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‘A gripping tale of betrayal, deceit, and duplicity. The ending will stay with you long after you’ve finished the last page. Fabulous’
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‘The Guilty Wife will make you question those closest to you as the plot unfolds at pace, with an ending that pulls the rug from under your feet’


Phoebe Morgan
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Isabel Ashdown
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Prologue


SALLY


Serial killer.


It has a ring to it, don’t you think? A certain … prestige. A little thrill that runs up the spine and ignites the imagination at the utterance of those two words.


I know, I know; I shouldn’t revel in it. I’m well aware of that, and yet … well, I suppose you could say that my macabre title is more than I could ever have hoped to achieve in this life. It’s my legacy. My name will be written into history books and talked about well after I die. People – smart, successful, well-respected people – will study me, will talk about me, will spend years wishing they could somehow get inside my brain. Wishing that they could understand.


If I hadn’t done what I did, I’d be forgotten. I’d die unknown, except to a handful of people, who themselves would be unheard of. I’d have no achievements to my name, no one would even notice that I was gone. It’s not why I did it; I didn’t crave the notoriety. I never planned this. But I can’t pretend it isn’t a bonus.


My honesty is surprising to some, but it shouldn’t be. So many people out there would kill – only figuratively, of course – to have what I have. To be immortalised the way I have been.


They’d deny it, acting outraged at the mere suggestion that they envy me. People are so precious about distancing themselves from the darkness inside of them. Everyone wants to pretend that they don’t have it, that they are free from demons, untethered from their basest impulses. But depravity is there, lurking inside each and every one of us. For some, like myself, it’s a deeper shade of darkness, a shadow filling my lungs like oxygen and pulsing through my bloodstream. Feeding me, nurturing me. For others, perhaps, it’s tamer, a creature that occasionally wends its way around their conscience, reminding them of its presence. But whether loud and raging or timid and mewling, it’s there. In everyone.


If only the others could throw off the burden of expectation. If only, like me, they could allow themselves to surrender completely to their true nature. But they won’t. They can’t. They care too deeply about ‘Doing the Right Thing’, even if ‘Doing the Right Thing’ is little more than a social construct, designed to subdue the masses, to control the behaviour of the many.


If everyone was brave like me, I suppose the label ‘serial killer’ would hold less power. It would be the ordinary, not the exceptional.


So, no. I shouldn’t take pride in it. Logic tells me that. Society tells me that. But it’s who I am. And, in the end, everyone in this country knows my name. I’ll just take a stab in the dark here (pun obviously intended) and say that that’s a hell of a lot more than you can claim.


So tell me: who’s the real success here?




PART ONE




Chapter 1


KAT


My hands grip the steering wheel, my knuckles leached of their colour. I glance distractedly in the rear-view mirror, catching a glimpse of my paler-than-usual face as I check for traffic. Indicating, I turn the wheel, steering onto the side road and then into the already full parking lot, my heart thudding, my mouth dry.


Taking a deep, shaking breath, I tap the screen in front of me and select ‘Redial’. As it rings, I lean forward and stare through the windscreen at the giant Australian flag sailing above the building’s entrance, white stars flapping against the backdrop of a cloudless blue sky.


‘Hey, Kat, what’s up?’ My husband’s voice, usually an instant injection of calm, isn’t enough to stop the bubble of anxiety from ballooning in my chest.


‘Hi, um, can you come home please?’


‘I’m right in the middle of getting this frame up, so it’s not a great time. Everything OK?’


Of course it’s not a good time. But, then again, is there ever a convenient moment for something like this? Dylan needs this job, and needs to do it well; the house he’s building in that new suburb down south is the first big contract he’s had in months. If he impresses this client, the referrals could keep his business booming for years, so he’s been working flat out for weeks, regardless of the weather. I don’t know how he does it – lugging timber and climbing scaffolding and driving forklifts in the scalding sun – but he says he’s used to it after so many years.


‘No, not really,’ I say. ‘I just got to the school. Apparently, Imogen … well, they’re saying she punched someone.’


Saying the words out loud sounds like a betrayal. Of our daughter, of everything we’ve worked so hard for, of our secrets.


A rush of air fills the car from my speakers. Dylan’s quick intake of breath. Shock, to match mine.


‘That’s my girl.’


I catch his words, despite them being muttered almost under his breath.


‘Dylan!’


It was never a secret that Dylan dreamed of having a son. He had visions of kicking a football around in the backyard with a brown-haired little boy who would take over his business after transforming into a man, who he could have a beer with and light bonfires with and whatever else it is that men imagine doing with their sons. I wonder, not for the first time, if he wishes things had been different. If he regrets the decision we made all those years ago. If he’d prefer to have tonight’s stern talk about peaceful conflict resolution with a boy.


‘What?’ he says, interrupting my thoughts. ‘I’m not allowed to be proud of my daughter for standing up for herself?’


‘We don’t know what happened yet. We don’t know if she was standing up for herself.’


‘Well, I choose to believe the best in people. Especially my own children. So, unless I’m presented with proof that suggests otherwise, I’ll be assuming that Imogen was doing the right thing.’


He doesn’t need to say the words unlike you. They fill the car, swelling around me.


‘Please don’t tell her that punching someone is the right thing,’ I groan, my anxiety gradually dissipating. Maybe I was blowing this out of proportion. Perhaps Dylan is right, and it’s just a misunderstanding. I nod, even though he can’t see me. ‘You’re right. I’m not going to jump to conclusions.’


‘Exactly,’ he says. ‘Wait till you have all the facts.’


‘Just get home as soon as you can, please. I don’t want to deal with this on my own.’


‘OK,’ he agrees. ‘Just let me get the guys started on this roof, and I’ll head home as soon as I can.’


He hangs up and I let the silence wash over me. Talking with Dylan temporarily calmed my nerves, but now I’m left to walk into the school office alone, to complete the parental version of a walk of shame without any backup.


The heat of the day blasts me as I step out of my air-conditioned cocoon and follow the line of gum trees to the school office.


I’m met with unconcealed contempt when I introduce myself to the receptionist, stepping aside so the bunch of pink roses in the vase on her desk is shielded from view.


‘Oh, hello Mrs Braidwood,’ the silver-haired woman says, looking me up and down judgementally, as though my daughter punching someone is somehow my fault. I suppose, indirectly, it is. It’s always the mother’s fault, isn’t it?


After a thoroughly disapproving look-over, I’m led down a corridor with small rooms on the left-hand side. Sick bays, presumably, although I’ve never been to this part of the school before. The door to the first room is open, and I peer inside. Sitting on the bed, sobbing quietly, is a girl with dark hair and features, an enormous bruise blooming across her left eye and blood smeared underneath her nose. My veins turn icy. Did my daughter really do that?


Somewhere in the dark recesses of my mind, an old, nagging fear begins to rise. I force it back down, knowing it won’t do anyone any good for me to dwell on those thoughts. It didn’t help me then, and it won’t help me now. And revisiting those anxieties certainly won’t help Imogen. She’s my focus now.


Breathing deeply in an attempt to slow my heartbeat, I continue following the receptionist down the corridor. She gestures into the next room. There’s my daughter, blonde and lithe, tall and poised. The complete opposite of the distraught young woman I saw in the room next door.


‘Imogen!’ I say, rushing towards her. ‘Are you OK? What happened?’


I’m desperate for her to tell me that she was defending some younger girl’s honour, or that she was stopping a bully, that she had no other choice, that she knows it was wrong but she didn’t know what else she could possibly do in the moment.


She stares at the floor and says nothing.


‘Immy?’


‘She hasn’t said anything since the fight,’ says a voice from behind me.


I turn to find a nurse, young and stern – and clearly unimpressed – standing in the corner.


‘OK, but what happened?’


‘The students won’t say,’ she replies, her lips drawn into a tight, thin line. ‘Emerald – the girl who was assaulted – says it was unprovoked. There weren’t any witnesses, so it seems like it’s your daughter’s word against hers.’


Dylan’s declaration from our phone conversation echoes in my mind: Unless I’m presented with proof that suggests otherwise, I’ll be assuming that Imogen was doing the right thing. I should be making the same assumption. She’s my daughter. I should trust her over anyone else.


But there it is again: that fear, like a creature in hibernation, long-forgotten but still alive. Curled up in some dark corner, strengthening and growing and waiting for the opportune moment to strike.


‘Well, I stand by whatever my daughter says happened,’ I say, hoping my voice doesn’t betray my doubts.


Imogen looks up at me in sharp surprise.


‘As I mentioned, she hasn’t said,’ the nurse points out sarcastically.


I narrow my eyes at her and pick up Imogen’s school bag.


‘Come on,’ I say to my daughter. Then, turning to the nurse, ‘I’m taking her home.’


‘That’s fine, Mrs Braidwood, but you will need to speak to the principal to discuss next steps and potential disciplinary action.’


‘Fine. I’ll call her,’ I snap. ‘Right now, my main concern is my daughter and making sure she’s OK.’


She begins protesting, but I tune her out.


Imogen follows me out of the head office, past the receptionist who’s calling my name and into the car park, where I let out a long, trembling breath. We get into the car without a word, and I start the engine, driving away from the school with my heart in my throat.


It’s only when we’re halfway home that I risk glancing at my daughter. She’s staring straight ahead, looking younger than her sixteen years in her blue and green striped polo shirt. Her hair is poker-straight and unruffled, her clothing intact, only a tiny smear of blood on her chest that in-
dicates anything is amiss. She must have cleaned herself up. She’s calm, no trace of a violent incident to be found in her posture, on her face. A thrill of fear ripples down my spine.


Focusing on the road again, I use the distraction of changing lanes as a chance to compose myself, to dispel the image of Emerald, blood pooling under her nose, tears coursing down her cheeks.


I clear my throat, unsure how to broach the subject, how to ask the questions burning in my chest without starting a fight. She’s difficult to talk to at the best of times, and this certainly doesn’t count as one of those.


‘Mum,’ she says.


Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse her head swivelling to face me. I keep my focus on the road.


‘Yes?’


I can barely breathe while I wait for her to speak again. I have no idea what she’s going to say, but I desperately want her to tell me she didn’t do it, that it was all a big misunderstanding. Or at least that it wasn’t her fault, that she’s the victim in this. Not the poor girl with the crushed nose and black eye.


‘Thanks,’ she says.


I wait for more, but nothing else comes. I whip my head around, but she’s focused on something ahead of us again, her arms crossed over her chest.


‘That’s it?’ I’m incredulous. ‘That’s all I get, just, “thanks”?’


‘Mum—’


‘Imogen, I didn’t stand up for you in there so you could just carry on and pretend nothing happened. I need to hear from you exactly what made you assault that poor girl—’


‘Assault her?!’ Imogen yells. ‘So much for believing whatever I tell you. You’ve clearly just jumped to your own conclusion, as always. So what was that back there, were you just acting the part? Did Dad tell you to stand up for me?’


‘I saw her face, Imogen,’ I say through clenched teeth, struggling to control my emotions. I wish Dylan were here; he’d know how to speak to our daughter without starting a war. He’d believe the best in her. He’d know how to trust her.


‘Yeah? Well, did you see what happened, too?’


‘No, but—’


‘But nothing, Mum,’ she says, flipping her hair over her shoulder. ‘If you didn’t see it, maybe you should keep a lid on your opinion. Otherwise you’re just as bad as that bitch of a nurse.’


‘Imogen!’


‘What? She is a bitch, everyone knows it.’


My blood is pounding behind my eyes, a mix of rage and panic. Panic that I can’t get through to her. That my fears aren’t just deep-seated paranoia. I take a breath and try to imagine what Dylan would say.


‘I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions,’ I say, forcing the words past the lump in my throat. ‘I should have waited for you to explain what happened.’


Silence.


‘So … what happened?’


I keep my eyes ahead as I turn off the main road, too nervous to look at my daughter in case my fragile calm is shattered.


‘I can’t tell you,’ she says quietly.


‘What do you mean, you can’t tell me?’


‘I just … I really need you to trust me, Mum. I can’t tell you what happened, but I can say that I didn’t assault Emerald. I was … helping someone.’


Relief washes over me, but it’s only temporary. I want to believe that Imogen was doing the right thing, but what she’s saying doesn’t make sense. My relief is replaced almost immediately by more questions, more doubt. ‘Was Emerald bullying someone?’


‘Mum, I just told you, I can’t say.’


‘Why not?’ I ask as I pull the car into our driveway. I turn the engine off, and as Imogen reaches to grab the door handle, I grip her arm lightly. ‘Imogen. Answer me, please.’


‘God, Mum,’ she huffs, wrenching her arm away from me and opening the door with as much force as she can muster. ‘What part of “I can’t say” don’t you understand? Why can’t you ever just take my word for it? I thought you were on my side, but you’re not. You never are.’


She climbs out and slams the door, stalking towards the house as the car reverberates. I stay buckled in, my body trembling, my mind whirring, wondering what happened to my sweet little girl. But I don’t need to wonder; I know what happened. She grew up. This is just normal, hormonal teenage behaviour.


Isn’t it?


That voice, the one that’s been nagging at me since I received the phone call from the school, is growing louder and more insistent, gnawing away at me, eroding any confidence I might have had in my daughter’s version of events.


I close my eyes.


‘No,’ I whisper out loud. ‘She’s just a teenager. That’s all this is. It’s just a phase.’


And an inner voice comes echoing back, loud and clear, sending a chill down my spine, despite the baking heat.


But what if it’s not a phase? it taunts. What if that’s exactly who she is?




Chapter 2


IMOGEN


Slowly, methodically, Imogen rubbed the sudsy plate with a damp tea towel, going over the same spot again and again, smearing the water around rather than drying it. She could hear her parents whispering in the living room, discussing her. Well, not so much her as the incident. She tried to imagine their conversation. Her dad, level-headed and determined to avoid conflict, would be telling her mum to give their daughter a chance, to listen to her point of view. And her mum, who seemed to believe that there wasn’t a single good bone in Imogen’s body, would be coming up with every excuse not to trust her.


Imogen closed her eyes tightly, letting resentment take over. But then a memory surfaced – her mum’s dismissal of the school nurse, the way she had marched Imogen out of the office – twisting around the edges of her carefully arranged rage. She felt a surge of … what was that? Pride? Affection, maybe. It wasn’t anger, anyway. And that made things complicated, which was the last thing she needed. She’d had enough of complicated.


It seemed that, over and over, Imogen was learning that life wasn’t fair, no matter how desperately she wanted it to be. She’d done the only thing she could have done earlier that day at school with Emerald. She didn’t have any other choice, she was certain of it. But she couldn’t explain herself without making everything so much worse, so she just had to let everyone assume the worst about her. Imogen knew that wasn’t who she was – who she really was.


She almost let out a bark of laughter. What would her mum know about who she really was, anyway? She couldn’t see what was right in front of her.


‘Imogen?’ Her dad’s raised voice cut through the whispers.


Imogen finished wiping the plate, placing it carefully in the cupboard above her before walking through to the living room, tea towel hanging limply by her side.


She stood in the doorway and absorbed the scene: her dad sitting on the sofa, his hands clasped awkwardly in his lap – his serious pose. And her mum standing with her arms crossed, her face stony, like she was suppressing rage. Which, Imogen guessed, she probably was. They hadn’t spoken since arriving home, when Imogen had stormed to her room, slamming the door with a satisfying wham. She’d expected her mum to march after her, to continue their battle and insist on knowing everything. But she hadn’t come.


The silence in the house had been suffocating, even when her dad had arrived home an hour or so later, much earlier than usual. He’d picked Jemima up from school, and every so often her cheery voice had filtered through Imogen’s door, setting her teeth on edge. They’d all remained down the hall, not summoning her until dinner was ready. The meal had been torturous for Imogen, the storm that brewed in the kitchen crackling with tension and impending disappointment. Only Jemima seemed unaware, chattering away about an upcoming science excursion her class was taking and doing over-the-top impressions of her maths teacher until she was sent reluctantly away to brush her teeth and get ready for bed.


‘Imogen, love,’ her dad said warmly, patting the sofa next to him.


Imogen paused for a second, then sighed and crossed the room to sit down, focusing on the damp tea towel in her hands, refusing to meet either of her parents’ eyes.


‘Your mum and I are worried about you.’


He was so transparent, Imogen thought bitterly. She knew that what he really meant was, ‘your mum can’t get the truth out of you, so she’s getting me to have a go’, but he was too loyal to say it.


Imogen’s heart squeezed at his complete refusal to betray his wife, even when she was being a total control freak. He was different. He trusted her; saw the best in her. But should she trust him? Should she trust either of them?


She didn’t like the way she was feeling, all of her emotions conflicting and jumbled and flip-flopping from one moment to the next. She didn’t want to think about it any more. She wanted the burden taken from her. She just wanted to know for certain.


‘Imogen,’ he said again, his tone sharper this time.


Imogen rolled her eyes, no longer concerned with gaining anyone’s trust. She wasn’t going to get it, so she didn’t see why she should try. What she wanted now was brevity – a quick exit from this charade so she could go back to her room and check for new messages.


‘Dad,’ she said curtly, ‘I told Mum that I couldn’t say what happened today. I asked her to trust me. She obviously doesn’t, but it would be nice if you did.’


‘That’s not fair, love,’ he said softly.


Guilt pinched at Imogen’s guts, but she pushed the feeling aside. This wasn’t her fault.


‘It’s true,’ she argued. ‘If Jemima was in the same situation, you’d trust her, wouldn’t you?’


Jemima, her baby sister, the child who could do no wrong. The one who was innocent until proven guilty, and even then sometimes long after being proven guilty.


‘This has nothing to do with your sister,’ her mum snapped. ‘Leave her out of this.’


‘Kat,’ her dad said gently, his palms out, pleading with her, with both of them.


Her mum threw her hands up and sighed, relenting.


‘It’s not that we don’t trust you,’ her dad said, turning to Imogen. ‘It’s just that the school is going to want answers. I spoke to your principal this afternoon, and she said that if you don’t offer an explanation, they’ll have no choice but to take Emerald’s word for it and suspend you.’


Imogen shrugged.


‘That’s not really what you want, is it?’ he asked.


‘No,’ Imogen said lightly. ‘But I don’t really have another choice, do I?’


‘Of course you do,’ her mum’s words burst out of her. She couldn’t seem to help herself. ‘Just tell us what happened – that’s the other choice.’


Imogen stared at her, attempting to convey her utter contempt with just a gaze.


Tears wobbled in her mum’s eyes, which only made Imogen’s anger burn more brightly. Her mum wasn’t the victim here. She didn’t deserve to act like one.


‘You can ask me as many times, and in as many different ways as you want,’ Imogen said coldly. ‘But I can’t tell you.’


‘Honey.’ Her dad took her hand. She considered snatching it away, but his was strong and tanned and rough from all those years of building. His were safe hands, and for a second she was tempted to forget the last few months, forget the events of that day, and curl up against his chest like she used to. But she couldn’t do that. Not without knowing. She squeezed his hand in response, and he looked into her eyes, the words that followed gentle and brimming with concern. ‘Are you being threatened by someone? Is that why you can’t tell us? Are you in danger, Immy?’


He didn’t look mad. He looked … heartbroken.


Imogen could feel her resolve, so carefully and purposefully crystallised, dissolving in his protectiveness. She couldn’t let that happen. She needed to get away, to be alone.


‘No,’ she said firmly, taking her hand back. ‘I’m not being threatened. There is nothing wrong. I’m not some kind of awful person, OK? I did what I did for a reason, and I know you want to know what that reason is, but I really can’t tell you, and I can’t tell you why I can’t tell you, and whether you believe me or not doesn’t actually matter because it doesn’t change anything. So I’ll take the suspension, and I’ll deal with the consequences, OK?’


‘No, Imogen, it’s not OK,’ her mum said, her voice raised, her cheeks blooming pink. ‘This is serious, you know. Suspension? We didn’t raise you to be like this!’


‘And what did you raise me to be?’ Imogen’s anger flared as she stood to face her mum. ‘A liar? Want me to make something up? Fine, I beat up that girl because she called me ugly, is that good enough for you? Or what if I said it was because she was picking on a girl who always gets teased? Would you leave me alone then, would that make me acceptable to you?’


Imogen was crying now, which only made her more angry. At herself, at her parents, at the whole damn situation. She was sick of it; sick of dealing with the mess she was in; sick of feeling the tight ball of anger inside her.


She spun around and stomped out of the living room, throwing the tea towel on the ground as she went. Her mum’s shouts followed her down the hallway, but she ignored them. Her parents’ confusion wasn’t her problem.


As she passed Jemima’s room, she spotted her sister’s brown eyes in the space where the door had been left slightly ajar. Her anger surged, and she slammed her bedroom door as hard as she could, satisfied when the noise reverberated down the hall. She knew that she was being the perfect stereotype of a moody teenager, but she didn’t care.


She crouched down, fumbling on the ground for a second. Then, checking her door was properly closed, she reached down the back of her desk, her fingers scrabbling against the wood until she retrieved the device that had been on her mind all day, every day, for the past few weeks. Hope swelled in her chest as she pressed the home button. It deflated just as quickly: no new messages. The disappointment was physical, a hollowing out that made the tears stream more forcefully down her cheeks.


And then the device buzzed in her hand, as though the person on the other end could read her thoughts, and her heart leapt. She smiled as she read the words on the screen. She didn’t need her parents to believe her; to trust her, because there was someone else who always did.


Imogen typed a reply, wiping the tears from her wet cheeks, her anger gone. What did it matter if her mum thought she was a terrible person? Her parents’ opinions didn’t matter. What happened at school today didn’t matter. Her punishment didn’t matter.


She’d take the suspension. She’d let her mum and dad believe what they wanted. They always had, anyway. As long as things stayed the way they always had been, they’d see her as someone to be suspected, someone who couldn’t quite be trusted.


Which was why, Imogen knew, something had to change.


She crossed her fingers, and opened her inbox.




Chapter 3


KAT


Imogen’s door slams, the force of it making me blink. I did my best to stay impassive in the face of her anger – I even managed to refrain from crying in front of her. But still, her words stung, and the tears have started now that she can’t see me. I’m completely thrown, and totally unsure of how to parent our teenage daughter.


I wipe my eyes. Dylan will know what to do. Of the two of us, my husband has always been the sturdy, logical one, whereas I’ve always reacted emotionally. While I lead with my heart, he looks at a problem from every angle, working through all potential scenarios before arriving at a decision. He’ll be able to reach Imogen, to make her see that she can trust us enough to tell us what really happened. I want to believe the best in her, like Dylan does. I really do. But she’s not making it easy for me. What could be so important that she can’t just let us know the truth? And is it really that she can’t say, or does she just want to avoid us hearing that she was needlessly violent? Is this her way of appearing innocent, or at least maintaining enough doubt so that we can’t officially lay the blame on her?


I turn to face Dylan, needing him to reassure me, to tell me that I’m being ridiculous and that this isn’t a crisis that I need to obsess over. But he’s not even looking at me. He’s stretched out on the sofa, one arm over the back of the headrest, the other wrapped around the remote control.


‘Dylan!’


‘What?’


‘Are you kidding me right now?’ I seethe. ‘Our daughter punched someone, she won’t tell us or anyone else why, she just screamed at us and stormed out of here, and all you can think to do is watch the bloody cricket highlights?’


‘I know you’re upset,’ he says, putting the remote control down on the coffee table. ‘But I think you’re blowing this out of proportion. She’s a teenager. Not a criminal.’


I stare at him for a second, rage building and threatening to explode. When I speak, it’s with all of the restraint that I can muster.


‘I didn’t say she was a criminal.’


‘Well, sometimes you treat her like she is one. You make her feel like she’s a bad person.’


‘She told you this?’


‘She doesn’t need to. I can see it.’


He’s wrong. Isn’t he?


I press my hands against my face, then sink onto the sofa next to my husband. He switches the television off and puts his arm around me. I lean into his chest and listen to his heartbeat. Slow. Steady. Predictable.


‘You know I’m not trying to see the worst in her … right?’


‘Of course I know that,’ Dylan says, kissing the top of my head. ‘But she doesn’t. And at some point you have to make a decision. Either you choose to believe the best, or you let fear get the best of you, and you keep obsessing over a worst-case scenario that’ll probably never happen.’


I nod slowly, trying to understand how I can make that choice, how to live with the risk, how to turn a blind eye to the facts.


‘Don’t you think that ignoring it – that burying our heads in the sand about the truth – could be dangerous?’


Dylan pulls away from me, twisting his torso to look me in the eye.


‘I know you find it hard, but you need to trust her. You need to trust all of us.’


I open my mouth to argue, then snap it closed again. I want to disagree with him, want to hide from the accusations he’s making, but I’m weary. We’ve travelled this path before, so many times that the way ahead has been smoothed over with use. And so I don’t fight.


Instead, I put into words the thoughts that I normally don’t dare say.


‘You know why I’m worried about Imogen,’ I say tentatively. ‘Don’t make me spell it out.’


‘You’re wrong,’ Dylan says immediately. ‘I know why you’re worried – of course I understand why. You think I’ve never thought about it myself? But she’s fine. You can trust her, you know. We’ve been through this. We’ve done everything we can.’ He pauses. ‘And you don’t have to worry about her finding out.’


‘That’s not what I’m worried about.’


‘Isn’t it?’ he asks, one eyebrow raised. ‘I know you’re trying your best, but I think you need to take a look at yourself. Because while you’re pretending that you’re protecting her, you’re smothering her. Imagine how that feels.’


Imagine how it feels, I think, to be waging constant battle with your daughter. But he can’t imagine. Of course he can’t. He’s the good cop, the one who always has her back, the one who’s always meant to have my back.


But I don’t say any of this. I nod and turn away, letting my husband get back to his sport. I’m not going to win this argument.


I suppose I just have to accept my role as the bad cop. It’s not what I want – it’s not what any of us want – but this isn’t just about Imogen. She’s not the only one in this family. And no matter what Dylan believes, no matter how much he wants to look at the world through rose-tinted glasses, I have to do what I can to protect us.


Even if what I’m protecting us from is inside our own home.




Chapter 4


KAT


I grimace as a blast of hot, dry air hits me full in the face. It’s like I’ve stepped into an oven. Balancing a bowl of potato salad on my hip, I pull the door closed quickly behind me to keep the cold air trapped inside.


‘Kat!’


I turn my head towards the voice. Bill, one of the neighbours we invited over, is waving flamboyantly as he walks through our side gate and into the garden. I smile and tip my head back, a half-nod greeting in lieu of a wave, one arm wrapped firmly around the cold bowl, the other hand clutching the bottle of wine I just retrieved from the freezer.


‘You picked a scorcher of a day,’ he says, walking over and kissing me on the cheek. ‘Where do you want this?’ He brandishes a tray of sausages and a six-pack of beer in my direction and I flick my head towards the sizzling, smoking barbecue.


‘Dylan’s over there,’ I say to him. I can’t actually see my husband through the haze that’s wafting from the grill, but whenever we have a barbecue, that’s undoubtedly where he’ll be found. Men do meat. Women do salads. And the shopping. And the prep. And the cleaning up. But, of course, the guys get the glory. ‘He’ll put those snags on for you. And I’m sure he’ll take one of those cold beers off your hands, too.’


As Bill walks away, I stretch my neck to wipe the sweat that’s building along my top lip onto the shoulder of my T-shirt. There’s a pause between the songs that are playing from the overpriced speaker Jemima begged us to get her for Christmas, and in the few seconds of transition, I take in the noises of our summertime revelry. Meat hissing and popping above the flames. The little ones squealing as they run from one another’s water guns. Adults laughing. Beer bottles clinking. And the kids a few doors down whose cricket game is providing the odd crack as the ball connects with the bat. But the birds, I notice, have retreated. Their usual warbling has been silenced by the heat. They’ve headed for shade, I suppose, finding respite somewhere that isn’t this baking-hot garden. I envy them.


‘It’s like a furnace out here,’ Linda says, sipping a glass of wine and holding out another towards me.


‘Tell me about it. I wish we’d cancelled, but Dylan insisted this heatwave would have ended by now,’ I say, placing the potato salad on the picnic table I set up earlier, which now displays an assortment of random salads, breads, dressings and sliced veggies: offerings from our guests.


I bend down and put the rapidly warming bottle of wine into the Esky, the ice now little more than a cold pool of water, a few stubborn cubes floating at the top. I keep my hand submerged for a second longer than necessary, savouring the sharp contrast from the midday air, then replace the lid and take the extra glass from Linda’s hand gratefully. It’s already tepid. I grimace as the liquid hits the back of my throat.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s impossible to keep anything cold out here. Ridiculous. Trick is just to down it while it’s still lukewarm instead of boiling.’


I laugh and take another gulp.


‘I reckon we should go for a dip in a bit,’ she suggests.


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Although the sea’s probably like bathwater by now, I doubt it’ll be very refreshing.’


‘Mum,’ calls a high-pitched voice from behind us.


Linda and I both turn around. It’s Kailah, her eldest. She’s twelve: the same age as Jemima, although their age is where their similarities end. My daughter is confident and extroverted, more likely to be leading than trailing along behind. Kailah is timid and easily influenced. Still, somehow, they get along in spite of – or perhaps because of – their differences, just like their mothers. I’ve often wondered if our friendships can simply be chalked up to physical proximity: Linda and her kids live three doors down from us, and we’re at each other’s houses as much as we are our own.


‘What is it, love?’ Linda asks.


‘It’s too hot, can I go home?’


Linda grimaces at me.


I smile at Kailah. ‘How about you go inside and keep Jemima company? She’s hiding out in her room, but maybe you can convince her to come out and enjoy herself.’


Kailah hesitates, looking at Linda for approval. I resist the urge to roll my eyes.


‘The air conditioning is on full blast in there,’ I add, hoping to tempt her into making a decision for herself. ‘And there are some Magnums in the freezer. Just don’t tell anyone.’ I wink at her and she looks at Linda again, who nods encouragingly.


Kailah looks like she might say something, but then her shoulders drop and she slowly turns around, dragging her feet as she shuffles towards the sliding doors.


Linda laughs and takes another sip.


‘She must get that from my ex,’ she says, ‘because I’m certainly not indecisive.’


Someone calls my name from across the backyard.


‘Back in a sec,’ I say to Linda, walking over to the barbecue, where the voice came from. When I emerge on the other side of the cloud of beefy smoke, Dylan’s brandishing a sausage with a pair of tongs.


‘Kat, where are the trays for the meat?’


I walk two steps back to the salads table, rolling my eyes at Linda, and fetch one of the trays I left there earlier. I hand it to my husband with a raised eyebrow.


‘Probably could have got that one myself, hey?’


‘I’d say you could have managed.’


‘Sorry. Thanks, darl.’


Relief washes over me, cool and refreshing. His smile, the way his eyes crinkle at the sides, they mean that we’re OK. They mean that the walls we’ve had up since Thursday, when I called him from the school car park, are coming down. They’re not falling, though; I’ve been disassembling them, brick by brick. I’m not finished yet, I know that, but Dylan can see that I’m working on trusting my daughter, the way he does. The way every parent should.


And maybe it’s just the wine and the sunshine and the laughter, but today I feel like maybe he’s right. Maybe I was just overreacting, letting old paranoia surface when it should stay buried, hidden. Forgotten.


Maybe everything is going to be OK.




Chapter 5


IMOGEN


The girl standing in the small scrap of shade under the blue gum tree was so still that no one in the crowd around her even noticed her presence. The only sign of her existence was the occasional stirring of a wisp of fine blonde hair as she exhaled shallowly.


Her stillness concealed the frenetic bubbling of emotion that was building beneath her skin. Ignoring the laughter and squeals of the small children running around the garden, she focused all of her energy on remaining statue-like, and waiting for the anger to subside. She knew it would, eventually. It always did.


She didn’t notice Tyson, one of the neighbours’ kids, until he ran right into her, forcing a soft oof from her lungs.


He looked up at her in shock, the appearance of a girl seemingly out of thin air at first confusing and then delighting him. He grinned, the gaps between his teeth making him look crazed, unhinged. He pointed his water gun right at her expressionless face.


‘Stick ’em up, Immy,’ he shrieked, laughing maniacally, and before she had a chance to react, he’d sprayed tepid water all over her.


She gasped in shock, mentally hovering between outrage and laughter, but before she could decide which of these emotions to cling to, Tyson had run off to find another victim. She laughed, then; anger evaporating as quickly as the water on her skin.


It was too hot to bother being upset, she decided. She plucked her phone from the back pocket of her shorts and pressed her thumb onto the home button, hoping that when it lit up she’d see a reply from Paige.


There was nothing. She knew her best friend was at work, a weekend job at a chicken shop near her house. But her shift would be finished soon, and then she could come over and rescue Imogen from this awful barbie. She wasn’t allowed to leave – her mum had made that clear – but there was no rule against inviting her friends around.


‘Imogen,’ a voice called from across the garden.


‘Yeah,’ she yelled back, making no move to walk over. She waited, motionless once again, forcing her mum to cross the space between them, over the parched grass that was now littered with plastic toys and paper plates, the debris of a successful barbecue.


‘Ready to go to the beach? Got your towel? And sunscreen?’


Imogen let out a small sigh, rolling her eyes in frustration. She’d been so careful to stay within the tiny scribble of shade that the tired leaves of the gum tree had created, and the SPF fifty sunscreen she’d slathered over every inch of her skin earlier was now sliding, along with rivulets of sweat, into her eyes. She blinked away the burning sensation, knowing that wiping her face would only make it worse.


‘Immy!’


‘Yes,’ Imogen snapped, seething. ‘I have my sunscreen and towel, OK? God, I’m sixteen, I know how to go to the beach.’


Her mum blinked and jerked her head back as though she’d been slapped. Her words had stung, Imogen realised with a mean spark of satisfaction.


‘OK. Good,’ her mum said tersely. ‘Please can you look after your sister until we get down there?’


‘Why should I have to look—’


‘Immy, does everything have to be an argument?’


She looked down at the parched grass, but said nothing.


‘You’ll all be in the water before we’re halfway down the street,’ her mum said. ‘I’m not asking you to hold her hand, but I need you to keep an eye on her. Just make sure she’s safe, OK? Please?’


Imogen nodded in resignation.


Her mum squeezed her shoulder.


‘Thanks,’ she said, walking off towards the cluster of adults.


Imogen silently counted to ten, then scooped up an old volleyball and her beach bag from the deckchair beside her.


‘Hurry up, Paige,’ she muttered to the sky, hoping her best friend would somehow hear her from the chicken shop.


She found Jemima doing a handstand against the side of the house, Kailah watching nervously from a distance.


‘Come on, Jems, Kailah,’ Imogen called out. ‘We’re going to the beach. Last one there’s a rotten egg.’


Before they could respond, Imogen took off, running through the side gate, the younger girls’ laughs and shouts chasing her through the front garden, along their street and down the small road that led directly to the beach. Imogen relished the sensation of her muscles working hard, the strain providing a release from her turmoil. She increased her pace, the fire in her lungs soothing her, only slowing when she reached the main road that separated them from the water.


She waited for the younger girls, and the three of them stood together, watching for a gap in the traffic, Jemima panting like she had just run a marathon rather than a few hundred metres. When it was safe to cross, they ran down the soft sand path lined with spindly seagrass, ditching their belongings as soon as they reached the wide expanse of beach, dodging other beachgoers and flicking sand up into the air as they ran. Imogen held back to let the other two reach the water first. Everything in her wanted to win, but she knew better.


Splashing awkwardly, Imogen kept her knees high as she leapt over the small waves until the water was deep enough to dive in. Her head plunged under the bath-like water and, when she surfaced, her arms sliced powerfully, propelling her away from the beach, away from her home, away from her family.


When her lungs screamed, she stopped and turned around, treading water to survey the beach from a distance. She watched as Kailah and Jemima took turns doing somersaults underwater, whooping as they surfaced, then splashing one another with squeals of delight. Imogen felt the tight ball of emotion that had been building up behind her ribs slowly unfurling, giving way to a sort of calm she rarely experienced.


A small plane puttered overhead, a sobering reminder that sharks were close enough to require monitoring. Spooked by her own imagination, Imogen headed for shore, scaring Kailah on her way back by diving underwater behind her and grabbing her ankle. Laughing along with Jemima as she left the shaken girl behind, Imogen stopped a short distance from the adults, who had now arrived, armed with umbrellas and Eskies.


‘Mum,’ she shouted.


Multiple women turned around, including her own mum.


‘I’m just going to lie down over here, so I won’t have my eye on Jems.’


‘That’s OK,’ her mum called back. ‘I’ve got it from here, thanks.’


Imogen retrieved her bag from the scalding sand and spread her towel out a safe distance from everyone else. She watched them laughing and drinking for a few minutes before the heat overwhelmed her, and she dozed lazily, her hat shielding her face from the baking sunshine.


A scream pulled her from her drowsy reverie and she scrambled to sit upright, her heart in her throat. There was a commotion down by the water. Imogen stood and ran towards the shouting, her mind only on one thing: Jemima.


As she got closer, she could see her little sister standing on the wet sand with Kailah by her side. She felt a rush of relief, until she noticed that the neighbour’s girl was crying.


‘She held me underwater,’ she gasped, pointing her finger at Jemima. ‘She wouldn’t let me come up for air.’ She coughed and spluttered, and Linda pulled her daughter close to her body, looking at Jemima for an explanation.


‘We were just playing,’ Jemima whined. ‘She’s such a baby; I can’t help it if she can’t take a joke.’


‘Jemima,’ Kat said sternly. ‘Apologise to Kailah right now.’


‘But I didn’t do—’


‘Now, please, young lady.’


‘Fine,’ Jemima said reluctantly. ‘Sorry.’


She turned away and stormed off, heading straight towards Imogen and leaving her mum, who seemed satisfied enough with the insincere apology, to placate the neighbours.


Typical, Imogen thought bitterly. If it had been her, her mum wouldn’t have settled for anything less than a gushing, sugary-sweet, down-on-her-knees plea for forgiveness. But, of course, it must have all been a misunderstanding with Jemima. It was true that Kailah was a sensitive kid, prone to crying and finger-pointing and sitting out any kind of fun activity for fear of being hurt. But still.


‘Jems,’ she called out as her sister stomped past.


The younger girl looked at Imogen, who raised an eyebrow in question.


Jemima held her gaze for a few seconds, something unspoken passing between the two of them. Then she nodded.


Imogen relaxed. ‘Good. OK. Well, I need someone to reapply the sunscreen on my back. Think you could help?’


They walked back to Imogen’s spot further up the beach, and Jemima flopped down on the towel, spraying Imogen with sand.


‘Ugh, Jemima!’


‘What? Do you want me to help you or not?’


Imogen sighed and handed her sister the bottle, crying out with the shock of the cool cream hitting her scalding-hot back. Jemima giggled.


‘You have to be careful,’ she warned. ‘Kailah’s sensitive. You know she gets upset easily.’


‘She’s a wuss,’ Jemima said matter-of-factly.


‘Well, maybe, but that doesn’t mean you can do what you want.’


She turned around to face her sister.


‘I mean it, Jems.’


The younger girl flapped her hand, dismissing her concern.


‘Yeah. OK.’ She handed the bottle back to Imogen and stood up. ‘Awesome, Dad’s got the cricket bat out! Come and play!’


Imogen glanced at the phone lying on top of her bag. There was still no word from Paige.


‘How about some volleyball?’ Imogen asked, already knowing what her sister’s answer would be, but hoping for the unexpected.


‘No way,’ Jemima said, screwing up her face. ‘Volleyball’s boring. Come on.’


Jemima tugged her hand until she stood up, and dragged her over to where their dad was sorting people into teams.


‘Awesome, my girls are playing. OK, Jems, Kailah and me against Tyson, Immy and Linda.’


Kailah pouted and refused to look at Jemima, but she didn’t complain. She was too passive to say that she didn’t want to play with the girl who had just made her cry, who had deprived her of a proper apology.


Jemima was right, Imogen thought meanly. Kailah was weak.


They arranged themselves into their respective positions along an empty stretch of beach. Imogen lost the hasty rock-paper-scissors tournament and dutifully took her place in front of the wicket, bat in hand, patience already wearing thin. She wanted this day to be over.


She struck the end of the bat into the sand once, twice, keeping her eyes on the tennis ball that Kailah was ineptly hurling towards her from beyond the other wicket. The ball went wide. Her dad, who was crouched behind Imogen, taking his wicketkeeping duties seriously, called out for her to try again. Imogen made a tsk noise, already regretting her decision to play.


‘Try to remember this is just a game of beach cricket, OK, love?’ her dad said from over her shoulder.


She looked at him, pursing her lips.


‘That doesn’t mean I have to suck, does it?’


‘That’s not what I’m saying, Immy, and you know it,’ he said, stepping back behind the wicket.


The ball sailed towards her, and Imogen reached over to smack it with the bat, but it was wide again and the plastic bat caught the very edge, sending it glancing behind her. She knew the instant it connected that she’d made a mistake. Her dad reached out and caught the ball easily with one hand, his team members whooping in jubilation at their early success.


‘Come on!’ Imogen yelled, throwing the bat into the sand in frustration.


‘You’re out, you’re out,’ Jemima chanted in a sing-song voice. Kailah joined in the taunting, and tears sprung to Imogen’s eyes.


‘Whatever,’ she snapped, spinning on her heel in the sand. If she didn’t get away, she’d do something stupid, something rash. She couldn’t risk it. ‘I didn’t want to play this dumb game anyway.’


‘Imogen!’


She tried to get away, but her mum, who had been standing nearby watching the game, caught her arm, halting her flight.


‘Imogen, what’s going on?’


‘Nothing, I just don’t want to play any more. I hate cricket.’


‘Don’t be a bad sport, Immy. The younger kids are just trying to have some fun. You should be setting an example …’


As her mum launched into a lecture about her attitude, Imogen clamped her jaw closed so firmly that she was sure a molar would crack. She couldn’t concentrate on her mum’s words; her focus was on the flames of fury that licked at her chest, her tightening muscles and the clenching of her stomach. She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t a big deal, that soon her mum would run out of steam and let her walk away. When she was alone, she could vent her frustrations on someone who wouldn’t tell her she was blowing things out of proportion.
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