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About the Book


There’s a darkness inside all of us and the Bay has a way of bringing it out. Everyone here has their secrets but we don’t go looking for them. Because sometimes it’s better not to know.


Kenna arrives in Sydney to surprise her best friend, shocked to hear she’s going to marry a guy she’s only just met. But Mikki and her fiancé Jack are about to head away on a trip, so Kenna finds herself tagging along for the ride.


Sorrow Bay is beautiful, wild and dangerous. A remote surfing spot with waves to die for, cut off from the rest of the world. Here Kenna meets the mysterious group of people who will do anything to keep their paradise a secret. Sky, Ryan, Clemente and Victor have come to ride the waves and disappear from life. How will they feel about Kenna turning up unannounced?


As Kenna gets drawn into their world, she sees the extremes they are prepared to go to for the next thrill. And everyone seems to be hiding something. What has her best friend got involved in and how can she get her away?


But one thing is rapidly becoming clear about the Bay: nobody ever leaves.
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PROLOGUE


The tide’s coming in. Every wave seems to lap a little higher. Erasing, bit by bit, the traces of what I did.


There’s something soothing about putting one foot in front of the other, mashing my toes into the sand. Last night’s storm has washed up all sorts of things onto the high-water line. Assorted leaves, seed pods, frangipani flowers. A whole orange that squishes when I step on it and turns out to be full of little but seawater.


The others are still sleeping – at least I hope they are. I scuffed the sand further up the beach, but if one of them came here now, they’d see it: the sign of something being dragged to the water. They might also wonder what I was doing on the beach so early without my board.


Not that it’s surfable today. The ocean is a lumpy mess, water dark with sand churned up by the storm. The wind is still howling. The gulls face into it, eyes narrowed, feathers ruffling. One trots ahead of me, back end blown into a feather boa.


I pace the shoreline. Watching, waiting.


The sharks haven’t found the body yet. But they will.









CHAPTER 1


KENNA


‘Hey, you!’ A blonde woman holds a flyer in my direction. ‘Take one please!’


A slight accent: Dutch or Swedish or something.


I blink, dazzled by the sunlight after the shade of the train station. Why is it so bright? It feels like the middle of the night.


‘Best Thai food!’ shouts a young man.


‘Looking for a room?’ calls a girl with multiple facial piercings.


The touts stand there, holding their ground – or trying to – in the stream of people flooding from the station. Sydney may be on the other side of the world, but so far, arriving here is little different to arriving in London or Paris.


My heavy backpack makes me unsteady on my feet. The Thai restaurant guy tries to give me a flyer but I have my travel card in one hand and my daypack in the other so I shrug in apology and step around him.


‘Happy hour!’ shouts another voice. ‘Six-dollar schooners.’


As I’m wondering what a schooner could be a hand grips my wrist. The Dutch woman. She’s fiftyish with dark blonde hair and clear blue eyes. Pretty, or she would be if her face wasn’t taut and unsmiling. I want to pull free and walk on – ignore her like everyone else – but the desperation in her eyes stops me. I glance at her flyers.


Missing! Elke Hartmann, German national.


The photo shows a smiling blonde girl clutching a surfboard.


‘My daughter.’ The woman’s voice is raw.


Not Dutch then. I’m hopeless with accents. The tide of people divide and merge around us as I skim the flyer. Elke is twenty-nine – a year younger than me – and she’s been missing for six months. I offer a tight smile of sympathy. I hope the bus stop isn’t far because this backpack weighs a ton.


A briefcase bashes my calf. I spot the clock on the wall. Half past five: the evening rush hour. The realisation makes my brain hurt. I can never sleep on planes. I’ve been awake for two whole days.


‘Have you ever lost someone you love?’ the woman asks.


I turn back to her. Because I have. Lost someone.


‘She was backpacking here.’ The woman nods at my bags. ‘Like you.’


I’m not backpacking, I want to tell her, but she doesn’t give me a chance.


‘They’re in a foreign country and they don’t know anyone. If they disappear, it’s days before anyone notices. They’re easy targets.’


With the final word, her voice cracks. She lowers her head, shoulders shaking. I drape my arms awkwardly around her. My palms are damp; I don’t want to ruin her blouse. I need to get going, but I haven’t got the heart to leave her like this. Should I take her somewhere – buy her a cup of tea? But I want to get to Mikki’s place before it gets dark. I’ll give her a minute and hope she cries herself out.


Office workers file past. The women seem better groomed than their British counterparts: all glossy hair and tanned legs in heels and short skirts. The men wear their shirts with the sleeves rolled up and top two buttons undone, suit jackets slung over their shoulders, ties nowhere in sight.


Sweat pools under my armpits. This sticky humidity, Mikki always moaned about it: Nearly as bad as Japan. It’s March, the Australian autumn, and I hadn’t expected it to be this hot.


I watch the touts handing out flyers. The Thai restaurant guy offers a flyer to anyone who’ll take one but the others seem to be targeting backpackers. With their oversized backpacks and milk-white or sunburnt limbs, they stand out a mile. Easy targets.


Elke’s mother sniffs. ‘Sorry.’ She hunts through her handbag and pulls out tissues.


‘No problem,’ I say. ‘Are you okay?’


She dabs her eyes, sheepish now. ‘I let you go. But you be careful, yes?’


‘I will. And don’t worry about me. I’m not a backpacker. I’m here to visit a friend. She’s getting married.’


‘Oh, my apologies. She’ll be expecting you.’


‘Yes,’ I say.


She isn’t, though.









CHAPTER 2


KENNA


‘I’m going to kill you!’ Mikki says.


I stand on her doorstep, hunched under the weight of my backpack. ‘I knew you’d be mad.’


Freckles pepper Mikki’s cheeks and forehead. Her long hair, previously glossy and black, is matted and burnt brown by the Australian sun. The flowering tree beside her front door scents the night air with an exotic smell, highlighting the fact that I’m on the other side of the world.


She’s looking at me as though she can’t decide if she’s happy to see me or not. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’


Because you told me not to come. But we won’t get into that yet. ‘I tried phoning, but you didn’t answer.’


‘I told you, there’s no reception at the beach we go to.’


Her white Roxy top shows off her taut biceps and tan. As unobtrusively as I can, I look for bruises but don’t see any. I let out my breath a little. Here she is, apparently safe and well. My best friend.


She breaks into a smile. ‘Oh my God, Kenna! You’re really here!’


I smile too. Oh my God! is her catchphrase and I can’t count the number of times I’ve heard her say it – usually at the latest crazy thing I did.


She pulls me into a hug.


See? It’s all right. Best friends do stuff like this. If your intentions are good, it’s okay to overstep boundaries.


What is a friendship but a sum of the memories of the time you spent with someone? And the better the memories, the better the friendship. Memories of Mikki: me and her nude surfing one night when we were drunk; me push-starting her ancient Beetle down a narrow Cornish road above a cliff; a camping trip when she forgot to pack the tent so we chatted up the campers next-door and booted them out of one of their tents so we could borrow it.


All the hilarious things we got up to. And this will go down in our shared history as another of those things. The time I flew to Australia to pay her a surprise visit. At least that’s what I’m trying to tell myself. She must have been surfing today – her hair is sticky with salt. I peel a strand from my mouth and pull back to look at her.


‘I can’t believe you came all this way,’ she says. ‘What if I wasn’t here?’


The thought had crossed my mind. ‘I’d have found a hotel.’


There’s a stiffness between us. It could be because we haven’t seen each other for over a year, yet it feels like more than that.


‘Come on in,’ she says.


I remove my shoes before I enter. Mikki hasn’t lived in Japan since she was six but she’s acquired many of its customs from her parents. Dumping my bags, I glance around. Wooden floorboards, junk store furniture. Is her fiancé in? I hope not.


‘Are you hungry?’ she asks.


‘Um. I don’t know.’


She laughs.


‘My body clock’s all messed up. What time is it?’


She checks her watch. ‘Nearly seven.’


‘Seriously?’ I strain to think. ‘It’s eight a.m. in England.’


‘I’m making nikujaga. A monster batch.’


I follow her into the kitchen, where a rich and meaty smell hangs in the air, and realise I am hungry. My skin is slick with sweat. The windows are open, the back door too, but the draught coming through the flyscreen is as warm as the air in the room, and the ceiling fan only circulates the heat.


Mikki wafts her face as she stirs the pan on the stove. Now that she’s got over her shock, she seems happy to see me, but you never can tell with Mikki. She comes from a culture of politeness before all else. I, on the other hand, have one of those faces that shows every emotion so I keep my gaze firmly on the surroundings.


Dishes are piled high in the sink; ants crawl over the worksurface. Strange. Mikki’s a neat-freak – used to be anyway – and the place I shared with her in Cornwall was always spotless. She sees me looking and squashes ants with her finger.


My head throbs with a mixture of dehydration, tiredness and jetlag. ‘Can I have some water?’


She fills a glass from the water dispenser on the fridge. I slosh ice water over my fingers and T-shirt in my hurry to get it to my mouth but it feels so good I’m tempted to pour the whole lot over me.


Mikki mops her brow. She looks leaner and stronger than I ever saw her, even when she was competing. Below her denim cut-offs, her feet are bare, nails glossy with black polish.


‘You look amazing,’ I say.


‘Thanks. So do you.’


‘Don’t lie. Especially after that flight. No wonder you don’t want to come back to the UK. Who’d want to experience that flight again?’ I’m trying my hardest to shift the tension, but it’s still there.


‘Your hair.’ She reaches out to touch it. ‘It’s so—’


‘Boring?’ Since we met in the last year of primary school, my hair has been every colour of the rainbow except its natural mousy brown.


She laughs. ‘I was going to say normal.’


I laugh too, even though ‘normal’ is probably not a compliment in her book – or mine.


Mikki spoons casserole onto plates. As she sets them on the breakfast bar, I spot the tattoo on the inside of her wrist. ‘What is that?’ I say.


She glances at it like it’s no big deal.


We talked about tattoos before I got mine – a bird in flight that she designed for me, on my shoulder blade – and I told her she should get one.


‘No way,’ she’d told me. ‘My parents would kill me. A lot of Japanese people think tattoos are dirty. You can’t go in a gym or public swimming pool if you have them.’


‘Still?’


‘Yeah. Or you have to cover them. Many companies won’t employ you if you have tattoos. It’s not good for their image.’


So I couldn’t be more shocked to see the ink on her wrist. ‘Let me see,’ I say now.


Mikki tilts her arm to show me. It’s a butterfly in shades of black and brown with a stripy fat body and horned antennae. I should say something – tell her I like it. But I don’t. It’s horrible.


We pull up stools. There are so many things I want to ask her. Not yet, though. I don’t want to kill the mood altogether.


It’s weird to eat nikujaga in this poky overheated kitchen. We ate it so many times in our draughty, cold kitchen in Cornwall, shivering after a surf.


‘How’s the big smoke?’ she asks.


I turned thirty recently and my birthday passed almost unnoticed. My new colleagues didn’t know it was my birthday and I didn’t tell them. Mum sent a card and a handful of friends texted or phoned, but that was it. ‘I’m loving it. I’ve met a nice bunch of people there already.’


‘And how’s work?’


‘Yeah, good. Busy. My clients smash themselves up on a regular basis.’


She looks disbelieving. ‘In London?’


‘Yeah. Rugby, yoga classes, stuff like that.’ This at least is true. I tell her about some of the injuries I’ve treated recently but she seems like she’s only half-listening. ‘What about you? Are you still working at that nightclub?’


‘No, I quit ages ago.’


Mikki must have inherited a small fortune when her granddad died because she’s mentioned she wants to buy a place here.


‘So what are you doing?’ I ask.


‘Oh, this and that.’ She swipes a flyer off the table (McMorris surfboards: handcrafted boards for those who know the difference) and fans herself with it. ‘Fuck, it’s hot.’


‘Since when did you learn to swear?’


She smiles. ‘Blame the Aussies.’


I smile too, teeth clamped together so hard it hurts my jaw.


All the things I want to say are rising up my throat, threatening to burst out.









CHAPTER 3


KENNA


Is he abusive, Mikki? Does he hurt you?


I hope I’m wrong, but there were so many red flags in our calls. How do I bring it up? Do I just come out and say it? She might get all defensive and deny it, so I wait for an opening as we chat about mutual friends, our parents, and the Brazilian Maya Gabeira surfing the biggest wave ever ridden by a woman.


There’s a jingle of keys and a guy walks in, tall, blond and athletic-looking.


Mikki seems flustered. ‘Um, this is Jack. Jack, this is Kenna.’


I’m on my guard immediately. So this is him. I glimpsed him during some of our FaceTime calls and heard his voice in the background but never properly saw his face.


He grips my hand with a confident smile. ‘I’ve heard so much about you.’


The intense way he’s looking at me makes me flush. I take in his strong frame, sizing him up. Nobody threatens my best friend and gets away with it. Calm down, Kenna. You don’t know that. But I sure as hell intend to find out.


He shoots an amused look at Mikki. ‘Did you know she was coming?’


Mikki’s smile seems forced. ‘No.’


He turns back to me. ‘First time in Australia?’


‘Yeah.’ I absolutely do not want to fancy this guy, but he’s ridiculously good-looking. From his tan and the way his hair is bleached almost white in places, it’s obvious he spends a lot of time outdoors. Cleanshaven with a strong jaw and a cleft in his chin, broad shoulders packing out a Quiksilver T-shirt, he could have stepped off the set of Home and Away.


‘Never been to England,’ he says. ‘Too cold and all that. One of me mates went out there for a year and froze his nuts off. Imagine surfing in gloves and a balaclava. And that’s in summer, hey?’


‘How was work?’ Mikki asks.


‘It was all right.’ Jack dishes himself a plate of casserole. He didn’t kiss her, or even hug her – although who am I to judge how long-term couples should greet each other?


‘You finished early.’ There’s an accusing note in Mikki’s voice and I add this to my tally of black marks.


‘Yep.’ Jack peels off his T-shirt and slings it into a corner, then takes a beer from the fridge. ‘Want one, Kenna?’


I battle to keep my eyes on his face, not his chest. ‘Better not or I’ll fall asleep.’ And I need to keep my focus.


Jack sits beside me and takes a long drink. I’m torn between hating him and fancying him. I can’t deny that they look great together. He: blond and athletic. She: dark and a full head shorter. And they have a major interest – surfing – in common. But in our calls Mikki hardly mentioned him. If she was truly into him, she wouldn’t be able to stop talking about him, surely?


From the way she moved in with him right after she met him and their rapid engagement, you’d think they were head-over-heels, but watching them now, I don’t see it. She seems mildly irritated by him; he seems good-naturedly tolerant of her. Mikki’s always been reserved when it comes to showing emotions, plus they’ve been together nearly a year, so the fire might have died down to a slow and steady flame. But her evasiveness about him suggests something is off.


The little I know about him I’ve had to drag out of her. He isn’t working much – he has back problems – so she’s ‘helping him out’ with the rent, and she’s abandoned her plans to travel round Australia, because Jack’s shown her ‘the best beach’. He sounds way too controlling for my liking.


Her wedding announcement had slipped out when we spoke last week, as though she hadn’t intended to tell me. It was the final straw.


‘I’ll fly out,’ I said immediately.


‘No, no. We don’t want a fuss. It’s not a big deal.’ Her tone was one of weary resignation – sadness almost.


‘Are you pregnant?’


I heard her splutter. ‘No!’


So why, then? But she didn’t explain. I was worried enough that I booked a flight as soon as the call ended. It meant taking a month off work, which wasn’t ideal, but I work for myself so I can take holiday whenever I want, and besides, I’ve done nothing except work for the past eighteen months. I’ve been a rubbish friend, too caught up in my own misery for too long. Mikki was there for me two years ago when I needed her, so I owe it to her to help her now.


Before I left, I phoned her parents to say I was going to visit, and to sound them out. I didn’t mention the wedding and neither did they, which suggested they didn’t know about it: another red flag.


I’m worried Jack’s pushing her into marriage because he’s after her money. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s been taken advantage of. Mikki gets taken in by every sob story going. You know the sort: people who ask for money in the street because they lost their wallet and they need two-pound fifty for a bus home, then you see them the next day doing the exact same thing. Mikki gives them two-pound fifty, every damn time. She’s the kindest-hearted person I know, but she never seems fully equipped for the adult world.


Does Jack know her family own a chain of successful surf stores? Even if she hasn’t told him, he could have googled her.


He clasps a large hand over Mikki’s lower arm. ‘Paperwork all done?’


I stiffen immediately.


‘Yep,’ Mikki says.


There’s no sign of fear in her body language but it doesn’t mean it’s not there.


‘Two weeks today, hey?’ Jack says.


Oh, shit. They must be talking about the wedding. I had no idea it was that soon. So I have fourteen days to convince her to change her mind. I check her finger for an engagement ring but her hand is bare. Which shouldn’t surprise me, I guess, if Jack is skint. I don’t imagine the lack of a ring bothers Mikki. She may be well-off but she’s the most unmaterialistic person you could imagine.


I watch Jack eat. Her fiancé. I still can’t get my head round it. In all the time I’ve known her, Mikki never had a serious boyfriend. She dated a guy briefly in high school and a few more since, but they never lasted long. For a while I wondered if she preferred women, but she didn’t seem into them either. Perhaps surfing is enough for her, her one true passion.


Jack is nothing like the guys she’s dated in the past – creative types mostly, bearded, with long hair and hippyish clothes. Jack’s more . . . wholesome and athletic. Hotter. Not a helpful thought, Kenna.


His tattoos are the other weird thing. He’s covered with them. Ornate sea creatures and mystical beasts, a snake curled round his wrist like a bracelet. Is that why she hasn’t told her parents about the marriage – because they wouldn’t approve?


Jack’s staring at me again and it’s creeping me out. I need to get Mikki alone and find out more about him. He collects the empty plates. At least he’s house-trained. While he washes the dishes, I open my backpack and pull gifts out: bags of English chocolate – Minstrels and Revels – because Mikki mentioned missing them; books; a cute pair of Havaianas with a Japanese Manga girl on them.


Mikki slips her toes into them. ‘Oh, I love them!’


‘And . . .’ Feeling shy, I pull out make-up – all the brands she used to love when we lived together. ‘I didn’t know if you can get them out here. Or if you still wear it.’


She pops the top off the lippy and goes to the mirror in the living area to slick some on. ‘You can, but thank you.’


Pink lips gleaming, Mikki gives me another hug and sits back down. There’s still a weird tension between us but at least she looks more like herself.


‘How’s Tim?’ she asks.


I’m impressed she even remembered his name. ‘We only went out a few times. I broke up with him ages ago. Didn’t I tell you?’


‘Good. He sounded super boring.’


I laugh. She knows me so well. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?’


She laughs too. ‘I wanted to.’


For a moment it’s like old times. Me and her, best friends forever. I don’t have a sister – only an older brother I’m not that close to – but Mikki’s the next best thing.


‘Was he too nice?’ she asks.


‘Not exactly.’ I puzzle over her choice of question. Does it reveal something about her and Jack? ‘Just . . . My heart wasn’t in it.’


‘So you’re not seeing anyone?’ Mikki asks.


Jack glances over his shoulder at me and I feel self-conscious. ‘No.’


Drying his hands on a tea towel, he comes over. ‘Lucky you arrived when you did, Kenna, because we’re off up the coast tomorrow.’


I look at Mikki for confirmation. Her sheepish expression cuts me deep. I flew all the way out here to see her for a few hours?


‘You got plans?’ Jack asks.


‘Um.’ Hang out with my best friend. Find out about this dodgy Aussie guy she intends to marry. Talk sense into her and bring her home. ‘Not really.’


‘You should come along,’ Jack says.


Mikki’s eyes widen but he doesn’t notice. She’s giving off all kinds of weird vibes. Until she catches me looking at her and rearranges her expression. ‘Yeah, you should totally come.’


‘I wouldn’t want to get in the way if it’s just the two of you,’ I say.


‘Nah, there’s six of us,’ Jack says.


I tense. Mikki hasn’t mentioned much about the group she surfs with, but I don’t like what I’ve heard. I play for time. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Just a beach.’ Jack grins, but it’s a joke I’m not in on.


I turn to Mikki. ‘Is it the surf beach you mentioned? The one with hardly anyone there?’


‘Yeah.’ Something passes between Mikki and Jack. She’s flushing.


‘How long are you planning to stay?’ I ask.


‘As long as possible,’ Jack says. ‘Right, Mikki?’


I wait for one of them to mention the wedding, but they don’t. ‘And you’re camping?’


‘Yep,’ Jack says. ‘You surf, right?’


‘I used to but not any more.’


‘How come?’


I don’t want to get into this. ‘I gave it up.’


Jack frowns. ‘How can you give up surfing?’


Because I couldn’t bear to see the ocean. Not after what happened. ‘I moved away from the beach for work.’


‘Well, you’re not working now, are you?’


‘I’ve not got a board.’


‘What do you ride, shortboard or longboard?’


So many questions. ‘Um, shortboard.’


‘Wait there.’ Jack leaves the room.


I turn to Mikki. ‘If you don’t want me to come, just say.’


‘Of course I want you to come,’ she says.


I lower my voice. ‘Are you okay? Because if he . . . hurts you, I can help.’ There. I’ve said it.


Mikki jolts. ‘What? No.’


The rapidness of her response seems suspect. ‘You don’t seem that happy.’


‘It’s not that. Not at all. I was just surprised to see you.’ She glances at the doorway. ‘And there’s been some weirdness in the Tribe.’


‘The what?’


‘It’s just what we call ourselves. But you should totally come. It’ll be so cool.’


She’s overdoing it now. What has she got herself involved in? A panicky feeling grips me. ‘I picked up the weirdness in our calls. That’s why I flew out here. I want to bring you home.’


‘No. I—’


Jack breezes back in gripping a shortboard by the rail. Damn. He stands it beside me. The deck is waxed but judging from its pristine condition, it’s hardly been used. His palm clasps my shoulder. I jump at the unexpected contact. Anger flares inside me as he pushes me up against the board.


He looks from the top of my head to the tip of the board. ‘What do you reckon? It’s a five-eleven.’


I pull away, glaring at him.


He doesn’t notice. He’s looking at Mikki. ‘Otherwise Mikki has a few.’


Mikki always had all the boards she wanted, thanks to her parents’ surf chain. The week before I turned twenty-one, I snapped my only surfboard and couldn’t afford a new one, and she gave me one for my birthday, beautifully wrapped. Must have used a whole roll of wrapping paper. She always gave me more than I could give her, another reason I’m determined to be here for her now.


Mikki nods her head vigorously. ‘There’s plenty to choose from.’


‘Trust me,’ Jack says. ‘You see the waves where we’re going and you’ll surf them. We got a spare tent. We got spare everything. So. Ya coming?’ His excitement is like that of a small child.


‘Um.’ I glance at Mikki again. It’ll be super awkward to go along when she obviously doesn’t want me to, but she’s clearly in some sort of trouble. I need to do whatever it takes to get her home to safety.









CHAPTER 4


KENNA


Jack’s car is so huge it’s basically a small truck. Black and chrome, with a personalised numberplate – Jack0 – it sits high off the ground on oversized wheels. How can he afford a car like this if he’s skint? Or did Mikki pay for it?


The radio blares: It’s going to be a scorcher! If you’re heading to the beaches today, there’s one metre of southerly swell and light westerly winds.


Jetlag woke me at 2 a.m. this morning. I lay wide awake, plotting how to get more out of Mikki, but by the time she got up, Jack was already up, packing the car, and I didn’t manage to catch her alone. Still, she’s all smiles this morning and now seems genuinely happy that I’m coming along.


Jack pulls around a corner. ‘Bondi Beach,’ he says, gesturing out the window.


The buildings part to reveal a glistening blue ocean lapping a horseshoe-shaped beach. It’s only early, but people cluster on the pale sand. Lone runners pound barefoot; lifesavers in red and yellow hats stand guard. The sunlight is dazzling, the colours so vivid I have to shield my eyes. Place a photo of this beach beside one of an English beach and you’d think the English one needed flash.


A few hundred surfers bob in the ocean, chasing every wave that passes. I watch three people surfing the same wave: a longboarder, a shortboarder and, half-hidden in whitewash, a bodyboarder. The shortboarder pulls alongside the longboarder, gesturing angrily. Behind them, the bodyboarder darts about as though intending to cut up the middle. The wave shuts down, sending them flying in a tangle of limbs, boards and foam. I hold my breath until all three heads surface.


‘Why are we driving this way?’ Mikki asks, in the front passenger seat.


‘Thought I’d give Kenna the tour,’ Jack says. ‘In case she doesn’t come back here.’


‘What do you mean?’ I ask. ‘I fly out from here, so I’ll definitely be back.’


Jack glances over his shoulder at me, eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. ‘Who knows? You might like where we’re going so much that you never want to leave.’ There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips.


A chill runs through me despite the stuffy heat of the car.


Jack pulls up at a supermarket. ‘Remind me to get camping gas.’


He and Mikki head into the store and grab a trolley each. I follow behind them. Jack puts in bags of pasta and rice, tins of vegetables and fish and four huge water containers. Mikki checks items off a list.


‘Broccoli or green beans?’ Jack asks.


‘Broccoli will keep longer,’ she says.


He lifts a large yellow fruit I don’t recognise.


‘Eurgh, no,’ she says, and he puts it back.


I watch the dynamic between them, looking for more red flags. So far, he’s nothing like the dominating figure I’d feared but he could be putting on an act for my benefit. Behind closed doors he might be totally different.


I point to a bright pink spiky thing. ‘What’s that?’


Mikki grabs one. ‘Dragon fruit. You’ll love it.’


One of my favourite things to do when I get to a new country is check out their chocolate, but to my disappointment they wheel the trolleys straight past that aisle. Luckily, there’s a selection beside the checkout, some familiar, others not. I pick out a couple as they load the conveyor. Jack winks at me and I feel like a small child smuggling sweeties into my parents’ trolley.


He wheels his trolley out, leaving Mikki to pay. There was no debate between them, suggesting a long-ingrained habit: another black mark against him.


‘Here, have this.’ I peel off two hundred dollars from the five hundred I took out at the airport.


Mikki waves it away. ‘No way! You might only stay a day or two.’


She wheels the trolley out before I can press her.


Jack has opened up the back of his truck to reveal a giant cool box, which we fill with milk, cheese and meat. The remains of Mikki’s casserole are in there already. I heave a bag of ice from the trolley. It’s heavier than I expected and I totter sideways.


Jack’s hands clamp over mine. ‘I’ve got it.’ He shoves his bare knee under the bag to take the weight.


My insides simmer at the bodily contact. I release my grip and he lifts it easily into the cool box.


He turns to Mikki. ‘How’s your sugar levels? Want a banana?’


‘No, I’m fine,’ she says.


I’m secretly impressed that he asked. Mikki’s always had a thing with her sugar levels and has to eat regularly or she gets faint.


Jack takes a banana from a bag, peels it and bites into it. ‘Want one, Kenna?’


‘Not right now, thanks.’


The car is blisteringly hot. I yelp as I climb in. The leather is scorching.


‘Sorry,’ Jack says. ‘The aircon’s bust.’


The smell of cut grass mingles with petrol fumes as we drive through the suburbs. We pass cricket ovals and rugby fields. There are little snapshots of Australian life each time we stop at lights. A man in a straw hat stands on a riverbank, fishing rod dangling; a family of four lug an enormous cool box across the road. Every single vehicle seems to have some sort of watercraft inside it, on top of it or behind it on a trailer – jet-skis and surfboards, boats and canoes.


‘You guys have known each other since primary school, right?’ Jack says.


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘My family moved down from Scotland when my dad lost his job. Mum’s brother ran a farm in Cornwall and needed help, so I started a new school mid-term. I was the new girl with the funny Scottish accent. The teacher led me into class and I saw this girl with the same trainers as mine.’


‘The same what?’ Jack says.


‘Running shoes.’ Mikki throws a grin over her shoulder at me. ‘Aussies are supposed to speak the same language as us but they don’t really.’


They were Adidas. Black with white stripes.


Cool name, Mikki said as I sat down beside her.


It’s short for McKenzie, I said. I like your shoes.


And that was it. Life’s so simple at that age. If only it stayed that way.


I watch a bikini-clad woman strap a longboard onto her car. It sparks memories of Cornish summers in my late-teenage years, the roof-rack of Mikki’s VW Beetle sagging under the weight of our boards.


The traffic is bumper to bumper as we approach the city centre.


‘Come on! Move it!’ Jack’s knees jiggle beneath the wheel. ‘I can’t wait to be in the water.’


‘Same,’ Mikki says.


High rises slide past, casting the road in shadow. A woman in a burqa carries a tray of sushi rolls over a crossing; a Japanese girl carries a McDonald’s bag. This could almost be a large English city until you look closely and see old men wearing shorts and surf brand baseball caps and old ladies with bare legs and sandals instead of thick brown stockings and sensible lace-ups.


A poster in a bus shelter catches my eye. Missing: French national. The photo shows a smiling dark-haired girl. The bus pulls away to reveal more of the wall and another Missing poster. And another.


‘Wow! Missing backpackers. There’s so many of them!’ I think of Elke’s mum and her sad eyes.


Mikki waves her fingers. ‘Australia’s a big country. Thirty thousand people go missing here every year.’


I stare back at the posters as Jack drives on: a trio of young women.


‘Look!’ Jack points.


Through the skyscrapers, I glimpse the brilliant white sails that top the Sydney Opera House, but right now I’m more interested in the missing backpackers. ‘But where do they go?’


Mikki cranes round in her seat to look at me. The criss-cross supports of the Harbour Bridge stencil intricate patterns onto her face.


‘Who knows? They get lost or just feel like disappearing. Most of them turn up eventually.’









CHAPTER 5


KENNA


When the traffic thins, Jack puts his foot down on the gas and a welcome breeze blows in the open windows. Copper-coloured cliffs tower on either side, the passage of the road hacked through the rock. They call Australia ‘the lucky country’ but I doubt the people who built this road felt that way.


‘This beach.’ I have to shout over the draught to make myself heard. ‘How far is it?’


‘Four or five hours,’ Jack says. ‘Depends on traffic.’


‘Wow, that’s quite a way.’ Presumably I can get a bus or train back if I need to.


‘Don’t worry. It’s worth it.’


Mikki nods. ‘It’s so worth it.’


Their excitement is catching. A beach. I haven’t been to a beach since I left Cornwall eighteen months ago. ‘Does it have a name?’


‘Sorrow Bay,’ Jack says. ‘But we just call it the Bay.’


The road begins to climb. Deep gorges fork off here and there between swathes of forest.


‘It’s got a rocky point break at the south end,’ Jack says. ‘And a river mouth to the north. Little community on one side but on our side, there’s nothing. It’s an hour off the motorway and you need a four-wheel drive to even get near it. There’s a dirt road but it’s full of potholes. You have to know it’s there or you wouldn’t bother.’


I call up Google Earth on my phone. Sorrow Bay. Here we go. The tiny beige beach is backed by a wide expanse of green national park. Here’s the river. ‘Shark Creek? And are there? Sharks?’


Jack glances at Mikki as though he’s not sure he should be telling me. ‘There’s been some attacks over the years but it works in our favour. It puts people off.’


‘By attack, you mean . . .?’


‘Well, they’re great whites mostly. Hard to survive something like that. But it keeps the crowd down. It used to be a popular campground. Now it’s only us that surf there.’


I swallow. ‘Glad I don’t intend to go in the water.’


‘Wait till you see it.’


Sharks are something surfers try not to think about. We didn’t have to worry about them in Cornwall but Mikki and I have both surfed in places where shark sightings are common and you just have to accept it as a risk of the sport, like skiers and snowboarders risk avalanches.


Mikki sits hunched over her phone in the front. So this is what she’s been doing – surfing with sharks? It shouldn’t really surprise me. Surfing has been her life the whole time I’ve known her. It was my life as well for many years, but Mikki took it further than I did and working as a surf instructor meant she was in the ocean all day, every day.


I swallow a yawn. Jetlag is setting in and once again it feels like the middle of the night despite the blinding sunlight. I email my parents and play about on social media. When I next check the window, I can almost imagine that we’re in Cornwall. There are gently sloping fields speckled with dandelions, cows grazing beside snow-white geese. Only the odd palm tree gives the game away, plus the parched look of the vegetation, as though someone has turned the oven up to high and forgotten to turn it off.


Signs flash past. Swans Creek, Herons Creek. A creek, to me, is a muddy ditch, but most of the ones we drive over are big enough that I’d call them rivers. Muddy Creek. Eight Mile Creek.


Mikki’s still on her phone.


I lean forward and tap her shoulder. ‘You okay?’


‘Yeah, why?’


‘You’re really quiet.’ She’s hardly spoken since we left Sydney.


‘She hasn’t had her coffee yet.’ Jack nudges her. ‘Eh, Mikki? We’ll stop at the servo before the turn-off.’


I’m impressed once again by how well he knows her. Mikki can be a moody cow at times, especially when she needs a coffee. I turn my gaze back to the window. Grassy Plains. Shallow Bay. I like the straightforwardness of the place names around here. What you see is what you get. Cow Creek – had a cow once got stuck there? Mosquito Creek. I wouldn’t want to fall in that one. Rattle Creek. Or that one.


At the service station Mikki and I go inside to use the bathroom while Jack fills up. When I emerge, Mikki’s looking at something on the pinboard. It’s covered with bits of paper, flapping in the air conditioning: weather bulletins and bush walks, yoga classes and Men’s Group . . .


Missing, German national. Last seen on Bondi Beach on 2nd September.


A familiar set of eyes look out at me from the poster: Elke. A weird feeling runs through me. It’s almost as though she’s following me around.


Mikki jumps when she sees me and steers me to the coffee counter. ‘What do you want?’


‘Cappuccino,’ I say. ‘But I’ll get them.’


‘It’s okay.’ She seems distracted.


Jack comes up to the window.


Mikki waves him back to the car. ‘I’ll pay!’ she shouts and steps forward to order. Her eyes flit back to the poster as we wait for our coffees.


I try to pay but once again Mikki doesn’t let me. ‘Thanks,’ I say, taking a sip.


Outside, Jack is chatting to a couple of women beside a bright yellow Jeep with surfboards on the roof. Rent-a-Jeep it says on the side.


‘You’ve got Bumble Bay to the north,’ Jack tells them. ‘That’s a good one.’


‘Wait,’ one of the women says, flipping through a little pocket surf guide. ‘Yeah, I got it.’


I force the missing backpackers from my mind for now. ‘Hi. Are you American?’


‘Canadian,’ her friend says.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m terrible with accents.’


Clutching his coffee, Jack heads behind the taller of the two. ‘Don’t move.’


Her eyes go wide. A pretty redhead, she’s wearing a denim playsuit.


Jack clamps his palm over her shoulder. ‘Mozzie. Got it!’


She laughs. ‘Thanks! The mozzies here are evil.’


‘Wait!’ Jack says. ‘There’s another one!’


He’s all over her. I’m not convinced there really are any mosquitoes. I think it’s just an excuse to touch her. I glance at Mikki, embarrassed on her behalf, but she doesn’t react. Almost as if he does this a lot.


‘My wife has good blood,’ the dark-haired woman says.


‘Did you tell them about Sorrow Bay?’ I ask Jack.


‘Hey, we need to go,’ Jack says.


The woman consults her book. ‘Sorrow Bay? It’s not there.’


But Jack strides off. One minute he’s flirting big time, yet the moment he heard the word ‘wife’ he suddenly had to go. As if it isn’t bad enough to flirt in front of his fiancée, he’s homophobic as well?


‘It’s probably too small to be listed,’ I say.


‘Let’s go, Kenna,’ Mikki says.


Her too? I want to show the women that I’m not like that. ‘There’s a campsite there. That’s where we’re off to.’


‘Kenna!’ Mikki tugs my arm sharply.


The woman takes her phone out. ‘I’ll google it.’


Jack toots the horn.


Mikki’s nearly ripping my arm from its socket. ‘God, Kenna. Come on!’


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Better go. Have a great trip!’


‘You too!’ the woman calls.


Silence in the front of the car as Jack pulls back onto the motorway.


‘Look at the trees,’ Jack says. ‘The southerly’s blowing. Those bastards are getting all the waves.’


Dickhead. Let it drop, I tell myself.


Jack nudges Mikki. ‘Want to check the forecast before the turn-off?’


Mikki pulls out her phone. I remember the missing backpackers and pull out my phone. There are various articles. I click on the first one. Eight missing backpackers and counting . . . I scan the photos. Most of the missing people are female. The two males couldn’t look more different: one in a wetsuit, blond hair plastered to the sides of his face; the other in a suit and tie, so clean-cut he doesn’t look like a backpacker at all. There’s a mix of nationalities: American, Swedish, Irish . . . A couple of them hold surfboards. The coffee has had no effect on me whatsoever. I’m zoning out even though I try my hardest to keep awake.


‘It’s three to four foot today,’ Mikki says. ‘Dropping off tomorrow.’


‘Damn!’ Jack says.


I hold onto my seat as he turns.


A sign flashes past: Welcome to Sorrow National Park. We’re on a single-track gravel road now. Between the trees, a glimpse of dark water. Shark Creek, I guess, though it looks like a full-blown river.


Another sign: Road subject to flooding.


‘What’s the wind doing?’ Jack asks.


Mikki peers at her phone. ‘South wind in the mornings, turning north in the afternoons.’


Yawning, I click on another article. Another missing backpacker was last seen in Bondi, just like Elke. Still, most backpackers probably visit Bondi.


‘Better be quick,’ Jack says when he sees what I’m doing. ‘The phone signal runs out in a minute.’


‘Seriously?’ I say.


‘There’s nobody out here,’ Jack says. ‘Nobody except us, anyway.’


I’m starting to regret this whole idea. ‘So there’s no internet, no phone at all? Shit!’


The article refuses to load. Sure enough, there’s no reception. I’m online all the time normally. Clients book me through my website. I posted to say I’m away all month but if any of my regulars hurt themselves, they’re likely to message me anyway. And what if I want to leave? Without a phone line to call a taxi or an Uber, I’m reliant on a guy I hardly know.


But my eyelids are so heavy it hurts to keep them open. I can’t fight the jetlag any longer. There’s a black hooded top in the footwell. I pick it up, wad it against the window as a pillow and close my eyes. As I drift off, I hear Mikki’s voice.


‘She’s sleeping,’ she says accusingly. ‘You didn’t, did you?’


‘No!’ Jack says. ‘Of course not. She’s yer mate!’


Dimly I wonder what they’re talking about. But I’m too tired to care.









CHAPTER 6


KENNA


My eyes fly open as I’m pitched forward. The car skids to a stop. A canopy of leaves obscures the sky, casting the road in shadow – if you can call it a road. It’s just dirt and gravel.


A barrier blocks the track ahead: Danger! Landslides. Road closed.


Mikki opens her door, jumps out and drags the barrier sideways. Jack drives on, gravel crunching under the tyres. I panic, wide awake now, and crane my head to see where Mikki is. Jack jams the brakes on again and Mikki climbs back in. Behind her, the barrier is back in place. Jack continues down the dirt road.


I watch through the windscreen as we bump up and down. ‘It said the road’s closed.’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ Jack drives on for long minutes, bouncing through potholes.


A grinding noise from under the car as we dip into a large crater. I grip my seat, terrified he’ll pop a tyre – then what? I check my phone. Still no reception, so it’s not like we can call a tow truck.


The trees seem to go on forever in every direction, trunks bare and blackened in places, with brave new foliage sprouting forth. Around a corner, water streams across the track: a weir. Jack drives through it without slowing, sending water spraying past the windows. I’m freaking out a bit now. I didn’t know it would be quite so remote.


‘I don’t have a sleeping bag,’ I say.


‘We have a spare,’ Mikki says.


‘I didn’t bring any sunscreen.’


‘You can borrow mine.’ She glances over her shoulder at me. ‘You never used to be such a worrier. I was like that too, the first time I came here. This place is going to be good for you.’


Jack slams on the brakes.


‘What?’ Mikki asks.


He points at a long dark object across the track. A stick. No – a snake.


Jack revs the engine but the snake doesn’t move. ‘Fuck.’


‘Just drive over it,’ Mikki says.


‘I don’t want to squash it.’ Jack draws in slow breaths, knuckles white on the wheel.


‘Want me to—’ Mikki begins.


Jack opens the door and jumps out. ‘No.’


‘Careful!’ Mikki shouts.


He slams the door. She and I watch through the windscreen.


‘Is it poisonous?’ I ask.


‘Probably,’ Mikki says. ‘He’s terrified of them.’


Jack scours the side of the track and picks up a dead leaf which he tosses at the snake. The snake doesn’t move.


Jack aims another leaf. It bounces off the snake’s back and the snake slithers off. Jack jumps back in, looking pale.


Mikki pats his shoulder. ‘Good one.’


He grips the wheel for a long moment before setting off again.


I see vehicles parked ahead: a flashy red pick-up truck and a mud-splattered four-wheel drive. Jack crunches to a stop beside them. The earth is hard and dry under my feet as I step out. I smell bark and moss, and the still air rings with the buzzing of insects.
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