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‘Wait, what?’

‘I said, they’re gone!’

‘They can’t be gone. Where would they go?’ Megan looked panicked. 

‘Maybe they’re just hiding somewhere?’

‘The girls have searched the whole camp.’ My voice sounded shaky.  

‘They . . . are . . . gone.’

I was trying desperately to stay on point, but another part of my brain 

was still reeling over my second shock of the night.

‘Shit!’ All the colour drained out of Sam’s face as he ran his hands 

through his hair.

Megan took a step forward. ‘Are you sure? They’re probably just . . .’

‘I told you!’ I roared. ‘Are you listening to me, or are you still too 

wrapped up in . . .?’

‘Hey, hey, come on, guys,’ Dave said, stepping forward. ‘We’re not 

going to get anywhere by attacking each other.’

‘Shut up, Dave!’ I snapped. ‘You don’t know what I saw when —’

‘Don’t!’ Megan glared at me before her face crumpled. ‘Jesus, this is 

all my fault.’

‘It’s our fault!’ I hissed. ‘I’m to blame, too!’

‘Come on!’ Sam stood up. ‘We have to find them.’

Dave nodded, then looked back at me. ‘And we have to tell the 

others,’ he said.

A strange feeling of calm washed over me. ‘No. We’re not telling 

anyone. Not yet.’
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Chapter One
Lizzie

Seven weeks earlier . . .

‘Who’s that?’

‘She’s familiar,’ Sam said, handing us our coffees.

‘She’s babelicious,’ Megan added.

I agreed with both sentiments. In fact, the first time I laid eyes on 

Rania Jalali, I thought that Meghan Markle had mistaken our school 

for a crisis centre.

We all stared at the gorgeous woman creating a stir at Baytree Primary 

on this warm February morning. Excited Grade Six girls (and some 

equally excited parents) zeroed in on the mystery woman, acting like . . . 

well, like paparazzi with Meghan Markle.

Huge sunglasses covered the upper half of her face, but even so, it was 

clear that this woman was exquisitely beautiful. The kind of beauti ful 

you don’t expect to see in real life, let alone a school playground. Her 

burnt-orange wrap dress highlighted toned legs and slim brown arms, 

and long, freshly tonged dark hair bounced around her shoulders. A tiny 

boy, with equally thick dark hair and dressed in the Baytree uniform 

of navy-blue shorts and light-blue polo top, hid behind her impossibly 

long legs. He was staring at a phone and seemed oblivious to the hysteria 

caused by his mother’s presence.
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‘Maybe she’s one of those YouTubers who talks to kids about follow-

 ing your influencer dreams,’ Sam suggested, joining us on the bench.

‘Maybe.’ Megan’s smooth brow creased. ‘But Penny didn’t mention 

anything. I would’ve put it in the newsletter.’

Sam and I shared a look. Ever since her official coronation as ‘Best 

School Mum and Community Member’, my best friend Megan prided 

herself on being across everything that happened at Baytree Primary. 

Prior to that, she wouldn’t have been able to pick her son’s teacher out 

of a line-up.

But Megan Wylie had won the admiration and respect of the entire 

community after masterminding the school Christmas concert two years 

ago. Since then, her involvement with Baytree Primary had significantly 

increased. She was now in charge of compiling the weekly newsletter 

(rebranded The Baytree Buzz) and was on the committee for the Grade 

Five/Six Camp, which she would also be attending. Sam and I found 

this gobsmacking for two reasons:

1. Oscar was in Grade Four, so Megan had no parental 

obligation to be involved.

2. Megan wasn’t the camping type. Her idea of roughing it was 

staying in a three-star hotel.

There were few things I could think of that would be worse than 

spending three days with forty pre-pubescent children who didn’t belong 

to me, but Megan seemed excited by the prospect.

‘Hey, did you see?’

Dave’s voice was even more manic than usual. The forty-something  

dad was jogging on the spot at the end of our bench, like a man in 

desperate need of a loo. Dave Podanski was a scruffy-faced Robin 

Gibb lookalike, who usually wore an ensemble of skinny jeans, 

maroon Converse and some kind of geek-branded T-shirt. Today’s 
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shirt was emblazoned with a large mathematical pi symbol. He always 

wore a goofy grin on his bearded face, but this morning’s had an 

unnerving intensity, and his eyes were wide behind his Buddy Holly 

frames. It was difficult to tell if he was excited, horrified or having  

an aneurysm.

‘You mean Miss Hotness over there?’ I nodded at the woman now 

posing for selfies with a succession of girls and their mums. ‘Did she 

recently marry a prince?’

‘You don’t know her?’ He sounded as though we were all looking 

at Oprah.

Megan raised a hand to shield her eyes from the bright morning sun. 

‘No idea, but I’d kill for her sunnies. Oscar rushed me out the door for 

band practice and I left mine at home.’

‘Here.’ Sam offered his bright blue-and-green-framed polarised 

sunglasses.

Megan recoiled. ‘Yeah, nah, I’m good.’

‘Rude.’ Sam scowled and put them back on.

Baytree’s queen of style wouldn’t be seen dead in Sam’s daggy dad 

sunglasses. Megan was one of those infuriating women who always 

looked amazing, even if she was wearing something as basic as a T-shirt 

and leggings. Although, now it appeared as if she could lose her throne 

to the sleek new mum on the block.

‘Wow.’ Dave looked at us each in turn. ‘I can’t believe you don’t know 

who she . . .’

‘Dave!’ I cried. ‘Just put us out of our misery!’

‘That is Rania Jalali!’ Dave held out his hands, like a priest reciting 

the prayers of the faithful.

A noisy game of four square going on nearby became more audible 

in the long pause that followed this announcement.

‘Who?’

Dave shook his head. ‘Rania Jalali!’
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‘Saying it twice doesn’t help.’ Sam scratched at his stubble in frustra-

tion. ‘Actor? Singer? Influencer?’

‘Rania! From The Rebound!’ Dave held his Astonished Man pose – 

shoulders up, arms out, eyes bulging, mouth agape – for at least three 

seconds. ‘How can you not know this?’

Megan screwed up her face. ‘The reality TV show?’

‘Thank you!’ Dave released the tension in his body with grand relief.

I’d never watched The Rebound but had overheard many conversa-

tions about it at work. Even if you hated those types of shows where 

women degrade themselves for the attention of a muscly dude who 

made millions selling protein supplements to bullied kids, you’d have to 

have been living under a rock not to have heard of the TV juggernaut 

Aussies loved to hate. My hospital co-workers had spent weeks dissecting 

the personalities of the unfortunate contestants, as each one was humil-

iated in cruelly creative ways. They’d speculate about who would 

sleep with whom, or who was the biggest bitch-slash-bastard. From 

what I could glean, the premise of The Rebound was something along 

the lines of: recently single, attractive Aussies (with rock-bottom self- 

esteem) looking for – you guessed it – a rebound. Classy. I mostly tuned 

out when these discussions started up, but I did recall often hearing the  

name Rania.

Even my fourteen-year-old daughter had got caught up in the tawdry 

frenzy when it first aired last November.

‘Please, Mum?’ Zara begged at dinner one night. ‘Everyone is watching 

it!’

‘I’m not.’ I’d then proceeded to point one by one at her siblings 

around the table. ‘Archie’s not . . . neither is Stella, and Max definitely 

isn’t watching it, so . . .’

‘You know what I mean!’ Zara hadn’t appreciated my hilarious 

pedantry. ‘Everyone in Year Eight is watching it!’

‘Well,’ I waved my fork in the air, as though gesturing towards Zara’s 
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invisible classmates, ‘everyone in Year Eight can look forward to rewarding 

careers stacking supermarket shelves.’

For a moment, it seemed as if Zara was considering flipping the table, 

but instead settled for her signature eye roll. That was the last time The 

Rebound was mentioned in the Barrett household.

‘Some of the guys at work watched it,’ Sam said. ‘Apparently, the “hot 

Pakistani chick” was everyone’s fave.’

‘Aren’t men great?’ Megan asked derisively.

‘So, what’s she doing here?’ I watched as a small collection of dads 

started sidling their way into Rania’s orbit. ‘Shouldn’t she and her new 

life partner be walking the red carpet at the opening of an envelope 

somewhere?’

‘They broke up,’ Dave said, bereft. ‘A week after the last episode aired.’

‘Aw, mate, you okay?’ Sam said. ‘Did the reality stars shatter your 

dreams when they consciously uncoupled?’

Sam’s wife, Bridget, had left him for another man two years ago, 

significantly diminishing his romantic streak. These days, he was living 

his best life on Tinder and having lots of sex. Lots. We could always tell 

when Sam had got lucky the night before because he’d take an unnatu-

rally long breath the moment he sat on our bench at drop-off. This was 

our cue to ask how the date went, which we always did. Megan and I 

were happy for Sam and his sexcapades. He deserved it after putting up 

with Bridget for so long.

‘Rania has a five-year-old son.’ Dave sat down, eager to fill us in. ‘He 

must be starting here.’

‘Gotta say, wouldn’t have picked you for a reality fan, Dave,’ I told  

him.

As a self-confessed uber geek, comic-book aficionado and talented 

graphic novelist, Dave was the unlikeliest viewer of reality-TV trash.

‘Oh, Keshini loves it,’ Dave said, slapping his hands on his thighs.  

‘I wasn’t into it at first, but it sucked me in. I mean, if you start breaking 
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it down, there are some great archetypal characters there.’

‘You do realise these are actual human beings with actual feelings, 

don’t you, Dave?’ Megan snapped.

Oblivious to the warning tone in Megan’s voice, Dave continued, 

‘Well yeah, of course, but these shows have been around long enough 

for people to know what they’re signing up for.’

I had to agree with him there. Had people learned nothing from the 

litany of fallen and faded reality TV stars over the years?

Rania was still smiling and posing, but her gigantic sunglasses made 

it hard to tell if she was genuinely loving the attention or simply going 

through the motions. Either way, I suddenly resented this D-grade 

celebrity’s intrusion. Megan wasn’t the only parent who had unearthed 

her community spirit at Baytree Primary. Everyone contributed more 

these days, including me. The most recent working bee had broken 

all records for attendance (a meagre record to break, in fairness) and 

Megan, Sam and I were now the official organisers of the annual junior 

school Christmas concert. Last year, the kids performed Hans Christian 

Andersen’s The Little Match Girl (not a dry eye in the house), and this 

year Megan and the drama teacher, Miss Mitchell, were planning an 

ambitious production of Leo Tolstoy’s Papa Panov’s Special Christmas. If 

anyone could pull it off, it was my bestie. Christmas was still a while 

away, so Sam and I had told Megan she wasn’t even allowed to say the 

word ‘concert’ until term three.

There’d been a fair shifting of sands in my personal life over the 

last couple of years, too, including the fact that I now had two kids in 

secondary school. This was something I still found difficult to wrap my 

head around. There had been the whole private-versus-public discus-

sion with every friend, co-worker and family member during Zara and 

Archie’s last year of primary school. Greg and I couldn’t afford private 

school, so two years ago we’d sent our twins off to Baytree Secondary, 

and hadn’t regretted it for a moment.
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Sam slung his charcoal Crumpler over his head and stood up.  

‘Gotta go.’

Megan frowned. ‘I thought you started at ten?’

It was still weird to see Sam in his new work get-up. Up until a 

few months ago, he’d lived in jeans and a hoodie, but now that he was 

a respectable working man, a shirt (ironed), slacks and sensible shoes 

was the new look. He had a job in the next suburb over selling food- 

processing equipment. He didn’t exactly love it, but he didn’t hate it, 

either.

‘Who could ask for anything more?’ he’d said.

With his updated wardrobe, brown/grey stubble, short, dark hair 

and rosy cheeks (probably from all the sex), Sam was happier, healthier 

and more handsome. He’d had a ‘glow up’ as my teenagers would say. 

Amazing what ridding yourself of a toxic wife could do for a man’s 

libido and complexion.

‘He wants me in at nine-thirty from now on,’ Sam said. ‘Early bird 

catches the mega-boring sales data and all that.’

‘I’ll walk with you!’ Dave jumped up. ‘Maybe I can sneak a selfie 

with Rania.’

‘Please don’t,’ Sam groaned as he turned towards the gate.

Up until a year ago, Dave had only hung around on the periphery 

of our trio, but three had slowly become four and Dave was now one 

of us. He and Sam had even started an acoustic duo that played at last 

year’s Mum’s Night. They still didn’t have an official name, although 

Megan and I had suggested many. Our top three were The Dad Jokes, 

The Baytree Bangers and Nana Nap, but the duo had chosen to ignore 

our inspired ideas and remained nameless. Actually, Remain Nameless 

was a pretty good name too, come to think of it.

‘Yeah, okay,’ Dave said, trotting after Sam like an obedient puppy. 

‘Probably best if I wait to get her alone.’

‘Wow, that doesn’t sound creepy at all.’ Megan stood up, too. ‘I have to 
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talk to Penny about the newsletter. Bloody Nicola wants two full pages 

spruiking her Therapy Kitchen Hamper business.’ Nicola McGinty was 

a school mum with a PhD in passive aggression.

‘Okay, see ya tomorrow.’

‘Not this arvo?’

‘Nah, working.’ I made a work-dread face. ‘Aunty Carmen’s doing 

pick-up.’

‘Well, let me know if you need me to get them any other days this 

week,’ Megan said. ‘Us single mums gotta help each other out!’

Single mums. Ouch.
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