancient even. He smiled at the little girl’s happiness.


‘You ever seen one?’ Taylor asked.


She dropped her head in disappointment. ‘No. I thought I did once, high up in the fork, but it was only a dumb old sparrow looking for grubs.’


She was gorgeous, Taylor smiled to himself.


‘You know, you really shouldn’t be in this part of town by yourself. What say I take you home?’


She looked over at the Land Rover, staring at the Ranger sign on the cab roof. ‘Can we drive with the siren on?’ she asked.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got the lights, but not the siren.’


She looked disappointed again. ‘Okay,’ she conceded, and followed him to the vehicle.


Taylor helped her up into the cabin and started the engine. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked as they pulled away onto the main road.


‘Drew Chapman,’ she said before adding, ‘I’m going to be a famous horse rider when I grow up.’


He reached over to shake her hand. ‘My name’s Taylor Bridges. I’m going to be a park ranger when I grow up.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Ranger Taylor,’ she answered, shaking his hand. Her smile beamed.


‘Where do you live?’ Taylor asked.


‘Do you know where the big Cascade Beer sign is?’


Taylor pictured it, the sun-faded road sign of the Tasmanian tigers staring down at the inbound traffic. ‘Sure. Other side of town.’


‘Well, there’s a long driveway right next to it,’ she said, looking out at the empty buildings as they passed. ‘That goes to our farm.’


‘You must back onto the lake out there.’


‘I can hear it from my bedroom window at night,’ she said. ‘It’s taken all our east paddocks and most of the stables. Mum sold the horses last April. Now there’s just the two of us.’ Her face took on a dreamy and faraway expression. ‘I expect it’ll be over the house by Christmas.’


‘Where will you and your mother go?’


‘To my uncle’s place in Launceston first. Then Mum said we might move to the mainland.’


Taylor drove through the high end of town and headed towards Drew’s turn-off. The snow was forming large pools of water in the ditch along the roadside and defiant tufts of grass pushed up through the slush.


‘I’ll keep my eyes open for some of those fairies. Maybe try and catch one so you can take it back to the mainland with you.’


‘Oh, I’ll catch one before that.’


‘Yeah?’ questioned Taylor. ‘And how are you going to do that?’


‘Not how, Ranger Taylor, but when.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, my friend said catching them is easy. It’s all a matter of being there when they come out to play. Said you just walk up with a jar and plonk it over them. Said they get that confused when a human knows their special time that they just freeze on the spot and forget all their magic.’


‘So when is this magic time?’


They were approaching the weathered Cascade Beer sign and Taylor spotted the driveway with a milk churn as a mailbox out front. The word Chapman was hand-painted on the side. He turned onto the drive, the slush transforming to mud, splashing as high as the vehicle’s windows.


‘I can’t say.’


‘Huh?’


‘When the fairies come out of the dell,’ she repeated. ‘I can’t tell you.’ She smiled as they approached the house. ‘My friend is going to meet me there and we’ll catch a jar full of them. Says the whole tree comes alive when the light is just right. Says you can even see their shapes in the twists and turns of the bark.’


‘Wow,’ said Taylor as he pulled up out front of Drew’s house. He looked across the seat at her as he switched off the engine. ‘Maybe your friend could show me one day.’


Drew shrugged her shoulders and smiled. ‘Maybe,’ she said as she opened the door. ‘Thanks for the lift, Ranger Taylor.’ She jumped down and closed the door behind her.


‘Not so fast, Drew,’ he said as he stepped out and walked around to her. ‘I need to talk to your mother about this morning.’


She winced. ‘Is that necessary?’


He mocked her expression. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s absolutely necessary.’ They walked to the veranda together. Sulking, Drew stood to one side of the screen door, her back to the wall deliberately out of clear view. Pausing a moment, Taylor heard a radio playing inside the house before he knocked.


Floorboards creaked as footsteps drew closer to the front door. The woman who opened it had the same dark hair as her daughter. Standing behind the tatty screen door, she clutched the collar of her heavy white dressing gown around her neck against the intrusion of cold air. In her mid-thirties, the woman’s facial features were soft while her eyes told a different story. She had not led an easy life, and suddenly Taylor remembered that her husband rested in the cemetery where he’d found Drew playing. Too young to be a widow, he thought. Taylor felt awkward. He didn’t wait for the woman to speak.


‘Sorry to bother you at this hour.’ He noticed her eyes widen in anticipation.


‘Oh God, not Drew,’ she said, pressing her fist to her mouth.


Taylor took Drew gently by the shoulder and guided the little girl in view of her mother.


‘Hello, Mum,’ she said brooding slightly.


The woman sighed heavily, slumping against the doorframe.


‘Please,’ said Taylor reassuringly, ‘Drew is just fine. I found her down by the cemetery while doing my rounds.’ He waited for a reaction. The woman straightened up and flashed a look at her daughter. ‘Just thought I should bring her home,’ Taylor finished.


‘You scared me,’ she said. Taylor wasn’t sure who she was talking to. Then she looked him directly in the eye, her demeanour softening somewhat with the relief. ‘Forgive me, but the last time a uniform stood in my doorway was to tell me my husband was killed.’ She took a long, deep breath to compose herself. ‘My name is Laura,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry … about that.’ Taylor was stumbling.


She opened the screen door. ‘Come here, hon,’ she said, drawing her daughter close and brushing the hair from her face. She cupped Drew’s face in her hands and spoke softly. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? You’ve got to stop wandering like this. Remember how we felt when Daddy didn’t come home? Well, that’s how I feel every time you do this to me.’


‘But I thought I’d be back before you woke up.’


Laura shook her head. ‘That’s not the point, Drew. What if something happened to you?’


Drew bowed her head mumbling, ‘Sorry, Mummy.’


Laura kissed the child’s forehead and stroked her face. ‘Why don’t you go inside out of the cold. I’ll be in shortly to make us some breakfast.’


‘Bye, Ranger Taylor,’ Drew said as she disappeared inside.


Taylor nodded. ‘Bye, Drew.’


‘I’m sorry Drew has wasted your time like this,’ Laura said as she let the screen door swing closed between them. ‘As you can see, she’s a hard one to nail down at times.’


‘It’s all part of the job.’ He thought he sounded like the sheriff from some old western. ‘Don’t worry about today. Just have a talk to Drew about the dangers down there near the lake. A lot of those buildings won’t cope with the waterlogging. I worry about kids playing there.’


‘I’ll tell her,’ she said, smiling politely.


‘Well, that’ll be fine,’ he said and headed for the Land Rover. He had a thought and turned back just as Drew’s mother was closing the front door. ‘Oh, Mrs Chapman?’


The door reopened. ‘Laura,’ she repeated. ‘Call me Laura.’


He fished out a card from inside his jacket as he walked back. ‘Laura,’ he said apologetically. ‘If Drew needs to … You know, if she needs to visit her father’s grave, call me.’ Taylor handed the card to her. ‘My number’s here. It’s best if you call the cottage number.’


She opened the screen door and took the card. ‘Thanks,’ she said considering Taylor a little more closely.


‘Officially, that part of town is off limits. You know … unsafe. If she needs to go down there I’m happy to take her if you like.’ He shrugged. ‘It might stop her sneaking out.’


‘That’s very kind,’ she said, then glanced over Taylor’s shoulder at the lake, ‘but I really don’t think we’ll be here much longer.’ She thanked him again and went inside.


Taylor walked to the vehicle and sat in the cab, staring out at the lake. The wind was picking up again and he thought he heard the church bell toll. He imagined Drew listening to the chop of the waves slapping the new shoreline creeping nearer to her bedroom window. He understood why the people of Glorys Crossing hated the lake so much. There was no beauty here for them, only loss. Yawning, he started the engine and drove towards the main road. The landscape was a patchwork of green and white as last night’s snowfall slowly melted.


Even now, so early in the day, he began dreading the night ahead. Taylor was growing more afraid of the nights, more afraid of the dreams, more afraid of walking.
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Taylor returned to the ranger’s cottage at six o’clock that evening. In this part of the season there were few visitors to the park. Most people preferred to turn off the Midland Highway and drive through to take photographs of the drowning town, the church steeple in the lake a favoured subject. Some would stop for lunch and a drink at the pub before leaving, but most simply drove through.


Filling his days at this time of year took a little discipline. He knew he could easily drive a leisurely lap of the park and spend the rest of the day by the fire in the cottage, but he also knew that would be poison. Spending too much time alone made his mind drift to Claire and all the things missing from his life. So he drove his inspection routes across the entire road system, checking campsites, topping up woodpiles at the shelters and clearing at least one walking track of trip hazards per day. Today he had inspected the main track to Mount Saddle, sitting at the peak a while as he stared down over the lake and the town, feeling like a fallen god as a low cloudbank eventually drifted in, its cloak of mist quickly soaking his jacket. Cold, he came down from the mountain without seeing any hikers all day. He cleared a small fallen tree from the mouth of the track before moving on, the clatter of the chainsaw jarring against the silence of the forest. And he carefully logged his day in detail, inventory requests filled out in triplicate, and recommendations at least roughly drafted so he could fill out the official forms in the evening back at the cottage. At this time of year, he closed the park gates at five, when he was ready for a warm fire and a hot bath.


As he stepped onto the veranda, Taylor noticed his breakfast plate had been knocked onto the boards and licked clean by something. He checked the soft ground for more of the tracks he’d seen that morning but it was impossible to make anything out in the failing light. The empty plate reminded Taylor of how hungry he was.


It was almost as cold inside the cottage as outside. Still wearing his damp uniform, Taylor lit the chip heater in the bathroom and topped up the water tank. It would be an hour before the water was hot enough so he slipped on a windcheater and went out the back to split some wood to get him through the night. The bulb above the door cast just enough light to cut by, Taylor wielding the axe for a half-hour as the pile of split logs grew slowly around him. He knew that the self-imposed ache in his arms was a punishment for losing his daughter, each cut of the axe into the wood echoing the despair he felt every waking hour. Please God, let me sleep through tonight.


Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead as he carried the wood inside and lit the fire. By this time the chip heater had warmed the water for his bath, so he ran the tank into the old cast-iron tub and slipped off his clothes. Taylor stubbed his toes on the bath’s claw-foot base as he stepped in, the pain exaggerated by the warm water. He let it fill just short of the rim before settling back, trying to focus his mind on the sound of the wind through the eaves and crawlspace, but eventually drifting back to thoughts of Claire. A year to the day, he reminded himself, his mind soon taking stock of the day; of Drew at the cemetery; of fairy dells and sad lonely widows waiting for the lake to cast them out of town. Taylor sighed, eventually dozing for twenty minutes or so until the cooling water woke him.


The main room had warmed from the fire by the time he made his way down the hall. He dressed into a heavy winter tracksuit before rustling up some food, his stomach groaning. After an extensive search of the fridge and cupboards, he settled on warm baked beans over toast. The poor man’s baked dinner, he thought. Tomorrow he would go into town and buy groceries.


Taylor opened the can and heated the beans in a pot on the edge of the fireplace while he toasted two slices of stale bread on the end of a fork by the coals. It smelt good as he poured the beans over the bread and took the plate to the wooden table in the centre of the room. There was an old portable black and white television on the table’s edge. He switched the set to the only station it could pick up clearly and began to watch a current affairs program. He ate his beans slowly, not taking in much from the foot-in-the-door, microphone-in-your-face format, but glad of the distraction. His eyes soon began to feel heavy.
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