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The thought of heading to the beach for the holidays had electrified Toby for weeks. On his last day of primary school he had been chosen to ring the bell, chiming goodbye to the place he had spent half his life. And after a year spent in sturdy sensible shoes, the idea of leaving his daily classroom routine behind, followed by the promise of Christmas and long carefree days of barefoot freedom gave him goosebumps. He had marked off the dates on his calendar, his anticipation building, binding him tight in a summery spell of salty air and shining sun and fine golden sand caught between his toes.

Mum had helped him pack the soft duffle bag that he now sat upon, ready and waiting on the kerb outside Dad’s new house. He corrected himself. Outside his house.

He didn’t need to take much, just his things to swim in, a few freshly washed t-shirts, his favourite old shorts, a pair of thongs, sandshoes, a pair of jeans and his footy tracksuit top for warmth.

He had carefully added the snorkelling set he’d got for his birthday, yet to be used, and his new book. At the last minute he threw in a cassette tape of songs he’d recorded from the radio.

Earlier that morning he had woken to the sound of his tearaway ten-year-old brother Danny running up and down the hallway, raring to get outside and onto his new bike. Yesterday he and Danny had crept out in the first strain of morning light to find three dragsters resting on their stands beside the Christmas tree, gleaming with so much potential and fun that it had been difficult to be quiet and not disturb the rest of the sleeping house.

This morning though, Danny wasn’t even trying.

In the next room, his sister Emily had put the stylus down once again on the new record she had received. It would be another hour, Toby had guessed, until her best friend Maisie would arrive so they could spend hours crafting dance moves to their favourite ABBA songs.

How he loved it here at Mum’s, with all its energy and constant action.

He had lain on his old bed, with its familiar smells and comforting orange chenille bedspread, staring at the cheery sight of his smiley face wallpaper – a whole wall of floating yellow, brown and orange faces, all of them seemingly vying to push forward to be the first to greet him.

It was then Toby heard Danny’s unmistakable tone of complaint from down the hall.

‘But, Mum, why does only Toby get to go? It’s just not fair!’

Mum’s voice answered diplomatically. ‘Well, Danny, your dad wanted to take Judy to the coast this summer. And as Toby is living with them, he’s going too.’

‘But it’s our caravan!’ Danny insisted.

Emily’s voice floated out into the hallway, over the triumphant repeating choruses from her record player. ‘It’s not our turn, Danny.’

Danny had stomped back down the hall, passing by the open door of their shared room, shooting Toby a javelin-like, narrowed-eyed look, accompanied by a piercing, ‘Say hi to Dad and Quacko for us, then,’ both of which clearly told Toby that the attempts to explain the situation had been unsuccessful.

Toby’s decision, last Christmas, to live with their father had taken his mother, but especially his brother and sister, by surprise. There was an unsaid understanding between them that Toby had made the choice for his father’s benefit more than his own, and this had, unexpectedly, brought the siblings closer together.

But not today.

After breakfast, Toby had tried to make peace with Danny by joining him on their new bikes.

Danny, of course, had already fixed playing cards to the back wheel with clothes pegs so that the wheel whirred as it spun, making a sound similar to a motorbike engine.

They circled around on the street outside their home with Danny pushing his new bike to the brink, jumping it off the kerb, his hands gripping the high handlebars as he brought it down on the back wheel, the front wheel still in the air, mimicking his stuntman hero Evel Knievel.

Toby had watched Danny closely, always in readiness for the inevitable accident. Luckily, today, the worst of it was a simple slide on the front lawn, the soft summer grass cushioning his fall. Toby was off his own bike in a flash, helping his brother to his feet.

‘Take it easy, Danny,’ Toby said, straightening his brother’s handlebars as he held the front wheel between his knees. He wanted to tell him that it must’ve taken Mum ages to lay-by their presents. He decided against it, saying simply, ‘You don’t want to wreck it in the first week.’

Still, the ride had done the trick, and his brother’s seething resentment had faded. Toby felt how hard it would be to say goodbye for the next three weeks. The reality of leaving his mum and younger brother and sister behind was beginning to sink in and his unrelenting excitement was beginning to wane, like a wave disappearing back to the sea. Despite now living with Dad, Toby had seen Danny and Emily almost every day at school, and spent every other weekend with them. He already missed his mum more than anything, but the changes brought about by his decision were starting to expand in unforeseen ways, and starting to bite. His dad had enrolled him in the high school near his new house on the other side of town, away from his siblings and his schoolmates.

He hadn’t been prepared for that.

A part of him wondered if he had made his choice too quickly. Another part reassured him that he had done the right thing. Dad needed him.

There was the divorce, that was one thing, but even before that Toby had seen that his once fun and carefree father was struggling with burdens picked up while he was away at the war in Vietnam. He had hoped as the eldest son he could help lift the load, but now things had settled and his dad was so busy with Judy that Toby felt he barely saw him at all. So, the idea of spending the summer holidays in a much loved place of his most precious memories was a very welcome reset to all the disruption and change.

Still, it seemed all too soon when Mum called out that it was time for Toby to leave. He had opened the back door of her small but trusty white Torana to place his duffle bag on the seat, finding space next to Danny’s discarded football boots, a Gumby figurine and several matchbox cars in various states of disrepair. Mum had driven him across town pulling up outside his dad’s with a smile and a sigh. ‘So long, little dugong,’ she said as she kissed his cheek. She had called him that for all of his twelve years.

When he was younger, Mum and Dad would tell him the story that they got him from an advertisement in the back pages of a comic. They had ordered sea monkeys but had been sent a little dugong baby by mistake. Then they had fed and cared for him so much, he grew bigger and bigger each day into their own, not so little, dugong boy.

Even though she said it to Toby all the time, it still made them laugh. Their eyes would twinkle together, except now he saw Mum’s eyes bloom into tears. ‘I’m going to miss you, you know,’ she said, blinking them away.

Toby twisted his features into what he called his brave face. ‘See you soon, Mum.’ He grabbed his bag from the back seat and left it by the front door.

With his first ever house key, bright and silver, he opened the door and let himself in.

He was struck by how his new house felt in comparison to his old one. His mum kept a tidy house but it was layered with a blanket of his brother’s and sister’s toys, books, records and clothes. At Dad’s their absence echoed with an emptiness that he wished he could fill.

His room was still so sparse it didn’t really feel like his own. It hosted a bed, a wardrobe, a beanbag and a study desk on which sat his prized globe. He had a few books and a cricket bat that had been signed by the visiting West Indies team. A radio cassette player sat on the windowsill. On the weekends he wasn’t at Mum’s, he would spend a lot of time sitting in the beanbag winding the tuning dial through the short-wave radio band, if only to distract himself from the coral-painted wall that his new stepmother had insisted should match the rest of the house. Judy had read a report somewhere that proved the colour had a calming effect and could help his dad sleep. While Toby didn’t wish to disagree with her, he was quite sure he hadn’t yet gained any sense of peace from its pinkish hue – in fact, nearer to the opposite!

Walking down the empty corridor, Toby had managed to work out pretty quickly that neither Dad nor Judy were nowhere to be found, the silence feeding his growing sense of deflation.

With nothing to do but wait, he slowly picked up his bag and returned outside to sit on the kerb to watch as ordinary things played out around him. Families came and went, cars were lathered and washed, while sprinklers jutted and turned with robotic precision, sending out streams of water that ran along the gutter and under his legs. He whiled away some time dabbing his finger in it and drawing on the concrete, then marvelled as his artwork evaporated and disappeared in the sunlight.

Down the street, some neighbours had the new Slip ‘N Slide he had seen advertised on TV: a long strip of bright yellow plastic that, when combined with dishwashing liquid and arcing spouts of water from the attached garden hose, sent you coasting from one sudsy end to the other. Most of the kids from the street were eagerly lined up, their soaking wet shorts clinging to their skinny legs, throwing themselves along it, to roars of approval from the others gathered on the lawn. One boy gestured for him to join them, but Toby waved him away, pointing at his bag, careful not to reveal the sinking feeling inside him.

Eventually Dad’s new Ford Falcon pulled into the driveway.

‘Sorry, Toby,’ Dad nodded apologetically, hopping out and heading towards him. ‘I had no idea you were already here.’

Toby blinked in surprise. He was sure that Dad had told him to be home by now, but he kept that to himself. He wanted everything to be as smooth as possible, so he could get down to the real business of this day – getting to the beach, a few hours’ drive away.

‘We’re all packed and ready to go,’ his dad continued. ‘Just stopped at the shops to pick up a few last-minute things. Luckily Judy said we should check that you weren’t waiting.’

With that, Judy got out of the car and moved towards him, quickly sweeping Toby into an inescapable embrace. ‘Oh, Toby, you poor dear.’

Toby felt a twinge of embarrassment. ‘It’s okay,’ he muttered, surrendering. He’d found that was the best way to deal with Judy’s well-meaning and unavoidable swoops, which had been happening ever since Dad had first introduced them, outside her consulting room.

Dad picked up the duffle bag and packed it into the boot as Judy returned to the car and Toby climbed into the back seat. His dad got back into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

‘Brian,’ Judy prompted, ‘remember you had something to give Toby?’

The pair looked at each other for an awkward few moments. ‘Oh yes, Toby, I nearly forgot.’ He passed over a shopping bag. ‘Sorry it’s not wrapped, but it’s a little something for Chrissy from Jude and me.’

Toby reached inside the bag and pulled out a black and white beach towel. He unfolded it, to see a large magpie printed in the middle. A price tag was still attached to the corner.

‘Oops!’ Judy deftly lunged at it and removed it. Toby pretended not to notice. ‘Your father said magpies were your favourite.’

‘Yes, thank you, that’s really nice. I can’t wait to use it.’

Judy and his dad exchanged a ‘job well done’ nod and turned to face the journey ahead.

They drew away from the house, past the neighbours mowing lawns, and out onto the main road. As they drove by the Slip’N Sliders, the same boy that had waved Toby over before stood with his hand up, a gesture frozen somewhere between hello and goodbye, which Toby returned.

Before long, they were on the edge of town. He tried following the conversation between Dad and Judy but they were talking of people he didn’t know and places he hadn’t been. He was happy to sit silently, his spirits lifting as he dreamt of the summer adventures that would soon begin, while the brown vinyl seat formed patterns on the undersides of his legs. The scenery outside whooshed past like a moving train and Toby was drawn into the landscape around him – small country towns, fields of dry grass and gum trees filled with cockatoos, steep mountains with hairpin turns. Sheep and cows lazed in paddocks, finding shadows away from the biting sun. Occasionally, a kangaroo bounded away from them and into the distance.

Suddenly, as they came over a rise in the road, the sky gave way to a glimpse of the magnificent ocean.

Toby burst into a broad grin. Summer – its sights, its smells, the explosive sounds of squawking seagulls and crashing waves – was there, ready for him.
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Tara Jones. The girl who looked like a tulip. That’s what her mum always said. ‘Beautiful and fragile.’ With strawberry lips and hair, she had paler skin than anybody she knew, although Nan had once shown her photos of herself as a girl and she had been a tulip too, before her strawberry hair had succumbed to the silver whites.

‘We’re the “Tathra Tulips”, Nan used to say whenever Tara came to visit, like it was their very own secret society.

Still, it made Tara feel strangely out of place. Even though she loved her small town and its pretty beach, she did think that she looked like someone more suited to living amidst the woods and the misty, snow-covered panoramas that formed the backdrop of the fairy tales she had grown up reading, than under the diamond-sharp sunlight of Australia.

Perched on the warm concrete steps off the narrow porch of her grandmother’s house, the house her dad had grown up in, she watched the procession of dusty cars snake into the town, coming around the hill and passing under the lazily moving willow overhanging the road.

She allowed her fingertips to lightly brush over the petals of the geraniums her mum had long ago planted in a large green ceramic pot.

She had always spent summers at Nan’s, but being in the house now felt different.

The three of them, she, her dad and her brother, had shifted south from the big town to the little town soon after they lost Mum, when Dad had lost his job. Without that, without Mum’s pay – without Mum – they just didn’t have much to stay for.

The only money coming in now was her father’s seasonal work as a shark fisherman. He sold the sharks without their jaws, which he kept. He would then remove each tooth, drilling through it finely, stringing it with leather twine and selling the necklaces to the city kids who holidayed here.

She looked forward to these times, when the rough black tar road carried expectant faces from their homes further inland, looking to catch that first glimpse of the sea.

She imagined the cars stuffed full of togs and towels, thongs and hats, brightly coloured umbrellas and fishing rods. Some pulled along caravans, sometimes a dinghy was held aloft by roof racks and rope, others towed gleaming big fishing boats that sat on their own special trailers.

It made her feel good about the little town, that others wanted to come to share it, that it was a place that created memories, that it could offer so much happiness.

Tara had one final year of primary school before high school would mark yet another shift. The local school had been there for a hundred years, and Nan’s name was written in gold letters on the brown shield outside the school office: ‘Eve Grace, Dux of the School, 1928’.

Tara’s teacher, Mrs Carey, and everyone really, had made her feel welcome when she first arrived. But their kindness held too much of something inside it that she couldn’t put her finger on. No matter how much time passed, Tara could never feel that anyone quite saw her as anything but a girl who had lost her mum.

She was grateful that the warmer seasons brought a wave of new people into the town. People who knew nothing about her. Despite this, which sometimes felt like everything, she felt at home here. But she longed for a friend.

Behind her, without warning, the screen door opened with such force that it struck the house, rattling the large orange butterfly ornament on the wall so vigorously that Tara half expected it to crash down beside her. She turned, shaken from her quiet reverie, to see her father standing over her, his hands on his hips, dressed in his usual shorts and blue singlet, in a rush to go out, to be somewhere else.

‘How many times have I told you to stay out of the sun?’ The tone of his voice echoed the slam of the door.

Tara had been so lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed the morning sunlight creep up the steps and onto the porch.

‘It was shady before,’ she said, her voice small.

Her father bit back. ‘I don’t care if it was shady before. It’s scorching hot now. I’ve told you not to sit in the sun and fry. Move it! Inside, now!’

Tara stood slowly, her fingers softly saying goodbye to the flowers.

The strict windows of time in which her father allowed her to venture outside were narrowing as she, and the summer, grew older. While her schoolmates spent holidays exploring and playing, she was expected to take on the role of carer and nurturer – washing clothes, making meals and keeping the house as tidy as she could. Dad wanted to know where she was at all times and what time she’d be home.

He held on tight to her. Too tight.

He used her fair skin as the always ready reason, keeping her close to the house, keeping her from going to the beach – the place she missed her mum the most, and felt her the strongest.

There, and on their mountain.

It rose up from behind the local caravan park and sat like a resting, wondrous giant, lush with green and intrigue, offering the town a home on the palm of its hand.

Soon after her mum had gone, Nan had taken Tara up there, and in the soothing shadows on the mountain that both Tara and her mother had loved, Nan had dropped down to one knee, placed her hands flat on Tara’s shoulders and looked her right in the eye. ‘I know this difficult’, she had said. ‘But you must remember that you are lucky. You had that time with her. Precious time. She’s not gone. She lives inside you. In your thoughts, your actions, your memories. Always remember.’

After Nan went too, those words stayed. But Tara felt torn between doing what she thought was right by her mum, what was right according to her dad, and what was right for her.

These seemed to be, at times, very different things.
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A tall wall of green bush scrub and piercing light separated the road from the beach, and Toby peered through the car window at the small trails that led onto the sand. Turning onto the unsealed road of the caravan park, the gravel crunching under the wheels, Dad edged the car into the small parking space next to their van. He let out a long breath. ‘Well, here we are.’

Toby excitedly prised his bare legs from where they had stuck to the hot car seat.

His stepmum slowly lifted her head off the side window, having rolled up her woollen poncho as an impromptu pillow.

‘Hey, Jude. Did you have a nice sleep?’

‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Where are we?’

‘Well, we are here,’ his dad replied, gesturing proudly at the van beside them.

Toby was unbuckling his seatbelt and gathering his puzzle books when he noticed that Judy was staring straight ahead, not moving beyond a small shake of her head.

Finally she said, ‘We are really staying in a caravan?’

Dad had taken the keys from the ignition and was in the throes of pulling on the door handle to get out of the car but this stopped him. He and Judy looked at each other for a moment.

‘Yeeesss,’ he said slowly. ‘Where did you think we were staying?’

Judy made a sound that could possibly be described as a small unusual laugh. ‘I ... I thought you were Joking!’

His dad glanced behind him to the back seat, and raised his eyebrows. ‘Toby ... you want to move the boat and open up the van for us?’ he asked, passing over the keys. ‘We’ll be in ... ah ... in a tic.’

Toby leapt to his dad’s aid, eager to escape the awkward moment. ‘Yep, sure thing, Skipper,’ he said, in the most upbeat way he could.

He was thankful to be out of the car even in normal circumstances, but this made his exit all the more welcome. He moved the small aluminium boat they called ‘the tinny’ aside, and unzipped the plastic door of the striped vinyl annex attached to the side of the van and began rolling it up.

He made his way through a curtain of coloured plastic ribbons, unlocking the door to the caravan itself, pulling it back and latching it open. He then repeated the unzipping process with the three windows of dark nylon mesh.

He could hear Dad and Judy’s voices getting louder.

‘But you said you loved the coast.’

‘The coast, yes, but a caravan? You said you had a holiday house and boat down here.’

‘A “place” I said.’

‘Some place, Brian!’ Judy protested. ‘It’s a hole.’

Toby felt his eyes narrow at that. This spot was his favourite place and his family had been coming down here for as long as he could remember. He didn’t understand how you could not like it. He looked around him. A dog-eared map sat atop their trusty picnic basket that had served their family on countless occasions. The fishing rods, a small outboard boat motor and surf mats ready by the door spoke immediately of all the times when Dad couldn’t wait to take Toby and his siblings to the beach to show them how best to catch a wave, and of Danny’s over-eager proposals for early morning fishing trips.

There were other families that had vans there permanently, and familiar faces that always said hello when he would make his way through the park. Sure, the locals mostly stuck to themselves and that’s the way it had always been, but on the whole Toby loved nearly everything about it. He wondered that if maybe Judy gave the little place a chance, then soon she would see just how magical it was.

Toby turned to see his dad carrying his bag into the annex. He slowly placed it beside the bunk bed, looking at Toby.

‘Mate, small hiccup ... I’m just taking Jude down to the club for a quick bite.’ His face was red. He took out his wallet and handed Toby a two-dollar note, clearing his throat. ‘Won’t be long. Grab something to eat and we’ll catch up in a bit? Sorry, mate.’

Toby looked at his dad, unsure of how he felt. He’d been looking forward to getting here, but now there was trouble before they had even got out of the car.

He decided to make the best of it. After all, he had some money, he was finally where he wanted to be, and there was still a half a day in front of him. In an instant, he knew exactly where he was heading.
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Toby pushed through the battered flyscreen door of Frankie’s fish and chip shop. An attached bell announced his arrival, its clear ding bouncing off the faded yellow lino floor. Toby could feel a thin layer of sand under his feet, brought in during the lunchtime rush of surfers, fishermen and hungry holidaymakers.

A boy in cotton shorts and worn singlet played the pinball machine, his carton of flavoured milk shaking as he pounded the flipper buttons, mumbling under his breath as he occasionally jolted into the game with his hips. He turned and looked at Toby, lifting his head slightly with the now familiar askance look that local kids gave to those arrived for the holidays. As his eyes made their way up and down Toby’s magpie towel, he gave him a small, snarling, smile.

In the corner, opposite the drink fridge, sat an arcade game that Toby had never seen before. A spaceship, he thought, disguised as a table. But before he could look further, the shop owner, Frankie, appeared – an energetic and friendly man with Elvis Presley styled hair. He was carrying a crate of tall soft drink bottles, his arms straining, the bottles jangling against his once white t-shirt.

‘Ah,’ he said, noticing Toby as he lowered the wooden crate to the ground. ‘My young friend is back! Good afternoon to you.’ His accent was sing-song, and exotic, from another place across the seas. Toby had always liked the way it sounded musical.

Toby grinned. ‘Hi.’

Frankie beamed back. ‘Just a moment, I will get someone to serve you. Spiros! Angela?’

He gestured to the spaceship-shaped table. ‘Here, did you see the new game? Space Invaders. You can sit-ta down to play and now somewhere even for the young gentleman’s milkshake! I will let-ta you play for free! First day special for you, for making you wait.’

He opened the machine’s coin slot with a key selected from a large array that he pulled from his pocket, and hit a small lever twice.

‘Thank you,’ said Toby, eager to start playing.

No one had yet appeared at the counter. ‘It looks like I will serv-a you myself,’ Frank said. ‘What can I get you?’

Toby looked up at the menu, the prices in chalk on a large blackboard. ‘Can I get three potato scallops and a pineapple fritter, please?’

Toby sat on the orange plastic stool, the shape of an hourglass, and hit the start button, slowly working out the controls, a knob to shift left and right, and a firing button.

He was easily immersed in the game and its strange new electronic sounds. He picked up his skills pretty quickly, firing at the lowering wall of aliens moving together as a wall of invaders. The game grew faster as the aliens came closer; it made his tummy tight to fight. A rumble of bass sounds increased in both volume and pace in time as the marching gremlin army descended upon his laser cannon. He became so engrossed he forgot to breathe as he tried to hide, zig-zagging back and forth behind the small safe fortresses and then, as quickly as he could, moving out into the open to fire off his available and rapidly dwindling ammunition. It seemed like no time at all had passed until he had used up his available lives and the words GAME OVER appeared on the screen.

He felt someone close by and looked up to see Angela’s smiling face. She was holding a delicious-smelling parcel wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper.

‘Oh,’ he laughed, ‘I almost forgot.’

‘That’s alright,’ she said. ‘You were enjoying yourself.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, nodding excitedly.

‘That’s one dollar thirty, thank you, darling.’

Toby reached into his pocket and carefully unfolded the note his dad had given him as he left the caravan, and passed it to her. ‘Oh, and I might get a can of Fanta too, please.’

With the warm parcel in one hand, and a cold can in the other, Toby headed back out the screen door and across the unmarked, roughly tarred road towards the beach, the ding of the shop bell fading somewhere between the clouds and the sun.
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Standing at the water’s edge, Toby fixed his eyes on the horizon, trying to locate the exact place that generated the waves that rolled towards the shore, as if the ocean had a big blue heart.

He recalled that his dad had taken great care to teach him how to read the beach and spot the fast-moving channels that signalled the presence of a rip with the potential to carry you out beyond the breakers.

A wave crashed around him, then slowed and reversed with a power that sucked his feet into the sand. He watched, hypnotised, as the water rushed about his ankles in a whirl of sand and froth. He kept his eyes open for bluebottles with their ominous tentacles that floated, small and electric blue among the crash and watery tumble of every wave. He was all too aware of the sting they could inflict, although it was Danny who always seemed to attract their silent yet painful kisses.

Toby turned once more to protect his sandcastle. It had taken him most of the afternoon to build it, and he had been intrigued by how the sand became wetter and darker, the deeper he dug. Its elaborate towers and moat had caught the admiring eye of all who strolled past; an older man had said as he went by, ‘If you keep digging, son, you might end up in China!’

He had thought a long time about that. Was there some truth to what the old man said? He had traced the curious shape of the Australian mainland, which he had always thought looked like a giant clawless crab, in the sand. He tried to picture the globe that his father had given him, and what could possibly be on the other side of the sphere. It couldn’t be China ... but where was it? Was it North America? His mind had drawn a blank and that made him blush with a tinge of embarrassment.

Suddenly he was startled by swarming water from an encroaching wave. He dug into the sand to ward off the invading sea, clenching down with all his might. He held. And he held.

The water drew back from underneath him and he watched with wide eyes as families jumped to their feet dragging their half-soaked towels, with children racing to rescue their inflatable mats and foam surfboards that the ocean was claiming as its own.

Nearby, another child was on her feet, furious at the destruction of her castles, which had been reduced to mere mounds. Toby watched as she eventually dropped to her knees in sandy defeat.

Now the waves, in what seemed to Toby to be an apparent display of frustration of not being able to reach the heart of the land, were returning with even more force. He kicked at the running tide as the surging water shrunk into tiny fragments, exploding on the underside of his feet.

He became aware of even more water flying around him. The girl had joined in, kicking alongside him, and spray and mist filled the air until finally, the sea receded.

‘Now stay back!’ Toby shouted at the sea.

‘Or sharks will eat your foamy head!’ the girl shouted to the abruptly tamed water. The two of them laughed, their skin covered with a thousand grains of sand, as old as time itself.

She stamped her feet, sending a liquid spear in his direction, her damp, bright copper hair, flailing around her extremely pale skin. After his initial surprise, Toby returned the watery fire, pumping his legs in a mad summer dance.

He turned and leapt towards his sandcastle, landing feet first into his freshly dug hole, where he crouched in its protective hug. He caught his breath and tried to calm himself to get the strategic edge. His fingers dug beside his water-wrinkled feet to the bottom of the hole and he scooped up two firm handfuls of beach mud pie. He counted down, three, two, one and grinning, launched himself up ready to propel these soft grenades. Poised, his eyes darted among the colour of the fluttering flags and beach umbrellas, searching for their target.

Eventually his shoulders fell and his arms slowly dropped as it dawned on him.

She had gone.
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As Tara hurried towards home, her eyes sailed over the tiny collection of streets and buildings nestled between the trees and the smiling arc of the golden sandy beach, and across from the lookout on top of the mountain to the mouth of the nearby river.

If she could have, she would have slowed down to enjoy the view longer, but she knew she had to reach home before her dad did.

Tara wasn’t sure if her dad and her brother felt trapped in the small town. Her dad had left here once before, as soon as he finished school, but for Tara, this was where her future lay. The main street, its small strip of shops, had all she could wish for. A bakery, the newsagency, a small supermarket and a magnificent milk bar.

She had ducked in to Frankie’s on the way back from the beach, to collect some fish and chips to place in the oven, which would both justify her unauthorised absence from the house and pacify her father and brother upon their hungry, and often sullen, return home.

She couldn’t understand the way her father, or her brother, had changed since they had come here. She had watched as they became closer – in temperament, though not in affection. They were now almost identical in nature, like the same person but at different ages.

Dad had become angrier and was quick to point out how things had gone against him. She noticed that he always looked downwards, his jaw clenched like he was biting down hard on something, avoiding the gaze of anyone who might pass.

Tara was the opposite. She needed to see the eyes of people as they went about their business, their quiet looks of kindness as they nodded a hello. She liked to be present and engaged in what was going on around her.

At other times, though, this wasn’t true. Her brother would break free of his usual silence to tease her for being a daydreamer. ‘Lost in the la la,’ he would jibe. ‘Just like your mother,’ her dad would say under his breath, his tone accusing and regretful.

Sometimes at school Tara would look out the window, her classmates giggling as her teacher called her name over and over, while Tara got lost in what lay beyond, or in her memories.

She longed so much to talk of her mum, but these thoughts remained trapped in an unspoken world of her own. Every time she tried to share a reminiscence with her father and brother, her words were met with the type of strained anger and silence that she grew to dread, if only for its predictable and distressing familiarity.

She’d learnt to keep her recollections to herself: how Mum taught her how to make the bed and sail as high as the sky on a swing; the sketches she’d drawn of Tara and their garden; how they had found a cocoon and waited impatiently together for its shy resident to slowly and amazingly emerge; and, most of all, how she and Mum had loved to wander. ‘What shall we do?’ Mum would ask. ‘I reckon we just follow our noses?’ Tara would answer and they would walk together, along the beach, and up the nearby hills to pick some berries, or they’d just sit and stare and talk or lie together in silence watching the sky through the leaves of the trees.

One day as they walked up the mountain, rain had appeared from virtually nowhere, and they’d danced through it, happily shouting, ‘sun showers are the best!’ Then, when the rain grew stronger, they’d sheltered with shining eyes and hair so wet it clung to their faces, in their own secret cave, hidden right underneath the mountain top.

Remembering these simple, joy-filled episodes made Tara smile yet it made her heart do a little cough too. She knew it was the sadness that she kept shut tight in a little locket inside her. But sometimes her heart coughed so much she thought it might erupt.
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Toby arrived back at the caravan late in the afternoon, past the still vacant vans and campsites that would slowly fill over the next few days leading up to New Year’s Eve. He was looking forward to both new faces and the familiar ones trickling in.

Pushing through the plastic ribbons, his eyes slowly adjusting to the dark, he could see the door to the van was open so, kicking off his thongs, he tentatively headed up. Feeling the sand that had stuck to his feet rub off on the corrugated fold-out steps, he looked down to see that he had already left a sandy trail. Guessing that was something that was sure to annoy Judy, he retreated back down the steps and deftly brushed the sand with one hand into his other cupped and waiting hand and released it onto the grass outside.

Inside his dad was reading a newspaper and slowly sipping on a beer as Judy played solitaire at the table. The table could fold down into a bed, and was where Emily always slept. Overhead was a cupboard with a sliding opaque glass door of rich orange that housed various rainy day favourite games like Monopoly, Scrabble, Barrel of Monkeys, pick-up sticks and the small plastic knuckles that Mum loved showing them how to play with.

He noticed that Judy had not moved her overnight bag into the master bedroom at the end of the van and their silence told Toby that things remained icy. Toby remembered how, whenever things got strained between his parents, his dad would retreat to his workshop shed until Mum ‘came around’, as he put it. Though, Toby wondered, wouldn’t Judy know this about him, being a counsellor? Dad had once been her patient, after all. Toby wondered if her urgent shuffling and dealing of the playing cards was her way of ‘smoking him out’ of his tumbleweed exile.

His dad remained almost motionless, his stillness punctuated by the sound of the newspaper page turning and the occasional clearing of his throat. It was as if they had conjured a magic fortress out of the cool air between them. Toby felt he was draped in a seemingly invisible cloak, as neither his dad, nor Judy, had yet acknowledged his entrance into the van.

Toby decided to break the spell.

‘Can we go fishing tomorrow, Dad?’ His dad looked up, across to Toby, then over to Judy and then back to him. He looked surprised for a moment and suddenly came to life.

‘That could be good,’ he said, rubbing his chin. ‘Especially since we don’t have Danny with us threatening to overturn the tinny every five minutes.’

Toby grinned. ‘Or getting snagged all the time!’

His dad let out a playful groan, motioning for Toby to sit beside him. ‘Always getting the most impossible knot in his line. Geez, that took up some time!’ Dad laughed.

Judy began shuffling her cards with an increased fervour as Toby’s memories of previous holidays came flooding back alongside his father’s growing eagerness. ‘Or what about the time you were trying to undo the knot and Mum pulled in that mammoth flathead?’

‘She always did that! Got the best catch!’ Dad’s voice was raised in an almost outraged glee. ‘And then we’d fry it up after. Oh, those were the days!’

Thwack! Down went the playing cards that Judy had been dealing with an irritated efficiency. She shot a look at her new husband.

‘Might go read, Brian,’ she said, grabbing her copy of the Women’s Weekly. She moved quickly towards the bedroom and deftly closed the vinyl concertina door.

His dad gazed upon the closed door for a lost moment, his fingers grabbing at his cheek then sliding down his face before he turned to his son.

‘Fishing sounds good mate, maybe sometime after a bit of a sleep-in and brekky. How about after ten?’

‘Okay Dad. Great. I was thinking I might try and walk up the mountain tomorrow morning, first thing?’

His dad nodded with a faint smile. ‘Alright Tobes. I might turn in. Have a good night.’

‘Yeah, you too, Dad.’ Sensing his discomfort, Toby reached out and placed his hand on his father’s upper arm and said, ‘See you in the morning.’

As his dad retreated into the van bedroom, Toby prepared his signature dish of grilled cheese on toast, taking it with him to the relative peace of the annex. Beside the bunk that he and Danny usually shared, the annex housed a large fridge and a small wooden cupboard with a yellow ceramic kettle and a side-loading silver toaster on top. He switched on the kettle and made himself a Milo and then curled up on his bed. His sister had given him a copy of Storm Boy for Christmas, so squinting in the fading light, he read, until finally, salty-air weariness triumphed. With a yawn, he placed the book and mug by the bed, closed his eyes and did not reopen them until the following morning.
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Toby awoke early to the distant sound of crashing waves and the rustle of the plastic ribbons moving gently in the breeze.

Blinking, he contemplated the simplicity of such a doorway. Its main task was to keep the various insects from entering the human domain but it was beautifully efficient at allowing in both sweet warm air and light in striking lines.

His mind wandered back to the girl at the beach. He was curious why she had just disappeared – like the wave itself, drawn back to her own world. Drawn back to all the things that filled her universe. Her family? A friend?

Maybe he took it too seriously, jumping in his shoreline bunker and preparing for war. Girls played differently to boys. This he knew. She seemed nice though, her hair gathered up roughly in a bun, with long strands falling over her kind and pretty face.

He turned his thoughts back to the day ahead. He’d planned to climb the nearby mountain, its scrubby face and jagged peak daring him to challenge it.

It was already warm, the heat spreading like fingers across the room. He would have to be back from the mountain in time for the fishing trip, and wondered about going to the beach beforehand instead.

He was torn. Living in an inland town with a man-made lake that felt more like a tranquil decoration than a marvel of nature made the pull of the beach magnetic. It could be tremendously energetic in a way that was exciting and, at times, more than a little dangerous.

He decided he would do both and be back in time for the fishing trip; he would do the mountain walk first and then go to the beach for a cooling swim. He loved that first initial dive under a wave into the emerald bliss, where the sound changed from high to low nothing, where he would close his eyes and feel his body flood with something special that would surprise him every time.

He knew his dad wanted a sleep in, so making sure not to wake anyone, he searched for his board shorts in his duffle bag, thinking they’d be the perfect thing for a day of climbing, swimming and fishing.

He dressed quietly and quickly, then looked around the van for something to eat. He grabbed three fruit mince pies, left over from Christmas, and a water bottle, and made his way out.

The rest of the van park was still except for a few preparing fisherman and surfers, which told him it was earlier than he thought.

He estimated it would take an hour and a half to reach the top of the mountain. Insects buzzed and hovered atop small flowers; in the distance, a kookaburra’s laugh filled the blue sky. He found a small trail that drew him up towards the face of the hill. Up he went through the scrub, past the thin tall trees and long grass, and vines of blackberries bearing ripe fruit. He wished he had brought along a bag to collect some on the way down.

The sound of rustling caught his attention and he saw a flash of red and the shiny black tail of a snake disappear into the bush. He stopped and took a step back, his legs feeling strange. Fear surged through his body; suddenly the sound of the day was incredibly loud, a gigantic hum of a thousand insects chimed, and dry leaves and twigs crackled under his footsteps as he swung around to gauge where he was.

He was somewhere in the middle of his journey he thought, as he could see neither the sea nor the mountain top. He took a swig of water and thought of how snakes are cold-blooded creatures who crawl from their holes to lie in the sunlight and it renders them pretty dozy. He had read that snakes are not generally aggressive and he knew the one that slithered away before him was a red-bellied black snake. Venomous, but in the scheme of things, nothing to be overly concerned with. In fact, it was actually quite a thrill to see.

Brown snakes, on the other hand, he did not want to cross.

He walked for about another twenty minutes until, quite unexpectedly, he heard some voices a little further up the path. Two bushwalkers, a strongly built man and a fair-headed woman, both in shorts and shirts, had stopped just ahead of Toby, talking and joking as they reached a point on the mountain with an uninterrupted outlook over the ocean.

‘Andrew!’ the lady said. ‘Wow, look at that. Only you could describe that view.’

The man, jostling with a small plastic puffer he brought to his mouth, replied, laughingly. ‘I could try; certainly a little less difficult than drawing a breath right now.’

‘Oh,’ she replied, her voice kind and concerned. ‘Do you want to rest or keep going?’

‘Keep going I think. Always!’ he replied happily.

‘It should be plain sailing getting down to the sea from here.’

The two of them headed down the slope and towards Toby, nodding at him in the easy way bushwalkers do, and continued on, out of Toby’s sight.

Gradually the density of the scrub thinned out and odd-shaped patches of the blue sky appeared.

Finally he reached the top. The peak looked to him like an eagle’s head, capped with pale brown tufts of grass and a granite outcrop. The outlook was incredible, let alone the sense of achievement he felt.

Before him, below him, lay the caravan park. He made out the amenities block and traced the way to his own van. He watched with curious interest as the tiny figure of his very own father placed things in the boot of their car, with occasional appearances of his stepmum, bringing forth various items for his father to pack.

Toby wondered if he should head back down immediately, seeing as his dad was already preparing for their fishing trip. But Dad had said after ten o’clock, so he was sure he still had more than enough time to linger, even if it meant skipping his planned cool-off at the beach.

His eyes scanned from the van across the small road to the shoreline. He loved the layers: an outer ring of green scrub, the golden sand and then the mighty and majestic ocean with its moving pattern of white ripples waving both hello and goodbye to the land, and finally, the blue.

The old wharf jutted into the bay from the headland, and had been overtaken by shark fishermen. Toby watched as they gave a local boy the bait to take out to sea in his canoe. The bait was a huge hunk of meat wrapped in rope and, he gathered, laced with a pretty decent hook.

It occurred to Toby that for the boy to get the shark bait in place, he would have to take it past the many surfers waiting for the breakers that they were hoping to catch into shore, to the calm waters that lay beyond.

He pressed his lips together firmly with concern.
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The day was hot now. The bright sun had shifted above Toby’s eyeline, its rays burning through the trees, making him blink. It was so strong that he could still see the sun with his eyes closed.

He made his way down the track. The steepness in some parts had him adjust his walk to an almost crablike scuttle, sideways on the dusty dirt track, carefully placing his foot to avoid the grooves and tree roots and the myriad of wombat holes which punctuated the landscape. Sometimes his foot would slip and dislodge small rocks, which tumbled from the place they once were firmly embedded.

He could feel a single line of sweat run down his back and his mouth was dry. He stopped and drank the last of his now warm water. He looked towards the park as it came into view. Sharp angles of light exploded off the roofs of vans and cars as the sun bounced across them. The patch of green grass alongside his van was now visible, which told him his dad and stepmum had left. He wondered if they had decided to head out to the shops for things for breakfast but usually they bought things from the little on-site general store. Maybe, he thought, Dad has taken Judy out for breakfast at a cafe as she wasn’t going to join ‘the boys’ when they went fishing.

At least, he didn’t think so. If Judy wasn’t that keen on the caravan, he couldn’t imagine her tossing about on the river in the tinny. But he himself felt a growing sense of excitement at the thought of some time with his dad, and hastening his stride to get back down the slope, recalled the song they recently learned for his school concert, as part of his end-of-primary school celebrations. ‘The gypsy rover came over the hill, down through the valley so shady. He whistled and he ...’

Suddenly his foot gave way and he found himself mid-air and landing with enough of a thump to push him off the track. He began sliding on his side, down into the scrub. Desperately he tried to cling to anything he was passing but there was nothing except a dry fallen branch which only travelled with him, scraping the ground and clearing the undergrowth to reveal the sharp rocks that lay beneath.

He finally came to a stop. Dust held in the air, splays of light revealing its gravity-defying dance. Toby craned his neck and pulled at the skin of his thigh to see that he had cut himself. It was a fine slice and as long as his finger, surrounded by a rash of lines with a mixture of dark dirt. Blood started to stream down his leg.

Then he felt the sting.

He bit his lip and rode the pain out by breathing small breaths, high in his chest. He hated these grazes the most. Cuts and stings you could deal with but these skin scrapes took more time and discomfort getting over.

He slowly crawled back up to the track, got up, brushed himself off, and spotting a tree nearby with bark layers like soft paper, tore some of it from the silvery trunk and pressed it against the wound to stem the bleeding. That gave him time for his breath to slow and to gather his thoughts. After several minutes, he resumed the last leg of his trip back, annoyed with himself but he couldn’t help a wry grin as it crossed his mind: he had a little trip on his little trip.

As he rounded the last turn down the mountain, and the sun shone fully on his face for the first time since his moments at the peak, a figure caught his eye in the near distance, bent over among the scrubby vines. It startled him for a moment as he immediately recognised her.

She stood and turned and smiled, to which he warmly responded in kind. ‘Hi beach boy!’ she half-shouted in the friendliest of ways.

‘Hello,’ he replied. As he got closer, he could see the girl’s eyes travel to his leg, her friendly smile changing to a look of concern.

‘Oh! What have you done?’

‘Ah just a bit of slip, I’ll be right,’ he said slightly embarrassed.

She bent in for a closer look. ‘It looks a bit nasty. That cut’s a big one. And they can really sting, those grazes.’ She looked up again. ‘You should go and jump in the ocean to clean it up. We can head down there together if you like?’

She continued to talk happily. ‘I’ve been picking berries.’ She showed him a small white bucket with a layer of blackberries. ‘Would you like one? I picked more but I keep eating them,’ she said laughing.

He felt it would be rude not to do so, so he picked one out. It was so good, ripe and warm.

‘How delicious are they?’ she said eating another herself. ‘More?’ she offered, covering her now full mouth and pushing the bucket towards him.

For the next few minutes they said very little, eating the remaining berries as Toby tried to ignore the insistent pain in his leg. When they had finished what was in the bucket, they decided to pick some more, devouring them directly from the small bushes, both doing their best to avoid the thorns that peppered the branches.

‘Careful,’ the girl warned, ‘you don’t want to hurt your other leg!’ She turned round to see Toby grinning in agreement. ‘And now you have black teeth! Oh, I must too!’

‘Oh, do I?’ he giggled.

‘My mum showed me to do this,’ she said, using her index finger to rub at her teeth.

Toby rubbed his teeth as well, as the girl’s smile almost imperceptibly faded.

‘Mum showed me lots of things. Especially on the mountain.’

‘Like what?’ Toby asked, keen to know more.

‘Well, where to find the best berries for a start!’ Her smile returned. ‘And even a secret cave.’ She paused and stayed silent a moment. ‘But I can show you that another time.’ She looked down his leg, pointedly.

The graze on his thigh was now joined by a tapestry of tiny scratches on his shins from the blackberry thorns, trickling small globes of blood.

‘Let’s head down the beach and sort that out,’ she said, with a gentleness that Toby found comforting.

‘Hmm, it’s okay, thanks. I’m going fishing with my dad, so I better head back to the caravan.’

‘Oh, you’re staying down there?’ she said, turning and pointing at the park below.

‘Yes, just ...’ Toby paused as he saw that his dad’s car still hadn’t returned. Surely he wouldn’t let him down again? Then it struck him. He had. For a moment, the sting in his leg was overshadowed by the lump of pain that was once his heart.

He answered her, but kept his face looking away, in an attempt to hide his bruising disappointment and growing resentment. ‘Actually, I can go fishing any time. Let’s go to the beach,’ he said, forcing the friendliest tone he could muster.

‘Let’s! I’m Tara, by the way.’

‘I’m Toby ... um ... Toby Rhone.’

She glanced at him questioningly.

‘It was Mum’s idea. She liked that it sounded like the Toblerone bar ... she thought I’d be sweet,’ he said, with a wry grin. ‘It’s a family joke.’

‘Oh, I think that’s wonderful!’ She looked at him again and thought for a moment. ‘And I think she was right.’

They made their way down the slope to the flatlands, around the caravan park, across the roughly tarred road which was sticky with heat. They stepped carefully along the white line markers as they were a lot cooler than the black asphalt, then onto the wooden path through the lovely tract of bushland with its beautiful banksia and flowering gum that announced, with quiet majesty, the glorious beach.
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They stopped at the low log fencing, and Tara deftly undid the small leather straps on her sandals. There were dark lines on the outer white lining where the buckle and spike had rubbed. Toby slid out of his thongs, mud-stained white on top with blue rubber soles.

The sand was near white, fine and smooth and hot underfoot, and gleamed like another form of sunlight. Can eyes be deafened? thought Toby as the glare from both the water and the sand overwhelmed all his senses. ‘Oh, the sun!’ he shouted out loud.

‘I know!’ shouted Tara, laughing.

They crossed the beach, their feet squelching with every step. They made their way past the colourful umbrellas, and the laid-out beach towels with their fringed-tasselled ends. Atop lay sunbakers, their skin glistening, girls with their eyes closed. Small colourful transistor radios, half buried in the sand, their silver wire antennas extended, rejoiced in their ability to draw invisible music from the empty air, hissing tinny songs that entwined with the sounds of waves crashing and seagulls squawking.

They reached the cool damp tidal shoreline and came to a standstill as the water rushed past their ankles. They waited for the wave to return and it did so powerfully, pulling their feet nearly wholly into the sand. ‘Aaaaahhhhh,’ they sighed in unison.

Then, forming their hands into beaks across their foreheads, they ran into the sea, laughing at the waves, and with each other.

But Toby sensed a shift. He watched as Tara’s eyes settled on something near the old wharf. He watched her for a moment too long, and didn’t see the oversized wave approaching until it was too late.

It stood, it seemed, at least twice his height, possibly more, almost a glowing green with an intimidating power. He tried to duck underneath it like his dad had showed him but the energy of the wave lifted him clear off his feet and turned him over and over in the saltiest of somersaults, churning him in a cloud of sand.

For an instant, time slowed down and Toby felt like an astronaut, twirling in a spin of fluid freedom.

Thwack. 

A boy on a surf mat collided with him, pushing him deeper under the wave, and striking him on his leg as he whooshed by.

Now Toby was running out of breath. His chest tightened. Panic rose in him as he lunged again for the surface yet his outstretched hands only found the sand. He calmed himself as much as he could. He imagined his father’s voice: ‘Don’t panic Toby, it’s the worst thing you can do’.

He opened his eyes; the initial sting from the salt water hit like an arrow as he fought to regain his sense of direction. He saw the sunlight above him, like he was looking through the skin of a giant jellyfish, and with his last remaining moments of breath, pushed up towards it.

He stood up dazed and embarrassed, desperate for air, and soaking wet.

‘Are you okay?’ Tara asked.

He tried to grin easily in response but Tara’s face squinched in a way that told him she already knew the answer.

‘Yeah, sure,’ he said, regardless, in a tone that surprised him with its easy certainty.

‘Do you reckon you’re up for exploring the rocks?’ Tara asked.

Toby hesitated for a moment. Something inside him felt strangely both happy and sad as he connected to this new friend. But he found himself replying with a surer, broader smile and a confident ‘Yeah!’ followed by a sudden peal of laughter that emphasised the joyous word.

They made their way up out of the water, across the little inlet cut out of the sand like a tiny stream, its floor ribbed and firm under their bare feet.

Climbing up onto the first rock, they stepped over and around the oddly shaped rock pools full of beautiful shells and the sideways-darting crabs. They made their way towards the cliff face and sat together, their backs against it, the rock warmed by the sun, and worn by the ocean’s timeless desire to shape and smooth the land.

‘Are you on holidays with your family?’ Tara asked.

Toby looked right into Tara’s pale blue-green eyes and then out to sea. ‘I’m down here with my dad and his new wife ... my stepmum.’ The words felt wonky as he said them.

Tara’s eyes widened with interest. ‘Oh! When did they get married?’ she asked.

‘A few months ago.’ His eyes traced the line that separated the ocean and the sky, settling on the ships that lay in the offing. He was aware of feeling awkward, and not wanting to change the mood, lifted his tone to sound a bit more excited about this recent turn of events.

‘She’s nice. It happened kind of fast, the wedding I mean, but they’re happy, I think.’

Toby could feel Tara’s kind eyes on him; he knew she was listening and that her ears were kind too.

‘Where’s your mum?’ she asked, her voice soft in the warm air and sea spray.

Toby cleared his throat and breathed slowly out of his nose. ‘Back at home.’ He caught himself, skipped a beat, but continued. ‘My old home, I mean ... with my brother and sister.’

‘Oh,’ Tara said, immediately realising that she had mistakenly prodded a wound. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s okay, I’m not sure what happened,’ Toby went on, explaining it as much to himself as to his new friend. ‘Dad had been acting a bit strange for a couple of years. I think it had something to do with when he was away, at the war.’ Toby struggled to describe it. ‘He used to be great but ... then he wasn’t. Some days he couldn’t get out of bed or wouldn’t talk, other times he would be sort of, really ... angry. Mum had had enough I think. Dad moved out ... and um ...’

Glancing away from his new friend for a moment, he forced himselfon. ‘I felt sorry for him, being on his own ... so at the beginning of the year I went to stay with him.’ Toby felt his eyes narrow as he pondered his decision to live with his dad.

Since the wedding, the move to the new house and his dad starting a new job, feeling left out was a now regular occurrence. ‘Not that I see him very much,’ he added, biting into his lower lip in an effort to swallow this sudden twinge of regret, and nodding to no one as he offered a small all’s-not-lost smile. ‘But I’m here! It’s just ... I guess I just miss my mum.’

He looked back at Tara and noticed her jaw tighten. He felt a twitch in his eye as he realised that he had done a terrible job of disguising how he was feeling inside.

He quickly added, ‘What about you?’

She made a funny face briefly and quietly allowed the change of direction in their conversation to settle. She looked across the beach and shoreline, then lifted one side of her mouth in a scrunched, lopsided smile. ‘I live here. I’m a local! It’s pretty quiet most of the time. That’s why I love it when the holidays arrive ... all the people come to stay.’

‘People like me!’ Toby’s spirits lifted.

Tara smiled back, ‘Yep, mmm hmm, people like you!’

Her head tilted and she looked right into him. ‘Still, it’s sad for you that your family aren’t here together.’ Their young eyes sparkled with a touch of recognition, and the discovery of each other’s pasts.

‘No, not really. Not for Mum and Dad. I think they are happier now doing their own thing,’ he said with the smallest of shrugs. ‘I suppose it’s for the best.’

‘Aww,’ Tara said.

Toby stopped her with a gentle, ‘Nah, really ... you know, I can’t remember the last time I saw them hug ... or anything like that ...’He trailed off, lost in his own flashcards of memory that he had yet to find the words for.

She nodded and paused while she took a deep breath. ‘Yeah ... geez ... when Mum ...’

Suddenly a loud shot cracked sharply in the distance. They both looked at each other, startled.

Bang! Another shot.

‘It sounds like it’s coming from the wharf,’ Toby said.

They crept along the cliff towards the direction of the shots, until the old wharf came into view, a huddle already forming at its end.

‘It must be the sharkies,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and look.’

They headed quickly up the steps to the footpath. Behind them a throng of people on the beach were gathering. Toby and Tara quickly got caught up in a growing crowd as others from the town followed the gunshots as well, eager to see what the commotion was. Out beyond the breakers, the sharkies’ bait-boy in his faded red canoe was making his way there too.

They reached the wharf just as a shark was being hoisted onto the aged wooden decking.

Toby was astonished. It must have been more than four metres long and a metre wide. It was a pale shiny grey and quite magnificent. He felt hypnotised by its eyes, like large black discs that seemed to Toby to radiate a cold, terrifying fear.

The only time Toby had seen a shark before was on his family’s small black and white television. One of his favourite shows was The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau. Cousteau was a skindiver and explorer who appeared to spend all his time in exotic tropical locations, filming underwater. Toby could hear Jacques’ French voice, full of wonder and admiration, as he described sharks as ‘nature’s perfect killing machines’.

More people milled about on the wharf, as transfixed as Toby was himself. He was so focused on the shark, he was hardly aware of them gathering tightly around him.

Toby made his way even closer to the creature.

A small boy, no more than a toddler, crept in front of him, craning his head for a better view.

Toby watched closely as the shark’s skin began to lose its brilliant gleam and dull, to look as rough as sandpaper. His hand now resting on the shoulders of the boy in front of him, they both leaned forward, breathing the moment in. The toddler let out a small incredulous laugh and turned slightly towards Toby. ‘Can I touch it?’ he asked, even though his hand was already nearly upon its back, an ‘ooh’ half formed in his mouth.

Suddenly the shark’s head rose, its mouth wide, revealing its rows and rows of teeth. The crowd let out a shocked gasp as, just as suddenly, its jaw snapped wildly, barely missing the boy in front of Toby. The child shrank back, pushing into Toby’s legs in terror.

Toby stumbled, backing into an older, long-haired boy. He tried to say sorry but the boy instinctively pushed him off him, so now Toby found himself floundering forward. He crashed into the back of the toddler, knocking him sideways.

Things seemed to go in slow motion. The toddler teetered for a moment, turned around, his mouth open, his eyes sharp with a question towards someone behind Toby, then with his arms flailing either for balance or the sudden ability to fly, fell into the water.

The sight of the underside of the young child’s sandals fixed in Toby’s mind. Behind him, a woman screamed and others moved to peer over the edge of the wharf. The boy behind Toby pushed past him, removing his singlet. Before anyone could stop him, he threw himself into the waves below. One of the sharkies, desperately removing his flannelette shirt and kicking off his thongs, dove, quite beautifully, into the water as well. All the movement seemed to stir the shark again and its head rose and thrashed violently.

Toby was frozen with fear.

Seemingly, from out of nowhere, a man stepped forward shouting ‘Get back!’ as he lifted a rifle into place.

The shark thrashed again, against nothing. The man cocked the gun. ‘Move back, now!’ he shouted, louder and more forcefully this time.

The shark’s head was now hanging over the end of the wharf and even though it must be dead or very close, Toby sensed it must know it had only one chance at freedom left.

In the swirling chaos, a voice shouted ‘No!’

The rifleman hesitated, seeming deeply torn as to what to do.

Incredibly, the shark thrashed again, lifting itself up in the air and landing on its side. Just as swiftly it tipped itself over the edge of the wharf and with a great explosive splash disappeared in a dark flash of shadow, into the sea, right past the boy in the canoe, leaving it rocking dangerously from side to side.

The rifleman stood tall, tracking the shark with his gun, with focused, small, but unsure movements. He stayed like that, his gun aimed at the ocean, long after it disappeared from sight.
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Everyone’s eyes were now trained on the water below, shifting and surging on the rocks in a frothy mass.

Below the wharf, the older boy had the toddler in his arms. One of the sharkies was holding onto a rusted pipe attached to a pylon, his other arm outstretched towards the older boy.

‘Grab onto me!’ he shouted, his voice fighting to be heard above the sound of the crashing sea.

Now, the sharkie had both boys onto the rocks and in safer territory. The toddler looked pale, with an odd colour to his cheeks. ‘You’re alright, darling,’ his mum was calling from the wharf. ‘Hold on tight. They’ll bring you up to me.’

The small group made their way up the steel steps on the side of the wharf to the sound of cheers.

Now the danger had passed, an explosion of talk and sounds of amazement erupted. Strangers grouped together and talked excitedly, exchanging their eyewitness reports.

A lady in white slacks, colourful cotton top and a large sunhat looked exhilarated as she placed her camera back into its square vinyl shoulder bag. The toddler was being consoled by his mum. His tears glistened in the sunlight and her face was cloudy with concern as she wrapped a towel over his wet clothes and held him close.

The shark fishermen in their grubby blue overalls had gathered in a noisy circle.

The man with the rifle was furious. Toby saw Tara, his new berry-picking friend, by his side. The rifleman appeared to be shouting at her with a rage Toby had never seen before, stabbing his finger quickly, three times, as he did, to fortify his words. First pointing towards Toby, then to the place where the shark had been, and finally his finger trailed up at the sky.

Toby understood now, watching this awful blend of words, puppetry and accusing looks, that he, Toby Rhone, was being blamed for all this.

The sharkies stood with their arms crossed and stared directly at him. He felt so confused. His mind was racing in all directions trying to work out why he was being connected to what had just happened.

He turned back to see Tara with her arms outstretched toward the rifleman, saying ‘No! No, Dad!’

Her father’s head shook slowly and surely.

Suddenly, the older boy stepped forward, his long hair wet and plastered to his head, his mouth in a teeth-baring twist, right in Toby’s face.

‘It smelled your blood, ya idiot ...’

Toby’s head shook, now recognising both the snarl and the boy from the fish and chip shop, and his confusion grew.

‘What did you come here for?’ The boy motioned to Toby’s leg.

Toby looked down. His left leg was stained red. The barely formed scab from the morning’s fall must have been re-opened during his collision with the boy on the surf mat, and the cut in his thigh was oozing droplets of blood, running down to his shin, which was crisscrossed with blackberry scratches.

‘I, I didn’t realise ...’ he stammered. He took stock of the awful situation as all eyes seemed to land on him at once.

Before he had time to think, he found himself darting through the crowd and running from the wharf.
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Tara watched as Toby disappeared through the throng.

‘Hey!’ her dad yelled after him. ‘Hey, get back here!’

Tara felt her anger rise and swung around to face her father. ‘Daaaad! What are you doing?’ She spoke furiously, surprising herself at her own uncharacteristic outburst. ‘It wasn’t his fault. It had nothing to do with him.’ She turned to follow Toby through the crowd, but was stopped by her father’s firm grip on her wrist.

‘Stupid kid!’ he shouted to Toby’s disappearing figure, then his eyes searched around him.

He could see that all eyes were now focused back on him, and Tara.

Turning his back on the crowd, his voice fell into a quiet, but nasty, sneer. ‘What would you know, Tara? You’ve either got your head in the clouds or the sand. Really? I mean, how could you possibly know anything about what just happened. What makes you the expert on sharks?’

Tara glared back at him. She had never talked to her father like this, but her anger was now too much for her to control. ‘Geez, Dad, and what makes you the expert on me?’ Tara was shocked by her own words.

‘I understand, alright! Sometimes you’re as silly as that idiot boy.’

The boy with long hair moved forward, almost menacingly, towards Tara. ‘Dad’s right, you know. Wandering off all the time, picking up with a stupid city kid. Bloody idiots all of them ... useless ice-cream lickers with all the latest toys every Christmas, roasting red in the sun ...’

Tara glared back at her brother. ‘Why are you so angry with them, Josh? They’re just kids. Like us!’

‘You saw him put everyone in danger!’ her dad shouted.

‘No, he didn’t!’ Tara fired back.

‘What was he thinking, dripping blood everywhere? It smelled it a mile off. I don’t care if it was half dead. It’s their instinct. It nearly killed that little one there,’ he said, pointing at the toddler and his mum. ‘I should have pulled the trigger again when I had the chance.’

Tara stood her ground, holding her dad’s icy look, her hands firmly on her hips. ‘It’s all that matters to you, isn’t it? Destroying them? Hunting them? I don’t believe it’s just for money. It’s like this is all you really care about. You don’t care about anything or anyone else!’

Her dad was quick to respond.

‘Oh, trust me, Tara, you’ve got no idea. I do care!’

‘If it’s dinner time!’ Tara spat out sarcastically. ‘Then you care. Or if I go near the beach. Then you really pay attention.’

Her father’s face was now glowing red, his voice strangled with anger.

‘It’s for your own good, Tara. I’m protecting you.’

‘From what?’ she demanded. ‘From doing what every other kid here does?’

‘I have my reasons.’

‘What reasons? You’ve never explained it. And you never cared so much about where I went when Mum was ... when Mum ...’ She faltered, her own lack of breath extinguishing the words she wanted to say so much.

‘I have my reasons, and that’s all there is to it!’ Her father’s voice was a mixture of fury and pain.

Tara’s fury rose to match her father’s. ‘Then tell me!’

Her father’s shoulders slumped, but his voice was still seething, railing against his own words. ‘I don’t want to lose you, Tara. That’s the reason. I can’t lose you to a shark like I lost your mum.’

Tara recoiled. ‘What?’ She stared at him, her mind scrambling. ‘What did you just say?’ she repeated, her voice a whisper.

Her dad closed his eyes, tilting his head back towards the sky in regret.

Tara’s face collapsed. ‘Mum had an accident. You all told me she’d had an accident.’

Her dad, now deeply remorseful at his words, reached out, but the damage had been done. Tara backed away from his outstretched hand, then turned and ran.

Her brother’s eyes followed her, his face frozen in a mix of anger and confusion, his feet rooted to the spot.
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Toby ran and ran until in no time at all he was through the rustling coloured ribbons and into the familiar safety of the annex. His eyes took a while to adjust to the lack of light. It took longer until his heart stopped its ferocious beating and his breathing returned to normal. His hands shook and suddenly he felt very alone.

He tried the door to the van but already he knew it was locked and empty. Where are they? he wondered in silent anger.

He lay down on the bunk bed and threw the bedsheet over himself, covering his eyes, piecing together this peculiar sequence of events: the frightened gasp as the crowd bent backwards away from the suddenly reeling shark; the look on the small boy’s face and the fear on his mother’s face as he fell.

And the angry man with the rifle was Tara’s dad and the older boy was Tara’s brother!

Soon the warm afternoon, and exhaustion, drew him into sleep.

The sound of waves entered his mind, then sharp shafts of light reflecting off the ocean. Beside him was Tara and the washed-up body of the shark. The little boy approached it and prodded it with a stick. The shark convulsed, and from its mouth flew a small object.

Suddenly the shark was gone, and he and Tara were retrieving the thing from the sand. It was a small globe with four different quarters. A desert, a snowing mountain, a tropical island and a tumbling waterfall. Tara was so excited, jumping about. ‘Toby, you just hold your finger down on where you want to go and we’ll be there. It’s magic!’

The word ‘magic’ echoed until he abruptly found himself awake, sweating and remembering coldly everything that had happened.

As he moved, he felt his bedsheet stick to his leg where the blood had now dried. He grimaced as he slowly ripped it off and stood up, reaching for a water bottle from the nearby fridge. He drank it all, gulp by furious gulp, and peered out through the doorway. His dad’s car had not returned and already the long shadows of the day were starting to disappear, soaked up by the looming night. There was barely anyone about.

He could see that, for once, the phone box was empty. He grabbed his new magpie towel that was hanging at the end of the bed, shook the dried sand from it, slipped on his thongs and made his way to the nearby shower block, taking enough twenty-cent pieces from the small pile on top of the fridge to call to his mum. Within a minute he was dropping the coins into the slot and dialling the number he knew so well.

He listened as it rang, over and over and over. There was no answer. He hung up, his coins jangling noisily as they fell through the phone. He fished them out and tried again. ‘C’mon. Pick up ... please pick up the phone,’ was his mumbled prayer.

Again, he listened to the drum-beat precision of the phone ringing, picturing the sound reverberating throughout the house. Again, there was no answer. He placed the handpiece slowly back on the chrome hook, grabbed the coins and trudged on towards the amenities block, feeling the pinch of loneliness tighten.

Later, back at the van, he dressed in some light clothing and searched the annex for something to ward off his hunger.

Finding a packet of dried instant mashed potato, he turned on the old ceramic kettle, with its yellow body and brown lid. The sound of the bubbling water competed with the now rising sound of cicadas and laughing kookaburras, and despite this joyous chorus, he felt more alone than ever.
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It wasn’t until she reached the steps that led down to the beach that she stopped running. Puffed and seething, she grabbed the pipe handrail, with its cracked and weathered white paint rough under her hand, and made her way down the concrete steps, baking hot and peppered with stones of blue grey granite. Long strands of grass rose in this most inhospitable bed, to dance in the ocean breeze.

She could still feel her anger simmer inside her, her mind a jumble of twisting thoughts. The whole idea of everybody lying to her made her feel sick. Just because she was young didn’t mean she couldn’t be trusted with the truth of what happened to her own mum. It was wrong and unfair. She felt pretty sure her mum wouldn’t have lied to her this way.

She stepped onto the hot afternoon sand and then through the cool ankle-deep running water of the tiny inlet. She walked deliberately across its small ridges and grooves, her breathing slowing. It felt so nice that when she reached the edge of the shallow stream, she turned back and walked around and around as slowly as she could. She allowed herself to be mesmerised by the pretty patterns and soothing water until her mind stopped spinning, and she felt a sense of calm.

Tara looked up. A glittering crescent of pale gold and blue lay before her, and beyond that the wharf. She rested her eyes on it for a moment and then slowly she turned so she purposely had her back to it. She shifted her gaze to the mountain that overlooked the town and recalled telling Toby about the cave she and her mum had sheltered in, the small secret place that time had eaten away under the rock ledge at the top.

She raced home, careful that no one saw her. She located a small shoulder bag in her wardrobe. Casting her eyes about her room for anything useful to take, they settled on a photo of her mum that her nan had framed for her. Placing it gently in the bag, she headed for the kitchen, quickly grabbed two packets of biscuits, two mandarins and a bottle filled with cordial and headed to the hills.

She walked the long way to the top of the mountain with a quiet determination drawn from her mother’s spirit. The path was deceptively slippery, covered by moist leaves and twigs, as so few people ever ventured up this far. She was careful to place each step on the small ridge on the side of the path, the way her mother had taught her, and even as she clung to the edges, her feet did slip in several startling moments.

Tara felt comforted that she was now walking in her mother’s footsteps and felt her presence in everything around her.

It was late afternoon by the time she reached the summit, happy with herself that she had avoided seeing anyone at all. She threw her bag in the cool shadows of her hiding place and took a walk around. The very top of the mountain was quite bare, with dried grass and dirt, a thin layer on the rocky outcrop. She looked over the tops of the tall trees where birds bustled about and chatted in their own secret language. On one side, she could see the caravan park where her new friend was staying, and then the beach, freckled with colourful umbrellas. A headland extended its long finger into the ocean, as if pointing to the horizon. Across the shoreline was the hint of the nearby river, hidden by a belt of lush green trees. Behind her, there was seemingly endless bushland filled with the dazzling sounds of wildlife. She loved the puzzles around her. She had no idea, for example, how the rusted car in the gully below had got there, covered in overgrowth entwined with the mysteries of time.

As the sun began its nightly descent, she descended too a little, heading towards the berries, where she gorged herself on the ripest ones she could find. In the soft hue of twilight, she searched for the faint gleam from the red tiles of the roof of her home. Right now, she was no longer sure what ‘home’ meant. Home was her mum, and the memories of her mum on the mountain were a greater magnet than Nan’s house, which had become a prison of unreasonable rules and chores, where she was lied to by those closest to her.

With a sudden and unexpected clarity, she decided she wasn’t going back.

She made her way up to her hideaway, stopping only briefly to drag out an old wetsuit that she spotted. It was surely going to be a warm night but she needed all the comforts she could gather, and after brushing it down with a handful of nearby bottlebrush, it came up quite well.

Tara watched as the sun slowly melted away and the night sky bloomed a thousand stars. The moonlight bathed the land in its mysterious silver silent calm, interrupted only by the vast orchestra of cicadas, birds and the beach’s endless thumping crash in the distance. She ate a few biscuits from her hastily packed supplies, and with the wetsuit bundled under her head, she soon fell asleep, completely unaware that at the bottom of the mountain her brother Josh, sent out to search for her, had recognised Toby’s magpie towel drying outside his van and was waging war in the only way he knew how.
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Toby awoke suddenly in the pitched darkness of night to the noise of something hitting the roof. He could hear the branch of the nearby tree scrape against the side of the van in the wind. Maybe that was it. He closed his eyes.

Bang. Again something hit the van, this time in a different place. He froze still in the dark and listened more intently.

The old fridge suddenly whirred into life. As used to the sound as he was, tonight it startled him cold.

Nearby, an owl hooted and again the branch scraped slowly, encouraged by the rustling wind.

Bang. 

Toby’s eyes were wide in fear.

Another bang. They were loud, and precise. It wasn’t the branch. It was rocks.

Another one, thudding on the annex roof above his head, made him certain he was under attack. His breath quickened. He could only imagine this was how his dad felt when he heard sudden noises, like the sound of a car backfiring, or even fireworks. In the past few years, any sudden bang or intense situation had instantly transported his dad back to the terror of his years as a soldier in Vietnam. Toby, his heart pounding, looked towards the van to see if the bangs had woken his father, but there was no sound or movement coming from inside.

He climbed out of the bunk and tried the van door, but it was still locked. Dad and Judy weren’t there. He had no idea of what the time was, and scrambled to find his torch and wristwatch.

Suddenly there was the sound of an approaching car, loud on the gravel road.

‘Dad!’ Flooded by a feeling of relief, Toby looked out a small slit available through the zipped annex window.

The car stopped and someone got out. He couldn’t make out who it was, but he knew it wasn’t Dad. Quickly he clambered under the bunk, pushing aside a small surfboard and some fishing rods. He heard the sound of footsteps approaching. His chest thumped harder and his mouth was dry with fear.

A beam of light from a torch went back and forward over the van. He tried to hold his breath but that made him feel like he was about to explode.

‘Hey, Toby?’ a woman’s voice called. ‘Hey Toby, are you here?’

In a wave of confusion, he heard himself say, ‘Yes.’

A hand pulled back the door ribbons and the torch shone on the bed where he was just sleeping. ‘Where are you?’ the voice asked calmly.

He moved his head out. ‘I’m under here.’

Toby rolled out from under the bunk and in the dim light recognised the nurse from the local hospital whom he’d met when Danny had needed some attention after yet another holiday injury.

He moved towards her, trusting her immediately. She was short – they were both the same height, he noticed. She had long, frizzy hair and gentle eyes that shone a nice feeling into him.

‘Aww, geez, are you okay?’ she asked him.

‘No I’m not ...’ he replied, not ashamed to tell her. ‘I’m scared.’

She walked in slowly. ‘It’s okay, Toby. My name’s Boo. Do you remember me from the hospital?’

Toby nodded.

‘Good-oh! I certainly remember your younger brother.’ She smiled, tilting her head. ‘I’m sorry it’s so late. I’ve just finished work and your dad sent me to check on you.’

‘Why? Where is he?’ Toby wasn’t sure if he should be worried or angry.

‘He’s okay, but he’ll stay overnight in hospital. Both he and Judy will. I’ve just come from there.’

Toby hadn’t thought things could get worse, but there it was. ‘What’s happened to them?’

Boo gestured for Toby to sit down on the bunk and sat beside him. ‘They were in a car crash this afternoon. Don’t worry, it’s just minor,’ she added quickly, seeing Toby’s face. ‘They’re going to be fine. We’re just monitoring them for concussion, and Judy has a few cuts and scrapes. They have to stay put a couple of days. I just live down the road. I was coming past here and I said I’d drop in and let you know what was going on. I’m just sorry it’s so late.’

‘What time is it?’ Toby was reeling, and he thought maybe knowing at least this one small thing might help ground him.

Bang. Something hit the van again.

Boo turned around sharply. ‘What was that?’ She walked to the door as another rock hit the side.

‘I think someone’s throwing rocks at me,’ Toby said.

She nodded, understanding, and out she went into the night. He heard running and shouting, ‘Hey, I can see you! Hey, you there. Cut it out!’

After a minute or two, Boo walked back to the van where Toby met her at the doorway.

‘Well, I’m pretty sure they’ve gone, whoever they were,’ she said reassuringly.

Toby looked at the darkened hillside for a moment. Suddenly the branches were lit up with swirling flashes of blue light. The squawks of a siren nearby and the sound of a car braking both alarmed and comforted him.

‘See, whoever it was has got the attention of the local constable now,’ Boo said. ‘I can guarantee you’ve nothing to worry about it. And it’s probably just some bored idiot playing tricks. Nothing to do with you.’

Toby nodded, not quite believing her, but wanting to. ‘I think I upset a few people on the wharf earlier today. I didn’t mean to.’

‘I’m sure you didn’t,’ Boo said. ‘But I did hear there was some kind of kerfuffle.’

Toby nodded. ‘I really feel awful about it. A little kid went into the water and ...’ He stopped, the image sharply haunting him again.

‘There’s some accommodation available at the hospital. Would you feel safer there tonight?’

‘Umm, I’ll be okay, I reckon,’ he told her, sounding more certain than he actually was.

She looked at him, and this time it was Boo who didn’t quite believe Toby. ‘Hey, how about I grab some stuff and keep you company?’

He shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to cause any fuss. And with that she ducked out the door, popped the boot of her car, grabbed a rolled-up swag and within minutes had it set up on the floor. Toby climbed into the bottom bunk and settled in again.

Boo glanced up at the empty top bunk. ‘So where’s that brother of yours? If I remember correctly, he had a greenstick fracture last Christmas.’

Toby was amazed at her memory. ‘That’s right, that’s Danny. He fell from the top of a slippery dip.’

Boo looked around again, noticing the obvious lack of siblings sharing the annex. ‘So, he’s not here?’ It was an innocent question but it hit Toby hard.

‘No,’ he responded, slightly squirming. ‘Danny and my sister Emily are back home ... with Mum. It didn’t work out that they could come down. So, just me this time,’ he said, trying to smile.

‘Hmmm. Well I knew it wasn’t your mum in the hospital with your dad.’ Boo looked at Toby knowingly. ‘It’s okay. Things like this happen when the situation changes. It will all sort itself out, I promise you that.’

Toby’s eyes landed on different items around the annex – Danny’s untouched surfboard, Emily’s blue roller skates and their faded dry beach towels – and found himself thinking how even holidays, once always overflowing with things to do and the sometimes annoying antics of his siblings, had, too, been replaced with their conspicuous absence.

‘Yeah ... it’s all a bit ...’ he said, not quite finishing the thought. He felt the emptiness with a pang and it was soon followed by a small yawn.

Boo looked across at him, her hands clasped under her chin.

‘It can be strange, coming back to a place that’s so quiet ... especially when you’re used to a bit more of a crowd. It takes some getting used to, that’s for sure.’ She paused, lost in her thoughts for a moment, then she drew her head back away from her hands with a loud intake of breath. ‘Come on, let’s get some sleep. It’s late. You don’t have to worry about those rocks being thrown now. It’s over. In the morning, I reckon we head up to the wharf and we can sort all this stuff out.’

He grinned. ‘Yes, alright. Thanks!’ Relief, combined with tiredness overwhelmed him and he settled back in his bunk, feeling gratefully safe.
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It was the yelling somewhere in the night that broke Tara’s sleep. Words and fragments of phrases bounced around between the rocks and trees.

She sat up and looked out. The disturbance sent a ripple through the mountainside, birds with their beaks once tucked into their wings now searched the area, heads twisting like small turrets and making calls into the night. She made out the silhouette of a rabbit, its ears tuned like a satellite dish to the heavens. Suddenly, it scrambled into the undergrowth, quickly followed by something larger and then the sounds of thrashing and the rabbit’s squeal. Then it stilled.

Slowly, amongst the darkness, waved the magnificent plume of a fox’s tail as it backed out of the scrub holding the small animal by its neck. The fox’s head slowly turned towards her; its eyes gleamed a powerful yellow. Tara froze with fear. Precisely at that moment, a siren stabbed the night air. The rabbit, seizing its moment, wriggled somehow from the jaws of the fox and shot like a bullet once more into the scrub.

Below her in the distance, the sounds of a scuffle followed by the slamming of car door sent the fox scurrying back to the darkness. Tara, wide-eyed, used her heels to push herself deeper into the back of the small hidey-hole under the overhanging rock. It took a while for her to feel safe again as the night resumed its normal rhythm. As she relaxed, it started getting cold so she climbed into the old wetsuit, which she was very thankful she had rescued. Soon, somewhere before dawn, she fell asleep.
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The morning began slowly as Toby woke to a flickering kaleidoscope filtering through his eyelids. For a while he kept them closed and thought about the events of the day before. The image of Tara’s angry dad, waving the rifle in his hands returned over and over. In the light of day, he felt less sure about heading down to the wharf again.

He half opened his eyes, to find a wallaby peering at him through the dark green flyscreen window. A glorious gargled trill of magpies overhead instilled in him some small semblance of confidence and he watched as the creature hopped off into its day. He then noticed Boo had packed up her swag and somehow made her way inside the van and was busy making some breakfast, which reminded him that not only had he not seen his dad, he had barely eaten anything much for what seemed like days. The smell of toast wafting into the annex made him a little homesick.

Boo stuck her head through the van door. ‘Morning, you up?’ she asked. ‘I’ve fixed you a bit of tucker.’

‘Good morning!’ he said. ‘That sounds great!’ He was so hungry he flew up the steps into the van in a moment. He was surprised to find she had cleaned the entire place from top to toe and prepared an amazing feast. Pancakes, cut oranges to squeeze and iced tea to drink. There was an array of things like eggs, beans, tomatoes, toast, sliced cheese, even rings of pineapple in a saucer arranged with alternate layers of beetroot. Then there was the butter, sauces. It was the most special breakfast he’d ever seen! He sat down and she followed, throwing an apron across to the sink as she joined him.

‘So I thought we’d get a good feed into us before we head up to the wharf.’

He listened and nodded as he filled his plate with the fabulous delights on offer. Her voice was kind yet clear. She spoke in the way of small town country people, straight forward, and with wisdom and care.

‘Thank you so much. This breakfast is really nice,’ he said, their eyes meeting.

‘It’s really okay,’ she answered. ‘It’s been a funny couple of days for you.’

‘It sure has,’ he agreed. ‘So Dad’s really alright?’

‘Yeah, yeah. I can take you up to see him if you like, I’ve a shift later. But he’ll be fine. And your stepmum too. They were driving in the forest on the other side of the bay and ran the car off the road into a ditch. Your dad said he heard gunshots.’

Toby’s eyes widened. ‘Wait, the shots from the wharf! From the sharkies? And Dad had a bit of a freak out?’

Boo looked at him, and nodded. ‘Yep, sounds like it. He’s done that before has he? Does that happen much?’

‘Well, sometimes. Mum says it’s because of the war, in Vietnam. He seemed sort of okay when he got back but he’d get angry around Anzac Day ... he wouldn’t march ... but most of the time he was fine.’

‘But then he wasn’t fine, is that right?’ Boo asked gently, encouraging Toby to continue.

‘Umm ... he found it hard to keep a job. He’s working now, though.’

‘Oh, that’s good to hear,’ Boo said.

‘Yeah. He’s a radio technician on the big new tower on Black Mountain. I think he really likes it. But before that, he wasn’t doing much and he’d just got sort of quiet. He never used to be. And he’d get annoyed really easily. Most noises started to bother him, even just us sometimes. I think my brother might still get under his skin a bit.’ Toby managed a small smile at Boo, who nodded her understanding.

‘That all makes a bit more sense, now, given his background. Happens to a lot of returned vets. Can’t blame them for being a bit jumpy. Especially if there’s a sudden loud noise. You said he’d freaked out like this before?’

‘Well, I wasn’t there, but a couple of years ago he was walking home from the shops and a dog started barking at him and that really ...’

‘It got to him, did it?’

‘Yeah, it really did.’

Boo shook her head. ‘Oh, Toby, I’m so sorry to say that is sadly a common story. Something happens and suddenly the war is unleashed in them again ... must be terrifying.’

Toby thought about this for a moment. He had seen his dad angry, frustrated and withdrawn, but even knowing how hard things had been for him, he’d never thought that his tall and broad-shouldered dad was actually someone who was capable of being terrified.

‘And was your dad okay, that time?’ Boo prodded.

‘Not really.’ As Toby answered her, he suddenly realised, that no, his dad hadn’t been okay. He had heard the words ‘shell shocked’ whispered but he had never contemplated the actual relentless fear his dad must have experienced. ‘Mum told me that he sort of froze and didn’t move for ages. He only got home because a neighbour was walking by and helped him.’

Boo’s eyes closed for a moment. ‘They sent him to see somebody about it though, didn’t they? They should have.’

‘Well, only after he stood outside the Veterans’ Affairs building for days holding a sign with his service number on it.’

Boo looked visibly upset. ‘Oh ... that’s dreadful. Really? So, they did send him to see a counsellor?

‘Yes,’ Toby shrugged. ‘Well, that’s how he met Judy.’

‘Ah, I see,’ Boo said, joining the dots and slumping back in her seat. ‘Still, the sound of a rifle. Ol’ time-bomb Tim and his mates up at the wharf really should know better.’

‘Who?’ he asked.

‘Oh, Tim Jones, I mean. That’s another sad story, I’m afraid. He grew up around here and then moved away when he was about seventeen. There wasn’t much work around here for a young bloke like him, so he headed for the city, keen to get ahead. Met a girl, Sarah, had a couple of kids – his son Josh who is a chip off the old block – and Tara, who’s a friendly little thing.’

‘Yes!’ Toby exclaimed, ‘I know her! I met her yesterday on the mountain ... and the beach the day before. She’s really nice!’

‘Yes she is. A lot like her mum in many ways. I used to see them together, she and Tara, darting about from one thing to another, always laughing.’ Boo smiled at the recollection. ‘They came here every summer holidays, just like you.’

‘So, Tara’s not from here?’

‘Well, she’s lived here a while now, but no, they’d come to stay with Tim’s mum. They were all living further up the coast before. Tara’s mum was quite something you know, one of those people that was great at whatever they tried their hand at. She was a competitive swimmer in the day, and quite creative too. She’d been a set decorator in the theatre, even TV ... I think that’s how she met Tim, he was getting some work for a while in the city on a couple of things, building sets for the ABC I think?’

‘Wow,’ Toby said, impressed. ‘That would have been fun.’

Boo nodded. ‘Oh, I’m sure it was. Very different to the sort of work you’d get around here. Quite the odd couple, really – and it sure got the tongues wagging when they settled down with each other! I keep an eye out for Tara now her mum’s not around, and make sure I say hello when I can. She sure is a sweet one.’

‘Did something happen to her mum?’ Toby asked, suddenly concerned.

Boo’s face dropped and Toby could tell by the lines on her face that she was clenching her teeth together as she searched for the words.

‘Ah.’ There was a long pause. ‘Yes. She died about five years ago.’

‘Oh wait ... what?’ Toby suddenly recalled Tara cheerfully talking of her mum, and about their secret cave, and his heart dropped. ‘She didn’t ... I thought ...’

‘No, you won’t find anyone speaks of it really,’ Boo explained, sensing Toby’s confusion. ‘It was awful. She and Tim were swimming one morning after dropping the kids at school.’ Boo took a moment in equal measure to remember something but forget something as well. ‘A shark took her. They say Tim did his best to ward the shark off but ... there isn’t a lot you can do. It all happened so quickly.’

They held each other’s gaze for a while until Toby looked away, staring at the faint boomerang pattern on the laminate table as he grappled with what he’d just heard. His eyes clouded a little, recalling the pang of saying goodbye to his own mum for just a few weeks. But to never see her again? He couldn’t imagine what Tara must feel.

Boo’s tone changed, suddenly fresh and positive. ‘Alright, let’s finish this off and face this day. And Toby,’ she said, reaching across the table and squeezing his hand, ‘I’ll be with you every step of the way.’

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Thanks a lot. I’m not sure what I would’ve done if you hadn’t shown up.’ He felt his eyes well again, this time with the sincerest gratitude.

‘I’m happy to help. Why don’t you head off to grab a shower, and I’ll clean up here,’ she smiled. ‘And when you get back I’ll do something about that leg of yours. I’ve got a first aid kit in the car. I’m sure we can patch you up a bit.’

Toby returned from the shower to find all signs of breakfast gone, replaced by a neatly arranged row of gauze, antiseptic cream and bandages.

‘Sit down, this will only take a minute.’ Boo used the gauze to gently dab the cream gently around the cut on Toby’s thigh and then wound the bandage around it, fixing it with small, elasticised clip.

’Ready?’ she asked.

‘I think so.’

‘Then carpe diem!’ Boo cried.

‘What’s that?’ Toby asked, not understanding.

‘It’s Latin. It means “seize the day”. So let’s go,’ she grinned.

Grinning back, Toby headed to Boo’s rusty silver Volvo station wagon, seizing the day as best he could.
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Toby looked at his reflection in the car window as he waited for Boo to lean across and unlock his door, which she did with a practised ease.

As he sat down, his bare leg hit the black vinyl seat, now sizzling from the bright morning sun. ‘Owww!’

He lifted himself off as Boo said, ‘Oh, sorry, mate, geez. Hang on and I’ll get something.’

Quick as a flash, she was out of the car and pulling his towel from where it was hanging over the plastic orange rope that held the annex in place. She opened his door and expertly laid it under him. ‘Sorry about that.’

Toby smiled. ‘Sort of the least of my worries at the moment.’ He sat back down on his towel, which was still a bit stiff from the salt water, and quickly wound down the car window so that the stifling morning heat could escape.

Boo pulled the car onto the gravel road of the park and they were on their way. She looked across at him briefly and then back to the road ahead. ‘You know, you don’t have to worry about all this. It’s going to be alright. I’m going to make sure of that. I grew up in this town and know most of them, plus,’ she said, suddenly laughing, ‘I’m the local nurse so when the time comes for them to get a needle in their backsides, I’m the one holding the needle!’

Toby did a little snort laugh through his nose that made them both laugh even more.

They fell into a comfortable silence and Toby watched the morning pass by through his window as they drove away from the small group of stores across from the beach – the newsagency, the fish and chip shop and a store that sold sporting gear and bait. That gave way to a roller skating rink that led to the bowling greens of the local club, nestled up in a little valley. Then the sharp corner as they crossed a small creek with its hanging willow trees and up the hairpin turn onto the wharf road.

Within a few short minutes, they had passed the big hotel and were pulling up outside the wharf. He reluctantly stepped out onto the roughly tarred road and looked back across the bay. He could see the surf club, nestled at the back of the beach, and could make out the small figures of people already coasting on the waves heading into shore. Finally he turned his attention towards the wharf. He saw Tara’s dad among a small group, all looking very concerned. An older lady, wearing the white uniform of the Red Cross, had her hand on Tara’s dad’s upper arm, trying to offer some comfort.

Toby’s mind whirled, wondering what was going on. Maybe the shark had come back? Maybe something had happened to the bait-boy in the canoe? He swallowed hard. Just when he thought things were going to be cleared up.

Boo was ahead of him and quickly joined the circle of people as Toby hung back, leaning in the shade on the covered side of the wharf.

Boo and the Red Cross lady talked intensely with Tara’s dad, who was shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what was happening. Nearby a seagull squawked and waddled among them. Toby was grateful for its innocent intrusion.

Behind him a car door slammed and he quickly looked around to see a policeman, helping Tara’s brother from the back of the blue police paddy wagon, his head hung low, his lips pursed tight with worry. Tara’s dad stepped forward, looking first relieved but then even more concerned.

‘Geez, Josh, where have you been?’ The boy didn’t respond, so he turned to the policeman. ‘What’s goin’ on?’ he demanded. The two men looked each other in the eye. The policeman spoke very calmly and quietly. ‘Mr Jones, I’m Sergeant Ayres. I picked up Josh last night as he was causing a disturbance, throwing rocks at caravans. He wouldn’t talk to me and then thought he would take a bit of a swing at me, so I had no choice but to hold him for the night. I’m a little surprised though as this morning he has told me he was out looking for his sister, on your instruction. Is that right?’

‘Yes! Yes, it is!’ Tara’s dad shouted, starting to lose control of his temper. ‘Tara ran off yesterday after that stupid boy THERE,’ pointing now at Toby, ‘made the shark go wild.’

The policeman remained calm.

‘Well, no, that’s not what happened at all, but we can discuss that at some other point. Right now, I would say the priority here is the welfare of your daughter.’

Her dad quietened at that, and looked pale. ‘Yeah, well, I thought Josh and her were both together. I’ve always been very firm with her. I ... just ... stayed at the club a bit longer than usual ...’ His voice trailed off.

‘So, when did you see her last?’ the sergeant asked, pointedly.

‘Well ... ah,’ he began, looking around, peering into the past. ‘It was here ... here on the wharf yesterday.’

The policeman zoned in. ‘And what time was that?’

Tara’s dad started to shake his head as he suddenly realised he was in a lot of trouble.

‘I don’t know. I DON’T KNOW! Middle of the day, I suppose,’ he said, his panic affecting his voice strangely.

Toby listened in disbelief. Tara was missing and it was her brother who was throwing the rocks.

The policeman raised his voice a little for the first time. ‘Do you have any idea where she is?’

The dad looked to the boy and the boy looked to his father, and both shook their heads in a silent terror.

‘I think I know where she might be,’ Toby found himself saying.

All heads turned towards him. He felt Boo move beside him as he looked into their grimacing faces.

‘Where, Toby? Where do you think she is, mate?’ she asked.

He paused for a moment but felt sure. ‘I think she’s on the mountain.’

Suddenly Tara’s brother spoke sharply. ‘Nah, no way. I looked there.’

He stared at Toby, his eyes narrow, but Toby didn’t care what the other boy thought now. He never felt so sure of anything.

‘Over there, on that mountain?’ the policeman said, pointing beyond the beach at the peak behind the town, and raising his eyebrows.

Toby felt encouraged. ‘She mentioned a place up there her mum showed her.’

‘What place? Did she tell you what it is?’

‘No, she just said a secret cave. I never saw it.’

‘So, lad, tell me, what is your name?’

‘Toby Rhone, sir,’ he said quickly.

‘Alright Toby, thank you. And what did Tara tell you about the cave?’

Toby felt uncomfortable and shifted on his feet, suddenly unsure of his recollection. ‘Just that there was one. I never saw it. She said she’d show me another time.’

‘But you think it’s a special place for her?’

Toby nodded. ‘It was the way she said it ...’

Sergeant Ayres stayed silent a moment, thinking, then he seemed to make a decision. ‘Alright. That’s good enough for me.’

It was then Boo came alive. ‘Okay, I’ll head straight there. Toby, you come with me. Are you fine with that, Bill?’ she directed at the policeman.

‘Righto, Boo.’ The sergeant turned to Tara’s dad and brother. ‘You two are not to leave my sight. You are to stay with me at all times. You are to follow all directions I make. Do you understand that?’

‘What?’ said Tara’s dad, taken aback. The policeman continued. ‘You heard what I said. Now, Boo, you take the young lad and I’ll take these two in my wagon. You follow me as I’ll be lights and sirens.’

‘Yep, got that,’ was Boo’s simple reply.

Sergeant Ayres then addressed the lady in the Red Cross uniform. ‘Ah, Mrs Thompson, you’re welcome to come along with me. It’d actually be good if you did.’

‘Of course, Sergeant,’ she replied.

Sergeant Ayres now returned his attention back to Tim and Josh Jones. ‘Now, I understand that you are in possession of a firearm?’

Tara’s dad seemed surprised by the question. ‘Yeah, I’ve got my rifle, which is licensed and registered and all that.’

‘And where is that firearm now?’ the policeman asked firmly.

‘It’s in the boot of my car,’ he replied, pointing out towards the road.

Sergeant Ayres nodded and looked over at the battered car with its mag wheels that might have shone a long time ago, before the rust and salty air took hold. ‘Alright. And you have the keys to that vehicle on your person now?’

‘Yeah ...’ replied Tara’s dad, his forehead creasing as he realised that he was being treated with great suspicion. This seemed to make him angry. ‘Listen, mate, I don’t know what all this has got to do with my missing daughter.’

The policeman held his ground and did not seem in the least bit threatened, in fact, his voice remained steady and firm. ‘Firstly, don’t call me mate. I’m not your mate. Secondly, I am working my way through this situation with the welfare of your daughter very much in mind. So, I’m going to ask you once and once only. Hand me your car keys and accompany me in the police vehicle and we will search the mountain. If we cannot find your daughter, I’ll be calling in all resources available to me through Police Command and I’ll be asking further questions of you back at the station.’

Tara’s father listened with his arms crossed and then nodded as the words sank in. He slowly uncrossed his arms and reached into his pocket and handed over his car keys.

‘Right,’ the sergeant said. ‘Let’s go find Tara.’
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The group stood around the bonnet of the police wagon as the sergeant spread out a worn map that had been folded and unfolded many times. He was quick to find the mountain. ‘I see. It overlooks the van park,’ he said, looking pointedly at Josh. ‘There are some old roads going in here but I would think they’d be well and truly overgrown now, but it might get us closer than going straight up. How long does that take would you say, mate?’ he asked, looking at Toby.

Toby thought about it for a moment. ‘I know it’s about an hour and a half to walk up, heading up from the caravan park, so maybe an hour if we can get some of the way there?’

‘Alright. We’ll go around the back and as far up as we can. We can smash our way in by foot from there.’ He turned to face the others. ‘Just for housekeeping, you Jones boys will have to ride in the back, as Mrs Thompson will ride in the front with me.’

Tara’s dad closed his eyes in defeat for a moment and quietly said ‘okay’ and with that, they headed out.

Toby watched as Tara’s dad and brother were led by the sergeant into the windowless cabin at the back of the police wagon. He couldn’t help but wonder, if Tara wasn’t on the mountain, then where was she? Was it possible that Sergeant Ayres believed that her dad had something to do with her disappearance? He looked across at Boo, who was watching all this intently too.

Once they were locked in, the policeman was behind the wheel, the blue light came alive and they were on their way. Fast.

They drove away from the wharf and then took a right turn away from the shops and back towards the caravan park.

‘So you really think she’s up there?’ Boo asked Toby, easily staying right on the trail of the police car.

He was about to say that he thought so but just before the words came out, he changed them to ‘I hope so.’

They took a left hand turn off the main road and before too long the road changed from tar to dirt. The red brake lights of the police car shone bright, illuminating red-tinged balloons of dust. They then turned onto a thin track with many potholes and deep crevices that slowed them down.

Boo took advantage of the slower speed. ‘You okay?’ she asked Toby.

‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ he said.

It was a funny thing, but suddenly he no longer felt a difference between himself and the adults around him. He seemed to understand what was going on and why-without the usual gulf that made him feel that he was a lesser person because of his age.

The cars slowed even more and nearly stopped at times as the track got rougher and rougher.

They drove through a gate, the steel bars of a cattle grid built into the road underneath them chorusing ‘belonk belonk’ as the car passed over. A flock of cockatoos burst from a tree in front of them, screeching as they flew, bleached white against the blue sky and disappearing against the white of the clouds.

Boo cleared her throat. ‘You know, I really hope this all turns out and we find Tara. I don’t mind telling you I’m a little bit worried. I know she knows this place, so I’m not sure she’s just lost. But it’s deceptively rough up there. She could be injured.’

‘Oh, I hope not!’ Toby said. ‘That’s where I got this,’ he said, looking down at his freshly bandaged leg.

‘Hmmmn,’ Boo said. ‘I hope not too. Maybe she just needed some time out. We all do sometimes.’ She paused. ‘But can I say one thing, between you and me?’

Toby looked at her and understood she was talking from her heart.

‘Yeah?’ he said.

She glanced at him, her expression serious. ‘If that is what’s she’s done, run away, I want you to know it’s never the answer. Never. It causes so much unnecessary pain.’

Toby nodded his understanding.

‘And one more thing,’ Boo went on. ‘I told you that stuff about Tim Jones and his family for a reason. He’s not some angry hoon out to make your life difficult, far from it. He’s actually got a story behind him. If you can see past all his bluster you can understand that he’s no tough guy at all, but he’s crippled by the pain of losing someone he loved.’

Toby considered this. He couldn’t help but think of his own dad as well. ‘I think I understand that. But that’s the sort of thing we kids aren’t supposed to know. We are told when we do the wrong things, all the time. But the rest? We just see the things that are thrown our way by the adults around us ... we are left to try to work out what’s going on instead of being told.’

He found himself talking of things he had only thought about before. He felt his thoughts gather momentum, and his words came out clearly and easily.

‘It’s like a lot of problems come from adults deciding what children might want to know, instead of thinking about what we might need to know. I sometimes think that they have such a clear line in their heads between children and adults that they think we don’t have the brainpower to deal with things and we need to be protected from whatever the truth is. I hate it. It’s so dumb and ends up making everything so murky.’ Toby shook his head, bewildered. ‘And it makes it just so impossible to make the right decisions.’

‘Yeah, I get that,’ Boo responded thoughtfully. ‘Adults seem to forget what it’s like to be young. In my experience, kids notice a lot more than they’re given credit for. I see that a lot, working at the hospital. And I guess working that stuff out on your own is all part of growing up.’ Her eyes looked directly into his and then she said, in a very gentle way, ‘You’re a special person, Toby.’

‘Thanks, um, Mrs ...’

‘It’s fine for you to call me Boo, Toby.’

‘Thanks, Boo,’ said Toby as it dawned on him that he had never before called an adult by their first name.

They shared a smile as the car lurched into a gully in the road before returning to a more even level.

‘It’s a rocky road we’re on, that’s for sure!’ Boo commented wryly, and then looked back at Toby. ‘Oh! I just worked out your full name must be Toby ... Rhone?’

Toby shrugged. ‘Mum loves chocolate.’

‘Ahhh, alright!’ she said laughingly.
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Suddenly, ahead, the police car stopped, its red brake lights now glaring bright through the dust and low light of the overhanging bush tree canopy.

Sergeant Ayre’s door opened, and out he jumped, heading towards Boo’s car, his face peering in the driver’s side window, motioning for her to wind it down.

‘Looks like this is as far as we can go by car. I don’t think we are too far away but we will have to walk from here.’ He handed over his map so they could both see it. ‘The plan, Boo, is to make our way from here to the northern side of the mountain, then separate into two parties.’ His index finger circled above the map. ‘We can make our way around to this mid section in a figure eight as best we can. If Tara is here, my best guess is she is in this region. The two Jones boys will be with me and if you and Toby can head around the other side when I give the word. Sound okay to you?’

‘Sounds good, Sarge.’

He walked back and opened the passenger door for Mrs Thompson and then unlocked the door at the back of the wagon and helped Josh and Tara’s dad out.

Boo grabbed her first aid kit from the back of her car.

‘Would you like me to carry that?’ Toby asked.

‘It’s okay, I’ve got it,’ she said, and pulled some straps out from it and hoisted it onto her back like a school bag. ‘It’s actually pretty light, but thanks, it’s the thought that counts.’ You can take one of these though,’ she said, handing him a water flask.

Together they walked up to where the sergeant was on the two-way radio. As they approached him, Toby caught his words ‘on foot, in search of the missing girl’. Their matter-of-factness made him queasy. The sergeant, noticing that Mrs Thompson was wearing quite nice shoes, most unsuitable for a steep hill climb, said to her, ‘Mrs Thompson, would you mind staying here and keeping an ear out for the radio and relaying any messages to me?’

‘Yes, Sergeant, of course. I spent several of my younger years in the navy. I know my way around a two-way radio.’

The policeman gave a small nod. ‘Good stuff! Thank you. And one for you as well, Boo.’ He handed her a black, rectangular walkie-talkie. ‘Do you know how to work it?’

‘I do,’ Toby piped up.

‘Are you sure?’ Boo asked.

‘Oh yes, my dad’s shown me,’ Toby explained.

‘Alright!’ the sergeant smiled.

The trees did their best to keep out the light, yet fine beams managed to penetrate and gently touch the ground. The sergeant pointed up ahead. ‘That seems to be the track that will get us to the top.’

Several pairs of eyes followed his finger, in silent response. They were all drawn into their own thoughts of what lay before them.

It was now so warm, the air was thick and sweet, and the narrow track was overgrown and difficult to see. Occasionally the policeman had to push with great force a branch or bush that was in their way. A peculiar bird trotted alongside them, seemingly unaware of their presence as it went on its way foraging with its small black finger-curled beak. It was an elegant shape, with feathers of brown and black, and Toby traced his eyes along its back to an extraordinary long-plumed tail that included what he thought looked like a snakeskin.

‘Lyrebird,’ said the policeman, answering a question no one had asked as the bird made the piercing sound of a whistling whip and then, incredibly, perfectly mimicked the unmistakable laugh of a kookaburra.

The group continued in silence for another half hour, their energies focused on the demands of the climb, before Tara’s dad, panting, his face gleaming with sweat, spoke. ‘Sarge, I gotta say, I don’t know why we’re looking here. Josh looked here last night and I know he got into strife later and stuff but ... you’re listening an awful lot to the hunch of some blow-in kid.’

Sergeant Ayres stopped in his tracks. ‘Now, Mr Jones, you’re not being helpful and as an investigator that does make me wonder about you. From my understanding of this situation, your daughter ran off after a discussion with you.’

‘Oh, here we go,’ said Tara’s dad. ‘Listen to the big copper now lecturing me.’

For the first time, the policeman seemed to nearly lose his cool.

‘You listen to me Mr Jones, and you listen well. I am not lecturing you. I am merely making the observation that we might not be in this situation if you had taken the time to listen to your daughter rather than people who spend most of their time down at the club. I get the strong impression that anything that is happening now is not connected to the events of yesterday but rather, in fact, events of the past, which you have failed to handle well and in the interests of your own children.’ He stopped himself, wiped his mouth and let a long breath out from his nose.

Tara’s dad’s voice grew louder, his contempt barely disguised. ‘Oh, what would you know?’

‘Mr Jones, all I suggest is that you might want to quit all the talking and attitude and think about why we are here. That might help me find your daughter.’

Tara’s dad shrugged his shoulders, his eyes fixed somewhere behind the sergeant’s head.

‘Thank you,’ the sergeant said quietly, turning to resume his journey upwards.

Toby was a little relieved that he and Boo would soon be setting off on their own.

The track in front of them was even more steep and slippery and the afternoon was slipping away as well. ‘Argh!’ he heard the sergeant shout, his large boot sliding as he grabbed a nearby branch, leaves falling as he slipped back. Then his grip tightened and it held but his near fall ricocheted onto the others. Boo was knocked back and jumped quickly to her side like a surfer, desperately trying to find her balance. Tara’s dad reached his arm over Toby’s shoulder using the palm of his hand on the top of Boo’s arm to hold her still and said, ‘you’re right ... you’re right’. Toby pressed his hand on her forearm and the sergeant grabbed the medical backpack by the small handle at the top and the problem soon passed.

‘Phew! Thanks!’ said Boo nodding her appreciation to Mr Jones.

The policeman wiped his brow. There was now an oval-sized patch on the back of his shirt that clung to him, and the reddish skin between his collar and his hair gleamed. ‘Alright, this seems to be as close to the top as it’s possible to get.’ He looked back up at the incline that he’d just slid down. ‘It’s highly doubtful the young lass could have made it further than here. This might be a good place to separate and start a more intensive search.’

Breathing heavily, each of them twisted the lids off their drinking bottles and savoured a moment of rest, the sound of insects and birds competing with their own private thoughts of Tara. The heat now felt raw on their faces, the air bleached white in the ferocious Australian sun. Toby felt it fiercely on his head, and it was hard to think straight.

Suddenly, he felt dizzy.

‘Are you alright, Toby?’ Boo’s voice sounded far away. ‘Maybe have a sit down over there, under some shade.’ She looked down to see that the constant rubbing from branches and shrubs had played havoc with the cuts on Toby’s leg. ‘Here, let me re-dress that for you.’

‘Oh geez, right,’ Toby said, following her gaze. He went and sat down, his back against the smooth trunk of a gum tree.

Nearby the two-way radio on the policeman’s belt crackled alive. It was the Red Cross lady’s voice.

‘Base to Sergeant, do you copy, over?’ A mixture of surprise and respect washed over the policeman’s face. ‘I copy you loud and clear base, over.’

‘Roger that, Sergeant. I have received two reports in the last five minutes, over.’

‘Right, copy that base, go ahead.’

‘The Surf Lifesavers are reporting an as yet unconfirmed sighting of the shark and are seeking advice on any action.’

The policeman’s face twitched. ‘Thanks, base, copy that. Can you relay to the lifeguards that Uncle Jacky should be brought in to see if he can be of some assistance. Over.’

‘Who’s Uncle Jacky?’ Toby whispered to Boo.

‘He’s a local Aboriginal Elder. He knows all there is to know about this area. I’ll be glad of his help.’

Mrs Thompson’s voice crackled over the radio. ‘Roger that, Sergeant. The other report—’ Her voice then cut off and was replaced by the sound of rushing static for about twenty seconds.

The sergeant stared skywards as he waited for the signal to resume. ‘Yes, go ahead, base.’

‘Volunteers from the State Emergency Service are following up a reported sighting of the missing girl across the river mouth at the northern end of the beach, over.’

All eyes were on the policeman. Toby watched as the sergeant closed his eyes, processing this information. ‘Copy that, base. Stand by.’

The lady was quick to reply. ‘Copy that, Sergeant. Standing by.’

Tara’s dad pushed himself off the tree where he had been leaning, alongside his son, recovering from the trek. ‘See,’ he said, his voice already high with anger. ‘She’s not here! We told you, but you wouldn’t listen! We wasted time coming up all the way up here and she’s ... on the beach?’

For the first time, the sergeant was silent, pinching his lower lip with his forefinger and thumb in thought.

‘C’mon Josh,’ Tara’s dad shouted, pulling at his son’s arm, his eyes all the while fixed on the sergeant. ‘We’re heading down there. Now!’

‘No, Mr Jones. You will both stay with me.’ The policeman walked forward to survey the mountaintop but stopped after a few steps, shaking his head. He raised the radio again. ‘Base, over,’ he said quietly.

‘Yes, go ahead, Sergeant.’

‘Stand by there, Mrs Thompson, we are returning to the vehicles and will then be en route to the beach, over.’

‘Copy that, Sergeant, I’ll stand by here, over.’

Turning to face the others he simply said, ‘Okay, let’s head back.’ And with that Boo zipped up her first aid kit and helped Toby to his feet, and the party started their journey back down the rugged mountainside.

Toby was amazed at how much faster the return trip to the cars seemed. It felt like half the time it had taken to go up. Everyone remained quiet and lost in their own thoughts, apart from the continuous stream of complaints by Mr Jones.

The sergeant was kept occupied by conversations he was having on the walkie-talkie, mostly a stream of codes and terms Toby couldn’t make out. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they had not looked properly while they were there, or the feeling that Tara was on the mountain, despite the report of her being on the beach.

He felt drained. His leg throbbed, and his head swam. Nothing felt right.
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Tara awoke with a start, unsure of where she was. Her eyes adjusted to remind her. She ran her fingertips over the rocky roof of her hideaway. Her mouth was dry and she needed to stretch so she made her way out of the cave. The sun was now high up in the sky and she realised she had slept through most of the morning.

She was sure she had heard her dad but in her sleep but dismissed the idea, realising she must have dreamt his familiar sound. It did make her think that her dad, and her brother, must know by now that she wasn’t where she was supposed to be. She felt a prickle of anger as she recalled the scene on the wharf, her father flailing and furious. She then felt the wave of betrayal surge though her again as she tried to find the truth in all she now knew. She was at school in the small valley of her hometown, in First Grade, when she had found out about her mum. They lived in a larger coastal town that had been built around the tall chimneys of the steelworks where her dad worked. She remembered seeing the school principal, Mrs O’Connell, at the door looking odd, her face strained, with a flicker in her face as her eyes settled on her for a brief moment.

‘Wendy ...’ It was even stranger for her teacher to be called by her first name. ‘May I see you for a moment?’ Out the window, Tara noticed a police car in the car park.

Her teacher’s courteous smile fell away as she turned back to address them. ‘Class, please finish up and get your things out for drawing,’ she told them as she left the room.

The room buzzed with small talk. A paper plane sailed by Tara’s shoulder and then slid along the floor towards the blackboard. The words ‘Draw the Story’ were written on it in chalk.

Two boys craned their necks towards the police car outside the window as a seagull squawked and flew past low.

Her teacher returned, paused for a moment at the doorway then walked up to her and bent down close to her. ‘Tara, sweetheart, can you come with me to Mrs O’Connell’s office?’

They made their way out of the room and down the hallway, past the classrooms, catching small glimpses and snippets of instruction as they went.

It was such an ordinary day.

Tara remembered, with peculiar clarity, collecting her brother Josh and a policewoman who introduced herself as Anne, outside the Fourth Grade classroom, before they were led into the principal’s office.

They sat around a small round table on lime green vinyl chairs.

The police officer began.

‘Well, I suppose you are both wondering why I’m here.’ She paused, as Tara and Josh looked at her expectantly, and anxiously.

‘Look, Tara, Josh, I’m afraid I have some bad news. This morning, just after eleven o’clock we were called to an incident at the beach. Your mum was taken by ambulance to the hospital and despite the very best efforts of all involved, they were unable to save her. I’m so very sorry.’

Tara stared at the officer. Nothing made sense. Was this a dream? Was this a joke? She looked at her brother just as a wave of disbelief and fear washed over his face.

She watched as his mouth opened and he cried out ‘Nooooo!’

After that her memory took the form of snapshots:

Her teacher’s arm around her, consoling with gentle words.

The ride in the police car back home.

The disjointed days that followed, wrapped in the desolate arms of her nan.

The awful stillness and quiet of the house that once did fairly rumble with activity and her mother’s voice and love.

The devastation now in such small things. The slippers that Mum loved, unworn. Her mum’s used teacup and a small plate with some leftover toast that sat for days.

The redness of her nan’s eyes.

How everyone kept to themselves.

The service and the wake with all their words.

And not one mention of a shark.

This small town where they had come to holiday had always been a place of happiness, of freedom and togetherness away from the ordinary routines of work and school. It was all different once Mum had gone. Tara would see other mothers with their children – laughing, loving, cuddling – only to then remember diving into her own mother’s waist and hugging her with all her might.

Often in these past years, she had slowly walked in the running tide, her face down, hypnotised by the to and fro of the sea. Standing still, facing out towards the ocean, she had allowed her tears to fall freely, in a time and place that was only hers, where she could feel her grief, instead of it being swamped by the needs of her dad or brother, however unintentionally, or by the pity of others, however thoughtful and protective.

It was all so unfair, she had thought, how the rhythms of the world continued, oblivious to her loss. If there was a God, why had He done this to her? She had pleaded and prayed, asking why, but never heard anything back. The only sound was her heart coughing, again.
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Toby looked out the window of Boo’s car, the ache in his leg getting worse. The pain was constant yet rose in waves. The only thing he could do was curl his toes in towards the soles of his feet and tightly clench his teeth together as hard as he could, his chest as tight as a drum. Small groans escaped his lips from time to time.

Boo leaned across and rested the back of her fingers against his cheek. ‘You’re running a bit of a temperature. We’ll just drop into the beach and see if they’ve found Tara, check on her and maybe take both of you to the hospital. We can fix you up in a jiffy!’ she said reassuringly.

Toby tried to force a smile but knew all too well that it resembled more of a grimace. He mustered a flat, undecided ‘Mmmn’.

They reached the car park next to the old surf club with its ragged paintwork stripped over the years by the ocean wind, stopping by the long wooden row boats that could hold over half-a-dozen lifesavers. He noticed one in a full-length wetsuit dropping his mask, snorkel and long black flippers onto the sand, still dripping with seawater from a recent mission that Toby realised, with an uncomfortable gulp, was them searching for his lost friend.

Boo turned to him as she pulled the handbrake towards her.

‘I’ll just find out where things are at and then I’ll take you straight to the hospital. You’re looking a bit green around the gills.’

‘Yep, okay,’ Toby replied, his eyes focused on a group gathered about the sergeant’s dusty police wagon. A small wiry man, with a shock of grey black hair, wearing just black cotton shorts and a faded football jumper of red and green stripes, was pointing out to sea with a walking stick.

‘I’ll be back in a flash, but get yourself some air,’ she said, motioning for him to wind down his window. ‘And if you feel a bit off, put your head between your knees, and take deep breaths. It sounds strange, but it helps.’

Toby nodded, and as Boo shut the car door and headed towards the police wagon, Toby pulled down the sun visor so no one could see him, put his face down towards his lap, and for the first time in so long, he wept.
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Tara slowly got to her feet, rubbed her face and pushed her hair back and shed herself of the wetsuit. Her heart and her limbs were all a heavy ache and her stomach rumbled an empty cry. She took a large swig of water, and rummaged in her bag for something to eat. With relief, her hand landed on a mandarin, and she took it outside to eat in the warmth of the day.

Yawning and stretching outside the entrance to the tiny cave, she held the fruit aloft, a small orange sun greeting the larger bright one, now high in the sky.

Blinking at its ferocity, she shifted her eyes downwards and looked out over the ocean and the wharf. She was suddenly overwhelmed with the strongest desire to throw the fruit in her hand at the wharf. She imagined it soaring the long, long distance off the mountain, over the caravan park, the beach and the bay, gaining force and momentum, until it hit the old structure, reducing it to a million matchsticks that floated out to sea.

Tara stopped herself in this moment of anger, and instead, lowered her arm and peeled her mandarin, the fresh and soothing bergamot fragrance of the citrus skin calming her. She ate it slowly, the juice slipping between her fingers as she chewed. Wiping her mouth, she wondered how much longer she could stay on the mountain. Her supplies would soon be gone. She knew her father and brother would be looking for her, but she also knew she was not yet ready to return.

Her eyes wandered to the ground beneath her, as she paused to consider what to do next. She was surprised to see a small bird’s nest near her feet. She picked it up, amazed at how strong it was, with twigs skilfully entwined to hold its precious cargo, the result of careful fossicking by parents, its simple construction perfectly designed to protect their young.

She looked up to find where it may have come from. Above her, a stringybark tree reached upwards with its many open arms. To Tara, the branches looked like the tree itself was caught in conversation, asking why to the sky. Her very own question. Deciding to return the nest to its home, she tucked it into her shirt, and hoisted herself onto the lowest bough. Edging forward and twisting herself around the trunk, she was careful not to crush it, and this care troubled her every movement.

She persevered, climbing upwards until she found a small knot forming a cradle, a perfect spot for wedging the nest firmly against the trunk. She nestled it softly, and taking her hands away, leant back, praying that it didn’t fall.

Happy within herself that that, at least, was safely restored, Tara looked up through the branches to search the sky, thinking, hoping, that soon the mother and her family might return so her babies could grow strong, until they found their own place in the world, flying free. She held her head still, holding her breath, waiting for any movement. For any sign.

But there was nothing, just the blue beyond. It was under this same summer sky that her mum had suddenly gone. In that moment, she realised with the clearest twinge that she had been waiting for her own mother’s return, holding on like a child clutches a favourite toy. It was a hope of the deepest kind, a wish of the sweetest impossibility and something she held so secretly tight.

She held her gaze skywards and watched as the wind drew small intriguing cloud shapes this way and that, disappearing and re-appearing as they passed over the majestic canopy, an ongoing dance binding together the earth and sky.

Her breath caught in her throat as Tara remembered the gentle words of her Nan: her mum was not gone. She was inside her, alive in her own thoughts and actions, a part of her as tangible as her tears, the very heart of her own heart.

She knew what to do next.

Clambering down, she began to fossick through the bush, foraging for small pieces of the puzzle that formed the jigsaw of her memories, to make her own nest.

A nest she could fly free from.

First she found the red blooms of a bottlebrush, then went looking for a handful of blackberries. She spied a magpie feather and collected that too. At last, she picked some dried eucalyptus leaves from the ground, and a small thin twig, and with these treasures clutched to her chest, took them back inside her little sanctuary.

She searched in her shoulder bag for the photo of her mother and set it down in the corner of the cave. She looked at it for a moment, grief flooding her mind and her eyes.

Carefully arranging the flowers and berries in a circle around the framed image, she stood back and gazed at her handiwork. She then scratched the word ‘mummy’ on the ground with the twig, and sprinkled a pinch of dirt over it, tracing her own writing.

At last she crumbled the eucalyptus leaves slowly over the top.

Tara released her grip, slowly breathed out and finally, let go.
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By the time Boo arrived back at the car, Toby had got himself together. The wave of emotion that struck him had passed and now he felt different. He felt angry. He felt tired of forever following adults around, deferring to them as he watched them, in a lot of cases, stumble from one thing to the next. He questioned why he had followed his dad, when he should have stayed with his mum. He felt Tara wouldn’t have run away, if only he had stood up to her dad when he had the chance.

Right now, he could trace many things back to himself. And that wasn’t good.

Boo opened the door and Toby could hear her finishing a conversation with Sergeant Ayres.

‘So what now?’ Boo was asking him.

‘I’m going to take these two back to the station with me,’ he said, his head gesturing towards Tara’s dad and brother. ‘There’s a few questions that need answering before I can decide what’s the best plan.’

Boo turned away from the car and kept her voice low. ‘Oh, I know Tim might carry on at times, but, trust me, there’s no way he’d have put his daughter in harm’s way. He’s overprotective, yes, but anything more than that?’ Shaking her head, she answered her own question.

‘I’ve seen that backfire more often than not,’ the policeman said sagely. ‘Still, I have to keep all avenues open until I get more information. Who she knows, if she’s got friends or other family she might have headed to. Presently I think my general plan would be that tomorrow we’ll broaden the search area to nearby towns, show her photograph around, see if that sparks anything. She can’t have gone far, I’m sure.’

‘No, I can’t imagine she would, it’s just so unlike her,’ Boo said. ‘I’m headed up to Bega to the hospital now ... Toby needs a bit of attention and I’ve got another night shift. I’ll ask around there too, and please, call me there if anything changes.’

The policeman nodded and raised his hand in goodbye.

Boo got back into the car and, without looking at Toby, started the engine, driving out of the car park and back onto the main road.

‘Any sign of her?’ Toby asked, already knowing the answer, but hoping for a different one.

Boo did her best to sound optimistic.

‘No, not yet. But knowing where she isn’t actually does help rule out things, and hopefully points us in the right direction.’ She seemed eager to report to Toby all that had transpired. He wondered if it was a habit of passing on information to the replacement nurse at the end of her shifts.

‘So, firstly, the sighting of Tara was a case of mistaken identity. They worked that out quick smart when they reached the girl and asked what her name was. And the shark, well, Uncle Jacky told us the shark has gone. He reckons he told it to skedaddle outta here! Isn’t that great?’

‘He did?’ Toby asked, astounded.

‘Oh yes. The shark, he calls it narangga, is one of his Aboriginal totems – he understands them, it’s his job to protect them. And us too. It’s all about the balance. That stuff amazes me. Just the idea of people communicating with animals is so incredible to imagine. We’ve got a lot to learn from people like Uncle Jacky.’

‘So he helped save the shark?’

‘Yeah, that’s right. He said it was in the wrong place, away from its mob. Problem is, his boy Allard is working as a bait-boy with the sharkies, and they’re tempting them in so close to the beach. He kept on saying, “wrong reason, wrong place”. He’s not too happy with his young fella, I can tell you that. Families, eh? Always something to deal with.’

She glanced quickly at Toby, and then back at the road, but not before she caught the look on Toby’s face. ‘How are you feeling now?’

He breathed out of his nose, which was still slightly blocked from his earlier tears. ‘Annoyed,’ Toby replied, looking straight ahead.

‘Oh, why’s that?’

‘Because,’ he said flatly.

Boo squinted, partly reacting to Toby’s change of mood, but also from the sun glare, bouncing from the bonnet and through the windscreen.

‘Why, Toby? Tell me.’

He took a long breath in. ‘Because of everything.’

Boo relaxed her hold on the steering wheel, her head tilted and her shoulders dropped. ‘Yes, you told me some things but ... you know you can tell me anything.’

Toby felt his face quickly contract and again he found warm tears in his eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘No, Toby, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for. Nothing. But please, tell me what’s going on, mate.’

‘Argghhh,’ he said, his mind racing but connecting to nothing. ‘Just everything ...’ he repeated. No other words were forthcoming, even though he felt desperate to say them. To anyone, to Boo ... to his dad.

‘Look, it’s a stressful time. Your friend is missing ... we’re all doing everything to find her. We really are, you know,’ Boo reasoned.

‘It’s not just that ... it’s ...’ Suddenly the words tumbled out. ‘It’s because of Dad bringing me here and then not having any time for me. Because ... oh, I don’t know. I’m not even sure what is going on in his head. He’s so busy with Judy and everything else he doesn’t seem to notice I exist any more. And that’s even after I’d given up everything because I felt sorry for him. Geez ...’ he said, looking out the window, his face hot and flushed.

He watched as they passed by a family walking down for a swim in a lively swarm of beach towels and foam surfboards.

Toby’s eyes returned to the road ahead as he felt the ocean inside him rising further still. ‘I thought he was lonely ... but the next minute he’s getting married? And then ... then Mum having to pick up the pieces ... and now, some new school I don’t know on the other side of town. And ...’ He was sobbing now. ‘Because ... now, I don’t think I belong anywhere any more ... to anyone ...’ He stopped and shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

He turned to Boo. He knew his nose was running and his eyes were a furious blur, and a pang of self-doubt made him feel hot and cold at once and his body tightened in awkwardness.

Boo took a moment to take it all in, her own feelings veering between pity and anger. They passed the sign that said Bega District Hospital and Boo pulled into the car park, the front wheel bumping as it hit the driveway.

She parked in the space with a sign ‘Visiting Medical Officer’ and turned to Toby, placing her hand on his forearm. ‘Toby, it’s okay. You have a lot on your plate at the moment so don’t beat yourself up over it. You’re not on your own. Not even a bit.’

Toby shook his head. ‘Okay,’ he replied quietly.

‘Now, first things first. Let’s get you fixed up. Then we’ll find your dad. He will listen, I can promise you that much, Toby. And I’m here to tell you that I’m going to stick by you and do whatever I can to find Tara. Alright?’

Toby felt on the verge of tears once more, but it passed as quickly as it appeared.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ He attempted a smile. ‘Thanks a lot.’
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They made their way through the wide door of the hospital entrance and into the crisp antiseptic air, following the yellow painted line on the gleaming lino floor to the emergency ward.

‘Wait here and I’ll get the doctor to come and have a look at you.’

Toby barely had a chance to take in his surroundings before the silver-haired doctor in his starched white coat arrived and they were on their way into a small curtained area with an examination bed. There was an array of hoses, tubes and boxes of needles, bandages, splints. There were assorted gadgets of different diameters and Toby had no idea what their uses were.

As he sat on the edge of the bed, Boo briefed the doctor on his injury. The doctor looked kindly at Toby as he listened, nodding attentively. ‘Toby is a twelve-year-old boy currently on holidays who has suffered some initial lacerations while bushwalking which has been further exacerbated by something of ideopathic origin. He’s in moderate pain and has a mild fever ...’

‘Toby?’ a voice called. ‘Toby, is that you?’

Toby turned to see his dad dressed in a hospital gown. He noticed a few stitches above his dad’s upper lip and a dark bruise with yellowing patches on his cheek.

‘Dad!’

‘Toby! Heavens! Well, I’ll be! I was just on my way to see Judy and heard someone being brought in ... and then I heard your name. How incredible! I mean, are you alright?’ He looked to the doctor and then to Boo.

Toby found himself staring at his dad, the heat of the pain from his leg transforming into a white-hot anger at his father’s cheerful lack of concern.

Boo, sensing the tension, moved in between them.

‘Mr Rhone, do you remember me? You asked me to check on Toby last night?’

‘Ah yes, Sue isn’t it? Of course I remember. Thanks so much for that.’

‘It’s Boo, actually, Mr Rhone. And yes, that’s fine. But we have had an interesting time to say the least. We’re just taking a look at Toby’s leg, which has copped a bit of a battering over the last couple of days.’ Boo’s voice had lost a lot of its usual friendliness. ‘So, if you can give us a few minutes, the doctor can make sure everything is okay.’

His dad placed his hand on Toby’s shoulder. ‘Yes, please, go right ahead. I’ll make myself scarce. Better check up on how Judy is, anyway,’ he said as he backed out of the room.

‘Of course you will! Do what you do best,’ Toby muttered angrily after his father disappeared.

Boo pulled shut the curtains around the examination table. As Toby lay back, the doctor poked and prodded at his leg. Toby tried to find his brave face, but it was impossible not to wince as sharp, shooting pains like fire flew in all directions.

Boo squeezed his shoulder. ‘You’ll be alright now, Toby, we’ll look after you. You’re getting the best treatment possible. And you’ll find the doctor’s even more of a whizz with a bandage than I am. I better go do my rounds. I’ll be back later.’

‘Thanks, Boo,’ said Toby as he lay back, closing his eyes.

‘You’re quite the wounded soldier, aren’t you?’ the doctor said with a wink. He applied antiseptic with the easy hand of an artist, the cool yellow-orange paint staining the length of his leg from the mountain graze to the glazed blackberry tapestry, and then dressed the cut on his thigh with a wide white bandage.

‘Rest up now. I’m going to make sure you get something to kill the pain, and prescribe some antibiotics for that rather nasty infection.’ His voice was both soothing and authoritative. ‘We’ll keep you in overnight so we can keep an eye on it, but I think you’ll soon be free to resume your holiday. I’ll be back tomorrow morning to check on you.’ He gave Toby another kindly smile, before heading back into the corridor.

Toby lay there on his own, staring at the ceiling. The longer he stared, the more the whole situation with his dad rose up inside him again. The warm-hearted concern of Boo and the doctor stood in stark contrast to his father’s indifference. Long fluorescent tubes threw plenty of light over the small room but little comfort. The light had a green tinge; somewhere a baby cried in pain.

The sound of footsteps among the sound of the beeping of nearby bedside monitors caught his attention. The curtain drew back to reveal his dad’s face. He held up a teacup.

‘Just on my way to get Judy a cuppa. Poor thing, she’s doing it tough. She went in for x-rays yesterday. They think she may have a broken rib ... from the seat belt they say! I guess we’ll find out soon, but she is such a trouper. Funny to think we all ended up here?’

Toby couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Funny?’ Toby’s pain, faced with his father’s continuing cluelessness, erupted. ‘You think this is funny?’

His dad stepped back, a little surprised, and offered an explanation.

‘Oh, I was just telling you about ...’

‘Judy! Who else? That’s all you ever talk about, or care about.’

‘Toby, you just stop right there a moment,’ his father replied in a forceful whisper. ‘And keep your voice down, she’s just a couple of beds down. I don’t want you upsetting her.’

‘No, Dad! You’re upsetting me, so you stop it.’

The boy and man looked at each other. The boy held his ground.

‘Is this all a joke to you? Do you even care why I’m here?’ Toby’s volume increased as his hurt tumbled out from deep inside him. ‘And yesterday! You promised me we were going fishing ... but then I saw you leave. You didn’t tell me anything about going out. You said you wanted to have a sleep in! I never know where you are and you sure as hell don’t seem to care where I am! Can’t you even think about me for one second?’

‘That’s unfair, Toby. That’s untrue. Things change, plans change. You know that. And I hadn’t forgotten ... we just decided to take a morning drive because Judy had spotted a pottery store that wasn’t that far away. I thought that would be nice, that’s all. You had taken yourself off on a little bushwalk, so I thought we were entitled to have a relaxing morning having a look around as well.’

‘But you never tell me! Not anything! It’s like I don’t exist. We weren’t even here for a minute before you gave me money and sent me away. Why did you even bother to bring me here?’

Toby watched his father’s face recoil, first in confusion, and then in anger.

‘Just hold on, now. How dare you talk to me like that! I brought you down here because you love it. Don’t be so bloody ungrateful.’

His dad was now in full flight. Toby had seen him on rare occasions talk to his mum in this outraged way but he had never experienced it himself.

‘You haven’t the faintest idea of what I’ve done for you. How about the great new house and your wonderful room that Judy has set up for you? We chose to settle in the area we did because there were lots of kids your age there. Honestly, we would’ve been happy with a flat near the lake. Every choice we’ve made has had your welfare in mind, but you can’t see that, can you? We even spent all that time visiting the schools in the area and talking to the different principals to find the best school for you.’

‘Best school?’ Toby scoffed. ‘Great! Where I won’t know anyone? That’s great, Dad.’ He shook his head. ‘I just can’t believe you talked to everyone else about where I go to school ... except me! Did it not even occur to you to ask me where I wanted to go?’

His father took a sharp intake of breath before responding calmly, but coldly. ‘Well ... it’s pretty disappointing that you can’t see the incredible thought and generosity that Judy, and I, have shown you. I mean, really, don’t be so selfish!’

And there it was. It cracked him. The atom bomb of words exploded inside Toby’s mind in a chain reaction of incredulity.

He felt his eyes well up, but he was not going to give in.

‘Selfish? I’m being selfish? I was the one that stayed with you because I didn’t want you being on your own! But then look what happened! Turns out you’re not the one that’s been left on your own all the time, after all? Are you?’ He glared at his father accusingly. ‘Geez, Dad. I feel like you don’t want me here ... now or ever ... Since you are so good at leaving me alone, then just leave me alone! Please!’

Toby slumped back in the bed with a thump, his bleary eyes once more staring at the ceiling, looking at anything but his own father.

The curtain swished back and Boo entered, quickly and quietly. ‘What is going on in here? Mr Rhone, do I have to remind you that you are in a hospital?’

Toby’s dad seemed perplexed. ‘Of course I know,’ he said, sounding uncertain, his eyes settling on a small badge consisting of a boomerang and rising sun, fixed to Boo’s lapel. ‘Is that ... an active service badge?’ For a moment Boo’s eyes sharpened but she didn’t answer. Instead she turned to Toby. ‘You alright, mate? The doctor fix you up?’

‘Yeah, I’m okay, thanks. I think I’m here for the night though.’

‘Oh good, me too,’ she fired back warmly, but then the temperature of her tone dropped to brisk and cold as she looked directly at Toby’s father. ‘Mr Rhone, a word? Perhaps it’s best if we go down to the Nurses’ Station?’

Toby’s eyes followed his father out of the ward, and it was only then that he allowed himself to wipe a tear from his cheek with the back of his hand, still shaking from the confrontation. He found himself yawning so widely that a small spray leapt from his mouth. Words and sounds floated around him. Across the ward, someone began coughing, and he could just make out the sound of his father saying ‘You were there?’ and Boo responding, her voice still stern. ‘We’ve more pressing matters to discuss, Mr Rhone.’

For once, Toby was glad he was on his own. And as he settled into the bed, turning on his side where he would be pain free, his hands that he had been holding tight into a fist without even knowing, finally uncurled as he let go of this day and fell into a deep dark unconscious ocean of sleep.
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The throbbing pain in Toby’s leg drew him back from the depths to a foggy awareness. He looked around the small cubicle, and it all came flooding back to him.

Beside him, in a chair, sat his dad. He seemed calm.

‘Hi, Toby, welcome back.’

‘Hi, Dad.’ Toby’s tone was cautious. ‘How long have I been asleep?’

‘Oh, a couple of hours. The nurse said you might wake when the painkillers wore off.’

‘Ah, yes, my leg hurts.’

His dad nodded and rose to his feet, signalling across to the Nurses Bay. He pulled the curtain back to allow Boo to enter.

‘G’day, buddy, how are you feeling?’

Toby grimaced. ‘Hi, Boo, it hurts still.’

Boo grabbed the wooden clipboard hanging on the end of his bed. ‘Right, you are due for another dose. This will help with that.’ And before he knew it, she pushed up his short sleeve, rubbed his arm and then he felt the swift prick of the pain-relieving needle. ‘There, done.’

The pain in his leg almost immediately disappeared.

‘They should be bringing some food around for you soon. You could use a feed, I’m sure.’ She looked meaningfully at Toby’s father, but said nothing further. She swished the curtain back and, closing it again with great precision, left the two of them alone.

His dad cleared his throat. ‘So ... about before ...’ he began.

Toby braced himself, ready for his father’s sharp-tongued response to his earlier words.

‘Toby, I owe you an apology.’

Toby’s mind swam in disbelief. ‘I’m sorry?’ he stammered, surprised.

‘No, mate, it’s me that’s sorry. For many things, but in particular, the way I’ve treated you for a while now.’

Relief spread quickly to Toby’s heart. At a loss for words, he responded simply. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘I think you might owe that thanks to your new friend here. Some very plain speaking from Boo while you slept has made me realise that I have let you down. And, well ...’ He broke off for a moment, and cast his eyes down as he resumed. ‘I haven’t meant to hurt you. But I have. I know I’ve been a bit off the air at times. It’s hard to put into the right words and I think that has been one of the problems for the past few years. It’s all too clear now that I wasn’t coping with what happened when I was over there ... in Vietnam.’

Toby realised that his dad was addressing him in the same way that Boo had talked to him – acknowledging that Toby could understand, that he was affected by the situation, not just a bystander.

His father shook his head and pinched at his neck underneath his jaw and briefly looked up, his eyes misting.

‘I wasn’t coping, mate, but I tried, stupidly I now realise, to push it all down, pretend it wasn’t there ... be like a man ... but I ended up losing my footing and well, I’m afraid that caused a lot of damage and I am so dreadfully sorry for that.’

Toby hovered over whether to apologise for his words earlier but his dad continued. Slowly, calmly and mostly while looking down at the shining floor.

‘I love you, Toby. That’s never changed. Even though I might have been pretty hopeless at showing it. And from what I’ve heard from the nurse about the events that have been happening while I’ve been in here, I have to tell you that I’m also really proud of you. Really proud of you,’ he repeated.

Toby’s eyes had grown misty too.

His dad reached out and brushed Toby’s hair back, then placed his hand on his shoulder. ‘Throughout this awful time, one of the most important things that I’ll remember is that ... you stuck by me.’

‘Well, I love you, Dad,’ Toby said quietly, moving his hand up to rest it on his father’s extended forearm. ‘And I’ve missed you.’

The two looked at each other, and Toby noticed the similarities in their closed mouths, raised cheeks and crinkled-eyed smiles.

‘I’ve been giving it a bit of thought while you’ve been out to it,’ his dad said, moving from the chair and sitting himself down on the hospital bed. ‘I seem to have botched up a few things that are going on for you, so let’s talk about what you want, starting with, where would you like to go to school?’

Toby shrugged, surprised at the well of emotions that this simple question stirred. ‘I suppose I’d like to go to high school with my friends from primary school, but it’s a long way to travel, I know that.’

‘I’ve thought about that too, and I think I might have an answer, if you want to hear me out. It’s up to you, though.’

‘Of course, Dad, what’s your idea?’ Toby recalled how his dad, before, could come up with solutions to the trickiest problems, seemingly out of the blue. Mum used to jokingly call him ‘Brianstein’, after the brilliant scientist.

Judy’s smiling face abruptly appeared, poking around the curtain. ‘How are you both? I’m back on my feet again so I thought I’d say hello.’

Toby lifted his hand in a small wave.

Toby’s dad lifted his hand too, but the way a policeman does when directing traffic. ‘Hello, love. So good to see you up and about. But, just now, we are in the middle of discussing where Toby goes to school.’

Judy looked surprised ‘Oh, I thought ...’

‘No, on reflection, I don’t think the plan we made is going to work. Toby is old enough to be part of these decisions now. After all, he’s made some pretty extraordinary decisions already, haven’t you, mate?’ he said, turning back towards Toby.

Judy looked from Brian to Toby and then nodded her head in a way that indicated she was impressed. ‘Yes, of course. Should I go?’

‘No, you should be a part of this too. I was just about to suggest to Toby that we could talk to his mum and perhaps he could go to the high school back with his old mates, and he can come over and stay with us on the weekends.’

Toby looked at his father, wide-eyed with gratitude. ‘Can I? Dad, that would be great! That is, if Mum doesn’t mind.’

Judy stepped forward, her tone sympathetic. ‘Mind? Toby, dear, I think your mum will be over the moon. And we really should have your brother and your sister over as well some weekends.’

Toby’s dad hadn’t thought of that, but looked pleased.

‘Look, I had a quick talk already with your mum, just letting her know you were in here. She was keen for you to call her once you woke up. You up for that now, mate?

Toby sat up straight. ‘Yes!’ he said, suddenly feeling a lot better.

His dad lifted the pale blue plastic dial phone off the wall and placed it on Toby’s lap.

‘It’s all yours.’ He winked. ‘I’ll be back in five.’

After a couple of rings, his mum answered in her familiar ‘telephone’ voice.

‘Hi, Mum, it’s me.’

‘Oh, Tobes! How are you? Are you okay?’ Toby could hear the concern in the tightness of her voice. ‘Your dad called before and told us what’s been going on.’

‘Everything’s okay, Mum. Sorry if I gave you a scare.’

‘Well, more of a surprise, really. It’s usually Danny that ends up in the emergency ward. But as long as everything is alright?’

‘It is. But, Mum ... I just wanted to ask ...’ Toby felt slightly anxious but more excited and optimistic about the future than he had in a long time. ‘I’ve been talking with Dad about school and stuff and, well, I really want to move back with you ... even if it’s just through the week ... so I can go to high school there.’

He heard his mum breathe in.

‘Oh, Toby, you don’t have to ask, it’s your home. I’ve missed you, my darling dugong. So much. I just want anything that would make things easy for you. I know it hasn’t been.’

Toby rested back against the pillow, emotion surging out of him again in a wave of relief. ‘Oh, thanks, Mum.’

‘Don’t you worry about a thing,’ his mum continued. ‘Your dad and I can make all the plans we need to.’

Toby suddenly heard his brother’s familiar insistent call of ‘Mum! Mum! I wanna talk to him!’ through the phone line.

‘Danny! Stop it, oh what? Okay, but quickly. Sorry, Toby, Danny wants to talk to you.’

‘Hello?’ his younger brother said.

‘Did you see a shark?’

For a moment Toby had thought his brother might have been worried about him, but smiled when he realised what Danny really wanted to know.

‘Yes, I did, they brought it up onto the wharf but ...’

‘Did you see it open its mouth and go RARGHHH and show all its jaggedy sharp teeth?’ Danny asked, excitedly.

He heard his mum saying, ‘Okay, that’s enough, it’s a long-distance call! We can talk to Toby later. Here, give me the ...’

There was the sound of the phone being wrestled with and then his mum was back on the line. In the background he heard his brother once again, walking away yelling ‘RAARGGHH’ to himself.

Toby laughed.

‘Toby, it’s so good to hear you happy. You take care of yourself. And give us a call later when you can.’

‘I will, Mum. Soon, I promise. Thanks, Mum. Bye.’

The phone call ended with several pips.

Toby leant back as relief flooded his body and he burst into a joy-filled grin. He closed his eyes and savoured the moment. Then, taking the cue from his little brother, he let his eyes grow large and his mouth grow wide and gave the quietest but almightiest ‘RAAARGGHHH!’

He heard footsteps and then his father and Boo talking in the corridor outside. His father’s voice was now full of concern. ‘You said the SES are involved in the search for the missing girl?’

‘Oh, yes, thank goodness. The search so far hasn’t turned up a trace of her. I can’t fathom where she’s got to. But she’s been somewhere, on her own, for two nights now. We don’t really know if she’s lost or if she meant to run away. If she did, I only hope she had the good sense to take some supplies with her, but who knows what she was thinking?’

‘It’s such an awful situation,’ his father said. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘I know your boy is very worried about his friend,’ Boo replied, ‘Being there for him is a good start.’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’

Toby looked out the window to the blossoming twilight, a cloud shifting across his happiness at the thought of Tara spending yet another night lost and alone. Suddenly his father was by his bedside.

‘It go alright with your mum, then?’

Toby nodded, and his dad’s eyes twinkled back at him. ‘Good. That’s good news, son. Well, that’s one problem solved today, then. But Toby, what do you know about this girl that’s disappeared? The nurse has told me you thought she might be on the mountain? Are you still thinking that?’

‘Yes, I think so. We did try to find her ...’ he shrugged, sadly. ‘But I feel so sure she’s up there. I don’t know why, it’s just a feeling I have.’

‘It’s funny, you know, Tobes – that mountain is the reason why we got the van down here. Your mother and I came down here for our honeymoon and climbed that mountain. Gee, that must be thirteen or so years ago ... I think we bought the caravan soon after that.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know that, wow.’

‘I don’t think I’ve been up there since. Gosh, we loved that view.’ His dad looked out in the distance and laughed to himself.

‘Your mum was such a joker then. No wonder where Danny gets it from! Ha, she really scared me that day. She hid from me ...’ His dad grinned as he recalled the memory. ‘She’d found a hidden cave and then crept out behind me. Oh, that was great!’

Toby sat bolt upright. ‘DAD! What? A cave? Where is it?’

His dad looked puzzled. ‘The cave?’

‘Yes, Dad! That’s where Tara is, in the cave, I’m positive! She told me about it but we don’t know how to find it. Where is it?’

He could see his dad searching his mind, shaking his head ever so slightly. ‘It’s right at the top. You sort of go around the back of the rock somehow, I can’t quite remember.’

‘Dad! Quick, get Boo. Tell her I know where Tara is and to call the sergeant and tell him.’

His dad rose from the chair, returning within a minute with Boo.

‘Toby, are you sure?’ she asked directly, her head shifting to an enquiring tilt.

‘A hundred per cent, Boo, I am so sure!’

‘Okay, if you’re sure Toby, I’ll call him now from the phone in here.’

Toby’s dad stepped forward. ‘We are both sure and I would like to speak to the officer, if I may?’

Boo nodded and the smallest of smiles showed she knew the rift between the man and the boy had been healed.

She lifted the receiver and finding the number for the police station, dialled it. ‘Bill, it’s Boo. I’ll be quick. I’m at the hospital with Toby and his father. Regarding Tara, Mr Rhone would like a word. Right, hang on.’

She passed the handpiece, deftly snaking the curly phone cable around the monitoring devices.

‘Good evening, sir, yes, Brian Rhone speaking. I’d like to confirm in the strongest terms that the cave is at the very top of the mountain. It’s difficult to find if you don’t know it. ... Oh, really? ... Well, that is heartening to hear ... Very well, at first light then? Meet at the van park at 0600 hours? Okay, goodbye.’

He handed the receiver back to Boo.

‘Well, that was a coincidence. He said he had just received similar information from Uncle Jacky, and we will head up there at dawn tomorrow morning.’

‘Okay, great,’ Boo responded, nodding knowingly at Toby. ‘I’ll stay here tonight as well and we can leave from here in my car.’

‘Right, yes, that sounds good.’ He turned to Toby. ‘Good on you for trusting your instincts on this, Toby. I am immensely proud of you.’ He rubbed his son’s hair with much affection, bringing the biggest smiles to the faces of both Toby and Boo.
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The next morning Toby woke before the alarm clock. He dressed quickly and made his way to the Nurses’ Station.

His father and Boo arrived soon after.

Boo had a quick look at his leg. ‘How is it? Do you need anything for the pain?’

‘It’s actually feeling okay, thanks.’

They headed out to the car park just as the first splays of daylight lifted from the horizon, slowly filling the still dark trees.

At the caravan park they found the police wagon parked near the small path that led up the mountain. Word of Tara’s disappearance had made the local news the previous night and curious fisherman and surfers gathered in small groups nearby, distracted from their normal routines.

Sergeant Ayres stood in white overalls, the words ‘Police Rescue’ emblazoned across his back. Uncle Jacky stood next to him, looking up towards the summit. ‘The cave is at the top,’ Uncle Jacky was saying to the sergeant. ‘It’s hard one to find that buran ... if you don’t know the mountain.’

Nearby, Mrs Thompson sat with Tara’s brother on the log fence, with Tara’s dad sitting a short distance apart from them, his hands cradling his head.

Toby’s dad strode towards the policeman and introduced himself with a friendly authority that Toby hadn’t seen his dad display in a long time.

‘Good morning, Sergeant, I’m Brian Rhone, we spoke last night.’ He did the same with Uncle Jacky and then went over to Tara’s dad.

‘Tim, good to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances,’ he said. ‘My boy Toby has told me what a great kid your young girl is.’

Tara’s dad took his head out of his hands and looked up at Brian. ‘Did he?’ he said, blearily. ‘She is a good kid. Always has been. I’d never forgive myself if we don’t find her.’

‘I’m sure we will,’ Brian said reassuringly. ‘And sooner than you think, I reckon too.’

‘It’s my fault. I ...’ Tara’s dad stared at the ground, lost for words. He looked up and reached out for his son’s shoulder. Josh shifted sideways, away from him, casting a sideways glance at his father, his expression unreadable.

Sergeant Ayres spoke up. ‘Right, good morning. This should be a quick search to locate the cave, the whereabouts of which has been confirmed by Mr Rhone and Uncle Jacky. The approach should take around sixty minutes. I appreciate that there have been some previous objections raised by Mr Jones and I apologise for the additional distress this has caused. We were able to have a somewhat frank discussion about these events last night and I am grateful to Mr Jones for that. But we’ve had further information, suggesting that Tara has been seen in this area. We do have, if required, the added resources of the SES, who have searchers on standby. So, let’s make our way directly to the top. Once again we are lucky to have the assistance of Mrs Thompson from the Red Cross, who will look after the police radio down here.’

And with that he checked his portable two-way radio, clicked it into place on his belt and clipped the small mouthpiece near his chest.

The search party set off, and Toby was surprised to find that he and Boo were joined by Tara’s brother Josh who, although he remained silent, was without the surliness and aggression of their previous encounters.

Toby’s dad stayed with Tara’s as together they climbed, with occasional calls of Tara’s name. Uncle Jacky set the pace, one hand gripping his walking stick, the other brushing back the low-hanging branches as if he were opening a door for the person behind, who in turn held the branch for the person following them. Toby watched as eventually everyone’s hands touched the same branch, connecting them all in their resolve to find Tara.

As they climbed higher, the sun grew in intensity, leaving their skins gleaming and eager for the slightest of breezes. Birds chortled and chimed. A kookaburra’s laugh of many ack-ack-acks swirled around the treetops, and tiny insects swarmed and swooped.

Up ahead Uncle Jacky stopped by a fallen branch where a large black crow stood, a twig grasped firmly in its beak. It poked the stick inside a small hollow under the bark, deftly levering out a small morsel.

‘Clever fella, that waaguri,’ Uncle Jacky said, approvingly. He then lifted his own stick, pointing at what looked like the faintest of footprints and then traced his hand up a nettle bush to pull down a strand of hair caught on it.

Tara’s dad pushed forward. ‘That’s her hair,’ he said, incredulously.

Uncle Jacky nodded. ‘She’s up here, up on the bangguri. I know.’

Toby felt his skin awash with goosebumps, the hair on the back of his neck prickled with incredible excitement.

‘Taraaaaaa!’ her dad yelled as the party started off again, their pace picking up. It wasn’t long before they’d reached the point where they’d stopped searching previously.

‘Wait!’ Uncle Jacky called out, his voice piercing their surroundings.

Toby watched as Uncle Jacky and the sergeant huddled together, discussing the best way forward.

The policeman then addressed the waiting searchers.

‘Be mindful that the track going forward is deceptively slippery and unstable. Uncle Jacky is advising us to walk on the edge of the track, where the undergrowth will offer more traction. But please, everyone, take extra special care from here on in.’ Sergeant Ayres looked at Toby. ‘You especially, Toby. One trip to hospital is more than enough,’ he said.

The path grew narrow and steep, a dangerous combination of shallow gullies and loose stones. Toby couldn’t help but admire the way his dad took on the mountain track with confidence; for the first time in a long time he saw the soldier he used to know.

The group snaked around the mountain’s bends, their eyes on the track, their minds on the task, and after ten minutes the rocky outcrop at the top of the mountain came into view. Tara’s dad now took the lead, determined, bringing his hands up to cup his mouth, calling, ‘Taaaaaraaaa!’

There was no reply beyond the echo bouncing around the valley below them.

Again Tara’s father called her name, less sure and more pained this time.

Nothing.

The silence buzzed in their ears.

Everyone was exhausted, but no one was ready to entertain the slowly growing sense that she wasn’t here. As Toby’s dad and Uncle Jacky quickly conferred on the location of the cave, Sergeant Ayres beckoned Boo to join him, wiping the sweat from his brow and swigging from his canvas flask.

‘Between you and me, Boo, I have a strong urge to direct the SES to begin searching the river. I doubt very much that she would have made it up here ... and if she did, and we do find her, we should prepare for the worst.’

Boo remained calm and strong. ‘I’m prepared for any situation, Sergeant. I’ll take care of the medical side of things, but you might need to have a plan for how the others might cope.’

They looked at each other closely, both acknowledging the grisly situations their jobs took them too.

‘Yep. That’s very much at the forefront of my mind.’

The sergeant walked back to the rest of the search party, who were putting the lids back on their drink bottles and catching their breath, ready to continue their journey.

‘Okay,’ he said with a strong exhalation. ‘I think it’s best if we ...’

He stopped, interrupted by the sound of a sudden rustling noise, and the snap of a branch. Everyone turned at once to see Tara, appearing before them like an apparition.

Her strawberry hair was tangled, messily framing her pale face, and she looked both concerned and confused, trying to work out what was happening. She was dressed head to foot in an old wetsuit that was far too big for her, and she looked like she had just woken up.

Her eyes passed over the people in the search party, one by one.

‘Dad?’ she said quietly.

Her father was quickly upon her, his face twisted in a confusion of the highest joy and the deepest relief.
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Tara’s dad wrapped his arms around her, saying things in her ear that Toby couldn’t quite make out, something like ‘Thank God! Thank God!’ and ‘Are you alright?’

Tara was nodding her head, her lips closed tight, her eyes darting small looks at the policeman, then at Boo and then to Toby, looking somewhat embarrassed by the gathering.

Sergeant Ayres stepped forward and asked Tara how she was.

‘I’m good ... I’m sorry ... I just needed to get away,’ she replied softly, not meeting his gaze.

He stepped closer and put his hand over her shoulder and said in a quieter voice, ‘That’s okay. We’re grateful to see you safe. A lot of people have been very concerned about you. I know your dad, brother and these other people have been a bit worried.’

Tara started to cry then and her dad held her tight, his voice wavering. ‘It’s alright, Tara. We’re just so happy to have found you.’

At that, Tara looked up at her father’s face. The two held onto each other, and the moment. ‘I’m so sorry. The last couple of days ...’ His voice faltered. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’

‘Dad,’ Tara said softly, ‘why didn’t you tell me the truth?’

Tara watched her dad’s face fall and he looked at the ground, his face contorting.

‘I wanted to but ...’ His eyes welled with tears. ‘As time went on it became more difficult ... I couldn’t find the words ... couldn’t find the right time.’

He lifted his hands and placed them on his daughter’s cheeks. ‘I’ve been a complete idiot. I’ve just never faced up to the loss of your mum. It was too hard. But that’s meant that you lost me too.’ He looked meaningfully at Josh. ‘I realise that now.’

Tara glanced towards her brother. Their eyes locked knowingly as Tara unlocked her arm from around her dad to wave him over.

Sergeant Ayres shifted back a little to make way for Josh. Josh stood uncomfortably in front of Tara, who wrapped her arms around him. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered into his sleeve.

Josh returned her hug awkwardly, patting her on the back. ‘It’s alright, Tara. We’re all here now,’ he said. ‘Aren’t we, Dad?’

‘Ahh,’ Tara’s dad replied, clearing his throat, ‘so we are. But it’s been a tough old climb, don’t you reckon? A bit rocky,’ he added, managing a wink at Josh.

Josh returned the wink, with a wry grin.

‘But we’ll get there, won’t we, Dad?’ Tara asked. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘Yes, Tara. I reckon we will,’ he said with a teary smile. ‘It’s just getting there, isn’t it, love?’

Tara leaned forward again and wrapped her arms around her father’s shoulders, her face next to his, their eyes focused on something out in the unseeable distance.

The whole scene was, to Toby, better than any movie he had ever seen. Without thinking, his hand found the inside of his father’s and he held it like he did when he was younger.

A twitch that seemed designed to hold back a tear gripped the sergeant’s weathered face for a moment. He signalled to Toby to come closer. ‘There’s also a young lad here who was instrumental in helping us find you. I’m sure he would like to say hello too.’

Tara looked over to Toby and surprised him by grinning widely, and then she burst out laughing.

Like a spell had been broken, everyone joined in.

Nearby, a family of magpies warbled together as one.
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Boo set down her medical kit and knelt next to Tara. ‘How are you, pet?’ she asked gently.

‘I’m okay, thanks. I feel awful that I’ve caused all this trouble.’

Boo gently placed her hands on Tara’s arms. ‘Look, Tara,’ she said, her voice discreet, ‘maybe running away wasn’t the best decision you’ve made and it could have got you hurt, or worse. But I think this adventure has shown you how many people care about you, and just how much.’

Tara nodded, agreeing silently.

Boo gave her a hug. ‘It’s going to be alright. Now let’s get you out of your, ahem, pyjamas!’

‘I must look pretty silly, eh?’ Tara smiled, wiping her nose.

Boo smiled back, handing her a tissue. ‘You look like you survived two nights in the bush pretty well, and I’ll leave it at that. Survival isn’t a fashion statement, my dear.’

Her dad joined them, looking concerned. ‘How’s my little girl doing?’

‘Oh, she’s doing fine, aren’t you, Tara?’ answered Boo. ‘But maybe you might want to show your dad this cave of yours.’

‘Would you like to see it, Dad?’

She led her father around the flat rock that was the top of the mountain. Stooping down, her father shuffled into the tiny hidden cave and looked about him, seeing the markings on the ground where the wetsuit had rubbed on the small twigs that had become one with the soft sandy ground.

It was then that he saw Tara’s little memorial, and he winced visibly with understanding.

Boo appeared at the entrance to the cave, carrying a small bag. She looked briefly at Tara’s dad, following his gaze towards the collection of mementos on the ground. She touched Tim’s arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. ‘Oh, yes, Tara,’ she whispered, ‘I can see this is a very special place.’

‘The most special-est,’ Tara smiled.

‘So, lovely young lady, let’s get you into some fresh clothes. There are plenty here to choose from,’ she said, offering the bag.

‘I’ll leave you to change,’ her dad said.

‘See you in a minute, Dad.’

Boo paused a moment as Tim left, and then leant forward, wrapping Tara’s small hands in her own strong ones. ‘Tara, I want you to know I understand.’

Tara didn’t respond, but her eyes didn’t leave Boo’s.

Boo’s voice was barely above a whisper. ‘Love has a price, and sometimes missing people, grieving for them, can feel like it’s too much. But grief is just our way of sending love, don’t you think? It’s like the ocean or the sky or the seasons themselves; love is always there, and like the tide, our own grief ebbs and flows, and sometimes, watch out, because it will leap out of nowhere. Some days are hard, little one, I know, but some days are easier and some days are in between.’

Tara’s eyes filled with tears, and understanding.

Boo squeezed Tara’s curled fingers comfortingly. ‘And if you ever need a friend, someone to talk to, I can be that for you. In fact, I’d really like that.’

‘So would I,’ Tara whispered, her heart coughing once more, but her cough didn’t echo as it once had, for her heart was no longer quite as empty.

‘That’s settled, then! Let me know when you’re done.’

Tara took the bag gratefully and Boo made her way out of the little cave and walked over to where Sergeant Ayres was engaged in a quiet conversation on his walkie-talkie.

Toby’s father stood close by, his arm draped over Toby’s shoulder as he and Uncle Jacky promised to catch up at the beach and go for a walk around the rocks.

‘Maybe we’ll get Tara and her family along too,’ Uncle Jacky said, flashing a grin at her dad and Josh.

Sergeant Ayres finished speaking on the walkie-talkie and turned to address the group.

‘I’ve just spoken to Mrs Thompson and asked her to relay a message to the Police Area Command and the SES that this search has been officially concluded in the best possible way.

‘And while we wait for Tara, I have a few things to say. I would like to acknowledge the very capable assistance of the best nurse a town could have, Boo.’

A small cheer went up and Boo performed a subtle but theatrical curtsy.

‘And my thanks to Uncle Jacky, who would not leave me alone until we searched for the cave. And also, for teaching us about persistence and having the courage of our own convictions, my gratitude goes to young Toby Rhone.’

Again, a cheer went up.

Amongst the hugs and shaking of hands that followed, Josh stepped towards Toby with his hand outstretched.

‘Hey. Thanks for helpin’ find my sister. And sorry ’bout throwin’ rocks at your van the other night. That must’ve been pretty scary.’

The two boys’ eyes locked.

‘Yeah, that did freak me out a bit,’ Toby answered honestly.

Josh let out a breath. ‘Sorry, I dunno why I did that.’

‘Well, I think with an aim like yours, I’d prefer you on my cricket team than on the other side.’ Toby grinned.

Tara’s dad came forward, offering Toby his hand. To Toby’s surprise, he said warmly, ‘I think you’d be a welcome player on any team.’ He turned to Toby’s dad. ‘Brian, thank you. You must be very proud of your son.’

‘Yes, I am,’ Brian said. ‘Yes, I am.’

Behind them, Tara had stepped out of the cave in a clean mustard-yellow dress decorated with little butterflies and flowers.

‘You remind me of your mum in that, Tara,’ her dad said.

Tara beamed.

‘Ready to go home?’ Boo asked.

‘Ready,’ Tara said, taking her dad’s hand.

Then they made their way back down the mountain, waving goodbye with a chorus of thank-yous to Uncle Jacky, who took off in the opposite direction, his hand held high in goodbye.

When they arrived back down at the caravan park, Mrs Thompson greeted everyone like old friends and said they all deserved to have a meal anywhere they liked.

‘Excellent idea,’ said Sergeant Ayres, laughing. ‘I could kill a chocolate milkshake right now!’

All eyes turned to Tara.

‘You must be starving. You choose,’ her father said.

Tara thought for a moment. ‘Yeah, I am! But if it’s okay with everyone, I’d be happy with some hot chips.’
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The sergeant held the wire door at Frankie’s open as they all filed past. The ceiling fan swirled a cloud of warmth and tantalisingly salty smells around them.

The adults seated themselves at a table as Mrs Thompson politely ordered hot chips and milkshakes for all, except for Boo, who asked for a lime spider.

‘Do you play Space Invaders?’ Josh asked Toby, as he and Tara headed towards the game in the corner.

‘Not really. Just had the one game here a couple of days ago.’

‘C’mon then, I’ll show you.’ Josh pointed at the chrome slot. ‘Your twenty-cents goes in here. You can have one or two players by pressing this button. You move this to control it and this is the firing button.’

‘Try to hit the UFO!’ said Tara. ‘You get extra points if you do.’

‘I didn’t know you knew how to play,’ Josh said to his sister, impressed.

Tara shrugged happily. ‘Well, I reckon I can beat you!’

They were all spellbound as rows of alien skulls moved in time with the creeping marching music, down upon the zipping, firing vessel.

Angela arrived with their milkshakes, strawberry for Tara, and caramel for Josh. She looked at Tara, then Josh, then back at Tara.

‘Oh, don’t tell me ... brother and sister?’

They nodded.

‘Ha, I never realise before. Always separate, never together.’

Recognising Toby, she smiled and said ‘Hello, boy’ in her friendly way, handing over his milkshake.

‘Oh, thank you!’ Toby grinned gratefully.

Angela turned to the others. ‘Such a nice boy, this one. Always such good manners!’

Toby’s dad smiled. ‘Good to hear,’ he said, nodding in Toby’s direction.

‘The chips, are they to eat-a here or to take away?’ Angela asked.

‘I don’t mind if you two take them down the beach,’ Tara’s dad said, smiling at Tara and Toby. ‘That okay with you, Brian?’

Brian nodded his approval.

‘So, Brian, how long are you and Toby down for?’ Tim asked.

‘Another couple of weeks. Toby and I have been coming down here for summer for years. My new wife Judy is with us this time. It’s her first trip down here,’ he added by way of explanation.

Tim nodded, his fingers resting under his bottom lip. ‘Well, why don’t you all come over to celebrate New Year’s Eve with us the night after next, if you don’t already have anything planned?’

‘Gee, thanks, Tim,’ Brian said, sitting back in his seat in surprise. ‘I’d really like that, thank you.’

‘That’s great! We haven’t really done anything for a long time, but I think this year calls for it. New year, new decade.’

‘New beginnings,’ said Boo.

Tim agreed, with a tilt of his head.

‘Sarge? What do you reckon?’ Brian enthused. ‘And Boo, you and your loved ones must come too!’

‘Yes, please come. I know it would mean a lot to Tara,’ Tim smiled.

‘It’s just me these days, Brian, but yes thanks, Tim, I’d love to drop by.’

‘We’ll raise a glass to your boys at midnight,’ Bill said, with a knowing glance at Boo. ‘You know I always do.’

Boo’s eyes suddenly crinkled with teary appreciation, as she looked at Bill. ‘I do know that, Bill. Bless you, you never forget.’

‘We’ll make a night of it,’ Tim said.

‘And Boo, you must promise to bring your guitar.’ Bill winked. ‘It’s not a party until Boo sings “Turn! Turn! Turn!”’

‘What’s this? Oh, geez, I’ll hold you to that!’ Brian laughed. ‘Just wait till Judy hears about these shenanigans!’

‘Ha, I haven’t sung that one for a while. “The Carnival is Over” has been the go-to lately but, yes, I reckon it’s the right time for turning, so I’ll give it a go.’

‘You beauty! That’s the spirit. It’s been too long,’ Bill said kindly.

Their chips arrived, several small bundles wrapped up in white paper.

Tara and Toby took one to share between them, leaving Josh at the Space Invaders game with a wave. Stopping at the table to say goodbye, Tara hugged all the adults one by one – Sergeant Ayres and Toby’s dad, Mrs Thompson, then Boo whom she squeezed so tightly, and finally her father.

He looked at her, and said with a wink, ‘See you at home, love?’

Tara smiled, ‘Yep, see you at home, Dad.’

The two of them were out the door and while they waited for a car to pass, they ripped one end of the chip parcel open. Waves of steam rose towards their faces.

‘Oh, Toby!’ cried a woman’s voice. He swung around just in time to brace himself for the incoming swoop from Judy. To his surprise, Toby not only felt a grin creep across his face but he actually returned the hug enthusiastically.

Judy turned to Tara. ‘Oh dear, what a time we’ve all had! Let me look at you. You’re a fair thing, aren’t you?’

Tara smiled politely as Judy suddenly removed her white cap with a bright-orange see-through visor from her own head and swiftly placed it on Tara’s. ‘There you go, the very thing!’

‘Wow! Thank you! Tara exclaimed, surprised and touched.

‘Not at all, dear,’ Judy said. ‘It’s perfect on you.’

It was now Tara’s turn to be gathered in Judy’s enveloping embrace, which she not only surrendered to, but seemed to appreciate.

‘Oh, there’s Brian in there,’ Judy said, looking up and pointing through the glass. ‘You two enjoy your chips and I’ll catch you a bit later.’

‘See you later, Judy,’ Toby said, realising it was the first time he had ever called her by her name.

Toby and Tara made their way over to the beach sidewalk and, leaning on the fence railing, took turns to place their hand into the parcel and pull out a chip at a time.

Around them was a whirl of activity: people strolling by, engrossed in ice-creams, a pair of roller skaters effortlessly switching between skating forward and then skating backwards, families making their way wearily to their cars and other families just arriving, unpacking the car with all the excitement and potential that a day at the beach can bring.

‘I need to feel the water on my feet!’ Tara suddenly exclaimed, and with that they ran down the steps, zigzagged through the people lying on their towels on the soft warm sand, past the yellow and red flags of the lifesavers and onto the firmer sand, pressed smooth by the waves.

A tall, lean boy pulled his surf canoe onto the sand, and as they passed, they realised that it was Uncle Jacky’s boy, Allard. They both turned and waved, Allard in turn recognising Tara and then joining the dots to recognise Toby. All of their faces broke into the widest, friendliest grins.

‘Glad you are back safe, Tara,’ he said, and placing his hand on Toby’s shoulder, added with a sage nod, ‘Good work, brother!’

‘Thanks!’ Tara and Toby cried above the breaking waves and hovering gulls.

And then they were back where they started, splashing, jumping and lost in the sheer joy of that magical ever-moving shoreline, where the water meets the land.
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