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        About Ill-Gotten Gains: A Nell Forrest Mystery

      


      There are secrets in the sleepy town of Majic, where the past trips over the present … and then looks the other way.


      
        

      


      The country town of Majic is about to celebrate a milestone. It’s been 150 years since the founding father, Petar Majic, rode into the bush after a liquid lunch, vowing to build a house at whatever spot he reached by sunset. However, what happened next isn’t quite what town legend would have you believe.


      
        

      


      A minor act of cemetery vandalism lands local columnist and amateur detective Nell Forrest right in the path of historical inevitability. An apparent murder-suicide leads to the unveiling of a century-old scandal and a trail left by a trio of long-dead women.


      
        

      


      Nell’s investigations are hampered both by the arrival of the handsome district detective and by her family – whose dramas almost eclipse that of the town itself. With directionless daughters, unplanned pregnancies, a spot or two of adultery and an ex-husband who wants her house, Nell barely has time for the case, let alone the energy to keep her wits about her at the same time.


      
        

      


      And Nell will need her wits about her as the mystery of Majic begins casting its shadow into the present day, putting Nell and her family in grave danger. In the end, Nell must decide whether it is a tale of epic fortitude, or treachery and ill-gotten gains, before the past catches up with her.


      
        

      


      Ill-Gotten Gains is the second book in Ilsa Evans’ new Nell Forrest Mystery series. Nefarious Doings is the first.
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        Chapter One

      


      I am emailing to thank you for your wonderful column Middle-aged Spread – and for the new website, too. Don’t listen to any of those naysayers; I think all your stories are interesting and of course you’re not past it. Keep up the good work!


      


      The breeze shifted as we entered the cemetery, rustling dusty orange leaves from the oaks that shaded the graves. Those already fallen skittered to life, dancing along the uneven paths and eddying into corners. It was as if the dead were whispering a greeting, or maybe even a warning, in the only way they knew how. I paused by the hedged entry and then bent to stop our dog as he dashed past. He ducked, weaved, and continued towards a large marble headstone where he immediately cocked his leg and peed in a splashy arc over Freda Usachev, Beloved Wife and Mother, Sadly Missed.


      ‘Gusto!’ Quinn’s voice broke slightly. ‘No! Bad boy!’


      ‘Poor Freda.’


      ‘Oh, did you know her?’


      I regarded my fourteen-year-old daughter, and then gestured at the headstone. ‘She died in 1948.’


      ‘Is that a no?’


      Rather than answer, I began walking swiftly towards our destination. Gusto trotted at my side, tongue lolling, hesitating every so often to smell a tuft of grass or tumble of broken concrete. He was a Westie cross, with short legs and an inquiring expression that gave a somewhat mistaken impression of intelligence. Our route wound between the Catholic section, featuring glossy white marble, black onyx and poignant photographs trapped behind glass, and the Protestant, which started off fairly average and then just got worse. Cracked headstones, rusty railings, even a few graves where the cement slab had caved in so that it looked like the dead had not only risen, but had done so in a disturbingly energetic manner.


      The burial site we were aiming for was, however, in neither of those sections. Nor was a map necessary, or even a pause for orientation. The last resting place of Petar Majic sat in the very centre of the cemetery. The dead centre, as my father used to say. And the construction was so elaborate that it could even be seen from the road that snaked past on the way to the town of Majic itself, three kilometres away.


      The size of a single-car garage, with carved pillars set into each corner, the crypt was crowned by a fat dome etched with long faded gold. A plethora of cheerful cherubs with penises like witchetty grubs gambolled around the base of the dome. Two smaller columns flanked the arched doorway, each holding a drowsy stone lion, his mane tousled and one paw crossed neatly over the other. The entire edifice was enclosed within an intricate wrought-iron fence. It was as if a child with a taste for gothic melodrama had been given free rein.


      ‘This is all for one guy?’ asked Quinn, coming up behind me.


      ‘Yes. I believe he designed it himself.’


      Quinn walked around the edifice, followed by Gusto. She paused at the front and leant in to read the raised rectangular plaque on top of the archway. ‘Petar Majic. 1829–1867.’


      ‘Short and simple. Clearly he had nothing to do with that side of things.’


      ‘He wasn’t married then? Didn’t have kids?’


      ‘No, I think he was one of those perennial-bachelor types.’


      ‘I suppose he’d be, like, just all skeleton by now.’ Quinn paused. ‘And hair. Did you know your hair stays the same for ages after you’re dead?’


      ‘That’d be right.’ I put a hand up to my own hair, rather self-consciously. It was the bane of my existence, a bird’s nest of spiral curls that I had recently begun growing in an attempt to gain control. Perhaps at some point far into the future archaeologists would be perplexed by my remains. Hirsute skull uncovered at ancient burial site. Most probably mutant.


      Quinn had begun taking photographs with her mobile phone. She took a step forward to capture the plaque and then moved back to take in the whole effect. There was a stone bench by the pathway so I made myself comfortable, making sure I sat on the overhang of my jacket to create a buffer between the bluestone and my nether regions. It was a cool, breezy day, with gathering possum-grey clouds threatening a more volatile change to come. August was my least favourite month, not just because it started with two vowels, which seemed a little gratuitous, but because the seemingly relentless wind played havoc with my hair and turned my cheeks a broken-capillary red.


      It was therefore a time when I avoided the great outdoors. A quick dash to and from the car was about the extent of my exposure. And as fond as I am of cemeteries, in a touristy above-ground sort of way, the only reason I ventured out this afternoon was that half an hour ago Quinn suddenly remembered some homework upon which her entire future, apparently, was dependent. Despite having had all the school holidays to complete it, plus the tools of the World Wide Web in central-heated warmth, this homework necessitated a last-minute trip to the burial site of the man who, one hundred and fifty years ago, along with his friend James Sheridan, became the forefather of our little town. Legend had it that the first of these gentlemen rode out from Bendigo vowing to build a house at whichever point was reached when the sun set. Given the fact he was as drunk as a skunk at the time, it was something of a miracle he didn’t topple off his horse as he mounted, which would have seen Majic being founded on the footpath outside the pub.


      Quinn’s project was clearly designed to segue into the anniversary of the sunset ride, an upcoming event that had the whole town in something of a festive tizz. A range of celebrations were planned, advertised on posters tacked to every available surface, and it seemed most local businesses had found a way to cash in. We had Petar pastries and Sheridan shashlicks and, according to the pub, a not-to-be-missed offer on the chicken parmigiana that had allegedly been their meal of choice. We even had T-shirts that read One hundred and fifty years of Majic!, but as these had proved unexpectedly popular with the older residents, the slogan had become open to interpretation. As the pièce de résistance, funds had been found for a statue of Petar and James that was to be unveiled in two weeks, amid speeches and fireworks and no doubt the obligatory sausage sizzle.


      ‘Mum?’


      I looked up, a little surprised to see that my daughter was now standing astride one of the stone lions, inside the fence, peering at the plaque above the archway. ‘Ah, what are you doing?’


      ‘There’s a gap here. I think this thing was added later!’


      ‘Fascinating. Now get down.’


      ‘No, Mum, don’t you see?’ She ran her finger along the seam between the plaque and the larger concrete structure. ‘It could be hiding something – like someone else’s name!’


      ‘Yes, because crypt theft was rife back in the 1800s.’


      Gusto barked, dancing along the fence in frustration. I opened my mouth then closed it again as Quinn scrambled down. But instead of scaling the fence, she squatted and began turning over the stones scattered around the tomb’s perimeter.


      ‘What are you doing?’


      She held up two triumphantly, as if these were answer enough, and then used one of the lion’s paws to heft herself back up. Wedging the thinner stone in the seam, she drew back the second purposefully.


      ‘Quinn!’ I rose to my feet just as she swung, making contact with a loud thwack. ‘Stop!’


      She paused in the middle of the second swing. ‘Why?’


      ‘Because it’s vandalism!’ I hurried over as she lowered her arm. The thin stone stayed where it was, now wedged behind the plaque. ‘Get that out and get down.’


      ‘Okay,’ she said obediently. Then she whipped the larger stone back and used it as a hammer once more, this time sending the thin one flying over the fence. With a dry, raspy sound, the plaque separated from its base and slid down the structure at an angle, tumbling forward when it reached the top of the archway and falling to the stone lion, where it broke in two. We watched its descent in unison, blinked, and then immediately raised our eyes to the recently vacated space. A rectangle of darker, unweathered cement framed a cluster of recessed letters. I took a step closer even as Quinn read it out.


      ‘Petar Majic, tragically taken 1 April 1867. Beloved.’


      ‘I am so angry with you right now.’


      ‘You said get it out. So I did. And look.’ She waved at the inscription. ‘I was right. There was something hidden.’


      ‘Congratulations, I can see the headlines now. Teenager discovers that long-dead man was beloved. Society rocked to the core. You’re going to pay to get that fixed.’ I glared at her and then walked back to the bench. Clearly having decided she now had nothing to lose, Quinn took a few photos of the inscription before jumping off to collect the two plaque halves. Gusto leapt skywards in excitement as she clambered over the fence, her hands full.


      ‘Sorry.’


      ‘You should be.’


      She came over to join me. ‘I’ll get it fixed.’


      ‘Yes, you will.’


      An older couple walked past, both carrying flowers. They were bickering in low voices, without pause, even as they nodded in my direction. I was struck by a sudden urge to jump up and tell them to stop, to appreciate what they had, to take the time to smell the roses. Not necessarily here, and not necessarily in a literal sense. Gusto followed them for a few steps and turned to run back, tail wagging. I dragged my eyes from their stiff backs. Quinn had now fitted the two halves of plaque together and was holding them steady, as one. We sat in silence.


      ‘Like, I really am sorry.’


      ‘You always are. But perhaps you should think first.’


      ‘Okay.’ She swung her legs. ‘It is a bit interesting, though. Why cover the beloved bit?’


      ‘And the tragically taken.’


      ‘Yeah, and that. So maybe he wasn’t a perinatal bachelor after all.’


      ‘Now that would be interesting. The word you want is perennial.’ I thought for a while. ‘Maybe she died too, just after.’


      ‘Of a broken heart.’


      ‘Or a normal illness. And they had no children so she was never given a plaque.’


      ‘Then who put up the new one? With just his dates?’


      I frowned as I considered a variety of explanations, none of which made sense. The breeze picked up again, whistling through the wrought iron. Leaves flurried against my feet.


      ‘I reckon he was married,’ Quinn declared. ‘Like, apart from anything else, why would you build something like that if it was just for you?’


      ‘Because he was an ostentatious sort of fellow? Just look at his house in town.’


      ‘Then wouldn’t he be more likely to have one of those concrete coffin things that you can see, so he could be, like, worshipped? Why get all closed away?’ Quinn gestured towards the crypt. ‘I think he planned to have a whole big family that’d all be buried here. Maybe they even are, and nobody knows.’


      ‘Well you’re not levering the door open to find out.’ I tugged my jacket forward so that I could do up the zip. It seemed to have shrunk since it was last worn. ‘Finished?’


      ‘Yeah.’


      ‘Then let’s go.’ I rose, brushed myself down, ruffled Gusto’s neck as he jumped against me. We passed an elderly man on our way out, kneeling by a grave and industriously plucking grass blades from around the stone slab, one by one. Gusto detoured off the path to give the man’s proffered buttocks a friendly sniff and then dashed back. By the time we got to the cemetery gates, the gathering clouds had all but gathered and were now swirling portentously overhead. Sure enough, the first droplets hit as we reached the car and by the time we were heading down the highway towards home had settled into a downpour that blew in gusts across the windscreen.


      ‘You realise that this –’ I nodded towards the weather just as a particularly squally burst of wind rocked the car ‘– is most probably Petar Majic, responding to your vandalism.’


      ‘Yeah, sure.’ Quinn rolled her eyes, but went quiet as she stared at the darkening sky. As the next gust swirled up, blustering against the windows, she jumped, and then wrapped her arms around the dog as she moved infinitesimally closer to me. I smiled to myself. The best piece of advice I had ever been given about parenting was that one had to cultivate patience. Because revenge was sweet.


      *


      There were three other cars in my driveway, none of which had been there when we left. A pair of hatchbacks, one musky yellow and the other intestinal pink, belonging to two more of my daughters, and a sleek silver Prius that heralded my sister. None of these people actually lived here, nor had a visit been anticipated. The rain increased in intensity as I found a spot to the side, in the mud, allowing them plenty of room to exit.


      ‘Why would you want a car that looks like Barbie vomit?’ asked Quinn. She opened the door before I could answer and a sheet of rain billowed in. Gusto scrambled across her lap and launched himself into mid-air, sailing a good metre from the car before landing nimbly. He took off immediately, rushing over to one of the marshmallow cars and relieving himself against the back wheel.


      ‘That dog has a bladder the size of a pea.’


      ‘Worse than you,’ said Quinn. ‘No offence.’


      ‘None taken.’ I shrugged as I leant towards the rear-vision mirror to check my appearance, quickly realising my error. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. I took a deep breath and jumped out, hurrying towards the house. There was a jumble of shoes spread across my sister’s backseat that a casual observer may have assumed indicated shoe salesmanship, or something similar. In fact Petra was what she called an entrepreneur, and I called a renovator, buying old houses and then repairing, restoring, redecorating – and making an obscene profit when she sold. Her latest project had brought her back to Majic for the first time in many years and apart from a couple of side effects, such as impromptu drop-ins, I was quite enjoying the proximity.


      We bustled through the door, Gusto shaking himself vigorously and scattering tiny flecks of mud over the parquetry floor. Fortunately they matched. Quinn headed towards her bedroom with the dog at her heels, while I followed the sound of voices. My visitors were in the family room, having made themselves right at home. Ruby was sprawled across the couch with my new lap-rug, while Lucy was curled in the armchair with her laptop. Petra stood on the kitchen side of the island bench, levering the cork out of a bottle of wine. She looked up, smiling.


      ‘Oh good, you’re here. I was beginning to think tea would be late, and I’m starving.’


      Ruby pulled herself up. ‘What is for tea?’


      ‘Ah, you do all realise that you don’t live here? That part of the whole not living here thing is that you also don’t eat here?’


      ‘It’s Sunday!’ said Petra, getting another wineglass down from the cabinet.


      ‘And?’


      ‘And Sunday is family dinner night. It’s tradition.’


      I stared at her. ‘Since when?’


      ‘Since last Sunday, when I was also here for tea.’


      ‘Me too,’ said Lucy, stretching languidly. The laptop rocked on her knees.


      ‘You dropped in to borrow my drill, and you, Pet, only came by because you got stood up.’ I took the glass of wine she was proffering and then ushered her from the kitchen. ‘You both just happened to be here when I was serving up tea so I offered you some. That’s called coincidence.’


      ‘Coincidence … or tradition?’


      ‘Coincidence.’


      ‘What is for tea?’ asked Lucy. ‘Don’t forget I’m vegetarian.’


      ‘And I’m not,’ said Ruby.


      I regarded her thoughtfully, and then transferred my gaze to her sister. I had five daughters, of which these were numbers two and four respectively. The eldest, Scarlet, was a police officer in Melbourne, while the middle one, Bronte, more commonly known as Red, had recently deferred university to take up a public relations internship in South Yarra. Tertiary studies were not proving particularly adhesive with my lot. Lucy had abandoned her own course last year in favour of finding herself, while Ruby was making a career of commencing degrees and diplomas only to discover her aspirations lay elsewhere. So far she had collected varying portions of librarianship, nursing, psychology and primary-school teaching. If anybody was in need of a partially qualified teacher who knew how to put a book away, a bandaid on, or spot the difference between a psychopath and a sociopath, she was all set.


      Both girls were now temporarily employed by my mother, who owned a bookstore-cum-cafe in the centre of town. I had no idea how Lucy intended to go about finding herself, nor was I conversant with Ruby’s latest aspirations. In fact, these latter were being studiously avoided in all our current conversations, probably because the merest mention reignited my bitterness. It remained the elephant in the room. The perennially uneducated elephant, who had taken all the opportunities offered and then pissed them up against the wall.


      ‘That reminds me,’ said Petra, sitting on a bar stool and swivelling to face the girls, ‘will one of you two be home tomorrow around six? I need someone to let the shower-screen guy into my place and I’ve got another appointment.’


      ‘I’ll be there,’ said Ruby. ‘Just tell him to honk and I’ll come over.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      Petra living in the area was an unusual occurrence, but the unusualness was compounded by the fact that the house she was now renovating was on the same road as a house our mother was also renovating, which she had arranged for her two itinerant granddaughters to housesit. And both these houses also happened to be in the same road where she herself lived. So that currently my mother was living at 5 Small Dairy Lane, next door to her youngest daughter at number 3, who was next door to her two nieces at number 1, on the corner. It was like a bad soap opera for which I do not recall auditioning.


      Quinn came into the room, followed by the dog. She was carrying a rectangular gift box, patterned with ninja turtles. ‘What’s for tea? And why’s everyone here?’


      ‘Apparently it’s tradition.’


      ‘Fair enough.’


      I opened the fridge even though I knew there was no miracle waiting within; not even the odd loaf or fish with multiplication potential. There was, however, a lump of mince. I did some quick calculations regarding use-by dates.


      Quinn cleared her throat, but still nobody asked her what was in the box. She put it on the counter and made a show of peering inside. ‘Auntie Pet, do you know anything about Petar Majic? Like his background?’


      ‘Just the sunset story. Why?’


      She closed the box, ran a finger around the edge. ‘I’ve got to do a project about him that includes something unusual. Like his favourite colour, or the name of his horse, or –’


      ‘The fact he had a secret family no-one knew about,’ I interjected, turning on the electric frypan. ‘All of whom might be buried in the crypt with him.’


      ‘I did not say that!’ She turned back to her aunt. ‘But the situation is suspicious. Listen to this – his grave thing had an inscription that said he was beloved, which had been covered by a plaque that just had his name. Like, what’s that about?’


      Petra raised her eyebrows. ‘You know this how?’


      ‘By vandalising the grave.’ I leant over to push the box towards her.


      After glancing curiously at Quinn, she opened it. Her eyebrows shot up even further.


      ‘What is it?’ asked Ruby, pushing the rug away as she leapt to her feet. She came up to peer over her aunt’s shoulder. ‘That doesn’t say beloved.’


      ‘No, the other one does,’ said Quinn eagerly. ‘This was the cover-up.’


      ‘So you stole it?’


      ‘It fell off.’ Quinn avoided my gaze. ‘I’m going to get it fixed.’


      ‘So what’s your theory?’ asked Petra as Ruby laid the halves on the bench, fitting them together.


      ‘I think he had a secret wife who’s buried in there with him. Together forever.’ Quinn paused to let the romanticism of this concept permeate. ‘That’s going to be my fact.’


      ‘But didn’t he leave all his property to the –’ Petra glanced across at me fleetingly ‘– Sheridans? Why would he have done that if he had his own wife?’


      Lucy twisted around. ‘I remember Mr Emerson coming to talk to us at school about him. I’m sure he said something about a woman. Hang on, let me think. No, I think she was someone else.’


      ‘Breaking news,’ said Ruby.


      ‘Maybe they weren’t married.’ Quinn’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe they were lovers, and their wedding was all planned. But he died first. Tragically.’


      ‘Or maybe the Sheridans were so happy about their windfall that they put the beloved bit.’ Ruby rearranged the two halves so that they now read JIC PETAR MA. ‘Then everyone was jumping to the wrong conclusion so they changed it.’


      ‘How did he die?’ asked Petra.


      ‘Fell off his horse.’ I was certain of at least that much. I was also happy to have the conversation move away from the Sheridans, who were not my favourite family. I took a sip of wine, then put a large pot of water onto the stove and stirred the mince. A search of the freezer yielded half a French breadstick, so I balanced that on the side of the electric frypan to defrost. Perhaps we could attach some conditions to this fledgling tradition, like guests bring something along. Or help.


      Quinn gingerly laid her ill-gotten prize back inside the box. ‘Anyway, why would you have a huge crypt thing just for yourself?’


      ‘Maybe he was just a big man,’ said Lucy. ‘Or fat.’


      Petra shrugged. ‘Or maybe he was planning ahead. Thought he’d get married one day in the future. After all, he wasn’t that old when he died.’


      ‘Thirty-eight,’ said Quinn, rather doubtfully.


      ‘And that sort of forward planning doesn’t really sit with his other actions,’ commented Ruby. ‘Like the sunset ride and all that. He sounds like he was more into spontaneity than deferred gratification. Personality types don’t generally change without a significant life event. It’s basic psychology.’


      I opened my mouth and closed it again. Took another sip of wine instead.


      ‘Can I help?’ asked Ruby, now watching me.


      ‘No, all under control.’


      ‘Mate!’ exclaimed Lucy. ‘I remember now! He had a friend called Mate, and he was the one with the woman. I remember because it was so funny. Having a mate called Mate.’


      ‘Handy,’ said Petra. ‘Nell, are you teary?’


      ‘Onions,’ I said shortly, tipping the offending items into the frypan and then blowing my nose. Gusto ran into the kitchen and stared at me. I opened the fridge and removed his alfoil-covered can. It was empty.


      ‘Did you tell Red we were having a family tea tonight?’ asked Lucy, staring at her laptop. ‘Because she sounds a little pissed.’


      ‘I didn’t even know we were having a family tea tonight! How could I tell her?’


      ‘Good luck explaining that.’


      ‘I’ll set the table.’ Ruby looked at me as if waiting for praise, and then headed over to the dresser for placemats.


      I poured a jar of bolognaise sauce over the mince and stirred it in, taking an obscure pleasure when the mixture turned blood-red. I wondered whether Petar Majic had died immediately or if he had lingered for a few days. I didn’t subscribe to Quinn’s theory, that there was a Beloved hovering over his deathbed, lace handkerchief clutched to heaving bosom. It didn’t fit with the other facts, such as him leaving all his possessions to his friend, the first of those damn Sheridans who now figured so large in our small town. And our lives. But perhaps the ‘beloved’ reference had been from the other people then living in Majic. Perhaps Petar had just been enormously popular, enormously missed. Even though he, himself, was actually alone.


      I wondered how it must have felt, to have achieved so much, riches from the goldfields, a town named after him, a crypt the size of a small cottage, and yet have no-one to share it with. I glanced across at my tribe and it occurred to me that I was the exact opposite. No riches, or town, or crypt, but with people aplenty. Invited or not. In other words, I needed to count my blessings.


      ‘Mum, can you pick me up during lunch tomorrow and take me over to the community centre?’ Quinn leant across the bench to wave her hand in front of my face as if I was mentally deficient. ‘Can you?’


      ‘Don’t do that. And you’ll be in school.’


      ‘No, it’s curriculum day. Did you forget?’


      I blinked, tried to ignore my sister’s grin. ‘Of course not.’


      ‘C’mon, it’s for my homework. And how long will tea be? I’m famished!’


      ‘If I take you there, then you can bring along the plaque and explain what happened.’


      ‘Famished actually means to endure severe deprivation,’ said Ruby, laying out cutlery. ‘Which is also a motivational state. Both of which I suspect are alien to you.’


      ‘Mum, did you remember that I’m a vegetarian now?’ asked Lucy, hoisting herself up to peer at the frypan. ‘Which means I don’t eat meat?’


      I took a moment to inhale the smell of bolognaise and chardonnay and company, while trying to get back to counting my blessings. Unfortunately I’ve never been very good at maths.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Two

      


      Loved your comment that the movie Home Alone should be remade as a middle-aged fantasy. And I totally identify with wanting to be a hermit. Where can I sign up?


      


      My primary job was as a columnist, which necessitated the production of around five hundred pithy words per week. These words needed to be a mix of wisdom and wittiness, with the occasional topical allusion, aimed at a target audience of mainly women. The best columns, according to my editor, were the ones that generated the most feedback – both for and against. I wasn’t as convinced, not just because I had no desire to be controversial, but because I had to answer most of the mail.


      In addition to my weekly column, I now had a blog titled The Middle-aged Spread. The topics were varied: work–life balance, spare tyres, cosmetic surgery, menopause, empty nests, full nests – a cornucopia of midlife-related issues. This had been driven by my editor also, intended to ride a surge in publicity following two horrid murders that had occurred last year, in which I had become inadvertently entangled. So now each week I had to find those five hundred pithy words, plus a corresponding blog entry, plus behave like someone all interactive and extroverted. Instead of someone who didn’t even enjoy conversations on the phone.


      On Mondays, however, all that was put aside when I spent the day working in my mother’s bookshop, Renaissance. This was a practice of long standing, not just because the money had been invaluable in my early career, but because this way I was forced to get dressed and be sociable once a week. Another advantage was the book club I ran in the afternoon, where we selected a female author more successful than I and then generally ripped her to shreds. It did wonders for my self-esteem.


      Sharon, my mother’s offsider, had already opened up the shop by the time I arrived. She was a small but buxom woman, whose penchant for purple and orange meant that her appearance was as vibrant as her personality. We exchanged greetings and then I detoured through the communal door into the cafe to order coffee. It was breakfast-noisy there, with a dozen conversations punctuated by scraping chairs and cutlery. I could see Ruby in the back, toasting slabs of focaccia, wispy threads of smoke suggesting she was not totally committed to the task. I read the noticeboard while waiting, learning, among other things, that the Caldwell family had lost their black dog yesterday while Grace June Rae had found one. Which seemed a little serendipitous.


      With coffee in hand, I crossed back into the bookshop and headed for the back room, along the way grabbing a copy of Abracadabra: The Makings of Majic from its display box tucked away near History. There were actually two back rooms connected to Renaissance, one which was quite open plan and used for book clubs and special events, while the other was tucked away behind a door marked Strictly Staff Only. It was the latter room that was my destination this morning, where the chances of being disturbed were relatively low. I made myself comfortable and opened up the slim volume. Abracadabra was quite well-known locally, having been written by a Phillipa Sheridan many years ago and updated by the Historical Society on a regular basis. After which the local council would launch the latest version with great fanfare and take most of the credit for themselves.


      I took a sip of coffee and flicked the book open, being immediately faced with a sepia image of Petar Majic himself, along with a fellow named Mate Dragovic and a dog. The two men were seated on wooden chairs, staring stiffly at the camera. Petar looked uncomfortable, as well he should, dressed in check pants and a mismatched vest, along with a shirt collar that indented his chin. But he was handsome in a burly fashion. Sitting squarely, with hands planted on his knees and a hint of amusement behind his copious facial hair. I liked him instantly.


      ‘Hello there.’ I ran a finger over the image. ‘So who was your beloved then?’


      The booklet began with a tedious explanation of the goldfields and the lay of the land in the mid-nineteenth century. Finally Petar made his entrance on page six, when he and his shipmate Mate arrived in Melbourne aboard the Weidemann and promptly jumped ship to make their way up to Bendigo and join the gold rush. Rather fortuitously, given there appeared to be no Plan B, they struck gold in 1856 and then sold their claim the following year. The photo was taken around that time. Thereafter the two friends followed divergent philosophies, with Petar investing heavily in alcohol supply and Mate working on demand. In 1862, Petar made the famous sunset ride and his house was completed in 1865, by which time an embryonic town had sprung up around the site. He died two years later, leaving everything to his friend and overseer, James Sheridan. That family featured largely in the town from then on. In fact, it seemed that whenever something significant occurred, there was a Sheridan nearby. I knew the feeling.


      ‘Taking a break, are we?’ asked my mother, holding the door open. ‘I can see how you would need one, having started – let me see …’ she consulted her watch, ‘twenty minutes ago. Would you like me to leave you in peace?’


      I closed the booklet. ‘No, that’s fine. And don’t jump to conclusions.’


      ‘Who’s jumping to conclusions? I’m trying to be considerate.’


      ‘If you must know, I was just checking Abracadabra –’ I lifted Exhibit A ‘– for inspiration regarding a window display. To mark the hundred-and-fifty-year celebration. I was thinking we could paint some stones gold, have a pick and shovel, then scatter around some gold-rush books, souvenirs, that sort of thing.’


      My mother paused. ‘That’s not a bad idea. Not a bad idea at all.’


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘I’ll get Lucy on to it. She’s more creative.’ She closed the door before I could respond and then opened it again quickly. ‘While you’re back here, can you go through the lay-bys and ring those due? Excellent.’


      The door closed once more, then reopened. ‘And do something about your hair. You’ll scare the customers.’


      I put the booklet down as the door closed for the final time. I finished my coffee while leaning back and surveying the ceiling. One of the polystyrene tiles had an inkblot-like stain that looked like the type used in psychiatric tests. Actually, it looked like a splattered person. Female, possibly older; which probably said more about me than the stain. Woman who pushed own mother off cliff takes Rorschach inkblot test. Fails.


      The door opened again and Lucy poked her head through. ‘Mum, do you have a pick and a shovel? Grandma wants to borrow them.’


      ‘Not on me.’


      ‘Ha ha. Are they in our shed? Hey, is everything okay?’


      ‘Hunky-dory.’ I tossed my empty cup into the bin and rose. ‘Tell Grandma I’ll get them. I’m also going to pop up to the community centre and borrow some other props.’


      ‘But she said –’


      ‘Tell her to ring me on the mobile if she’s got any issues.’ I put the booklet in my bag and fished my mobile out, turning it on to ring Quinn briskly to inform her that I would be early. I then switched the phone off again. It annoyed me.


      There were several customers in the shop now, all tourists. Lucy was helping a man who wanted something to read while on holidays, something interesting, like A Clockwork Orange. I made crazy eyes at her behind his back and then slipped outside before my mother could interfere. Forty-seven years old and I was still avoiding her.


      Ten minutes later and I was honking the horn in the driveway. I left the car and ducked through the side gate up to the shed. This building had been as neat as a pin during my long marriage, surface-sprayed each quarter and with every piece of equipment allocated a particular spot, marked by Dymo tape. Since our separation around eighteen months ago, however, things had become somewhat neglected. I sympathised.


      This last thought gave me pause as I mulled over the possibility of using the metaphor for a column. I nodded, pleased, and pushed my way past a jumble of whipper-snipper and chicken wire to the back wall where the tools hung. I unhooked the pickaxe and stared at the painted shadow of an absent spade. A few minutes’ searching finally located it by the door, liberally covered in spider webs and dog poo. The car horn sounded.


      I examined the spade for living occupancy before beating it against a tree, the looser fecal matter flying off into the garden. Quinn was standing by the car, frowning, the driver’s side open so that she could press the horn. Her face cleared when she saw me. ‘God, Mum, you gave me a fright! I thought you’d been kidnapped!’


      ‘Good lord. What have you been watching?’


      She grinned sheepishly. ‘Texas Chainsaw Massacre.’


      I wiped the spade against a rough-barked pine and then wrapped it in a recyclable grocery bag from the boot. After storing both implements, I slid into the car and turned to face my daughter. ‘Did you use the spade to de-poo the backyard?’


      ‘You told me to!’


      ‘Did I also tell you to put it away covered with crap? Literally?’


      ‘Well, you didn’t tell me not to.’


      I stared at her, and took a deep breath to underline the message. I knew from experience it wasn’t worth verbalising anything that could lead to a debate. Quinn was quite skilled at debate, and didn’t seem to have grasped the concept that sometimes a simple apology was the easier option. I removed Abracadabra from my bag and opened it to page six before passing it across. She read while I drove, the silence permeated by an increasingly pungent reminder that my clean-up job had been less than thorough. I wound my window down.


      *


      Sheridan House, also known as the Majic Community Centre, was situated alongside the football oval just behind the main street. It was a bizarrely beautifully building, with panels of red brick within creamy render and plump, forest-green domes crowning an assortment of rounded rooms on the second and third floors. It had been gifted to the town by the Sheridan family about a century ago, and had since done service as a school, a hospice and, for the past fifty years, as the community centre.


      While the centre occupied the majority of the ground floor, along with some smaller organisations, such as the Citizens Advice Bureau, and the second was made up of larger function rooms, the third floor had been given over to any not-for-profit organisations willing to stake a claim. The Wine and Cheese Society, Fellowship of Northern Writers, Trauma Survival Support and Paranormal Activity Appreciation were just some of the community groups that shared a rabbit warren of cubicles. In fact, the only local clubs not in residence were those with my mother as secretary, which were bullied into holding their meetings in the back room of Renaissance.


      The centre was busy this morning, with the usual activities plus various groups working on projects for the commemoration. I stopped to watch half a dozen women who were piecing together a patchwork of crochet squares in the centre hall. The overall picture appeared to feature a galloping horse with rather protuberant eyes. Unfortunately one of the rear legs was considerably shorter than the others, giving it the appearance of a well-endowed amputee.


      ‘It’s a horse,’ said Grace June Rae, rather needlessly. She was one of the older members of my Monday afternoon book club. ‘Except Loretta needs more leg.’


      Loretta Emerson sniffed. ‘Only because I was given the wrong measurements.’


      ‘It still looks … effective. Compelling.’ I shifted my gaze away from the horse’s eyes. ‘Ah, Grace, did you know that the Caldwells have lost a dog like the one you found?’


      ‘Good-o! I’ll ring this afternoon. That old dog’s eating me out of house and home.’


      ‘The note was right next to the one you … never mind. Loretta, do you know if there’re any historical people upstairs?’


      ‘Always,’ said Loretta with feeling. Her husband was a founding member of the society. ‘Actually I think the mayor’s up there too.’


      ‘C’mon,’ hissed Quinn from behind me. She was holding a pyramid of possessions: the box containing the plaque, Abracadabra, and her mobile phone. The latter was vibrating skittishly and, according to the screen, Griffo was calling. Interesting.


      I said my goodbyes, sprinkling a few more compliments regarding their project, and then Quinn and I trudged up the three flights. There was an elevator, but it was so slow and noisy that most patrons emerged at their destination with some degree of temporary hearing loss. Instead I arrived out of breath, a clear sign that I needed to spend more time at the gym. Which probably meant I would have to join one.


      The ample proportions of Edward Given came into view, standing at the third-floor elevator and jabbing at the down button as if the device fed on urgency. He looked across and beamed. ‘Nell! How are you?’


      ‘Good thanks.’ I paused, glad of the chance to regulate my breathing. ‘And you?’


      ‘Can’t complain. Although I’ve been having some trouble with my back, most annoying. The doctor says I have the spine of a ninety-year-old.’


      ‘Better than having no spine at all,’ I replied, rather wittily. I had known Edward Given for as long as I could remember. He grew up on the same street, attended the same school, we were even occasionally in the same class. Nevertheless, we had never been friends, exactly, but even as a child this had nothing to with his obesity and everything to do with his temperament. Edward, or Ned as he preferred to be called, was a gossip. And this tendency was oiled, albeit lightly, by a maliciousness that set my teeth on edge.


      ‘True, true. And how’s Darcy going then? Heard from him lately?’


      I blinked. Darcy was my husband, or rather my ex-husband, given he had deserted the marital nest over a year ago. ‘Yes, actually. All the time. He rings regularly.’


      ‘Can we go?’ Quinn nudged my foot with her shoe. She was frowning.


      ‘Good idea.’ I returned my gaze to Ned. ‘We’re off to the Historical Society to see Sam Emerson.’


      ‘Oh, I’ve just come from there. I’m the secretary, you know.’


      ‘Really? I thought you were more involved in the Richard the Third Society.’


      ‘Plenty of room for both.’ Ned beamed, even his chins stretching into a smile. ‘It’s the history that draws me in. The people. What did you want to see Sam for? Maybe I can help?’


      ‘No,’ said Quinn rudely. She hugged her box to her chest.


      ‘What my daughter means,’ I added, ‘is thank you for your offer but we’ve lined up our visit now. It’s just for a school project.’


      ‘Well in that case I’ll leave you to it.’ Ned jabbed at the elevator button again and this time was rewarded by the grinding sound of gears somewhere in the bowels of the building. ‘Sam’s there. Just barge right in. And say hi to Darcy next time you speak. Tell him we all miss him around here.’


      Quinn nudged my foot again, this time a little harder. I took a deep breath and smiled a polite farewell at Ned. Breaking news. Twenty-stone man falls from third-floor balcony. Police suspect gravity.


      The Majic Historical Society occupied one of the prized rooms towards the front of Sheridan House, with curved walls and mullioned windows. It was run entirely by volunteers, but such was their dedication that there was more likely to be somebody in residence than not. Today was a full house, with five people having what appeared to be a meeting. I recognised Sam Emerson and Willy Akermann, who was the manager of Sheridan House, along with his wife Leisl and the mayor, James Sheridan. The latter was a dapper man who reminded me of Fred Astaire, and his bountiful smile adorned so many posters that even kindergarteners knew who he was. They looked up as I came to a halt in the doorway.


      ‘Ah, sorry. I’ll come back later.’ I tried to reverse but unfortunately Quinn was so close that I stepped on a good part of her foot. She yelped.


      ‘No, no,’ said James Sheridan, his smile settling. ‘We were due for a break anyway.’


      Sam rose. ‘Just doing some planning. So what brings you here, Nell?’


      Quinn poked me in the back with her burden and I stepped forward, releasing her foot. ‘If you’re sure? Quinn just has a couple of questions – for a school assignment.’


      ‘You’re the writer,’ commented the one person I didn’t know, a middle-aged blonde whose dove-grey roots matched her suit. ‘I’m Deb Taylor.’ She smiled and then coughed, as if wanting to foreshadow her next words. ‘I think you know my sister, Tessa Sheridan?’


      I stared at her, taken aback. ‘No, not really. Under the circumstances.’


      There was an uncomfortable silence. Quinn squeezed past to look Deb Taylor up and down slowly, with teenage expertise, before turning away. Her victim flushed.


      Leisl Akermann cleared her throat. ‘I might make a pot of coffee. At the risk of sounding sexist, Deb, want to give me a hand?’


      ‘Nothing sexist about it,’ replied Deb Taylor, rising. ‘I’ve tasted the coffee from both these guys. So it’s just respect for the miracle bean, and a desire for survival.’


      Laughter greeted her comment, which splintered the unease. The two women left, Leisl giving me a wry smile as I moved aside.


      ‘Hello, Nell,’ said Will Akermann. Frilly Willy, we used to call him in school, after his mother once dressed him as Little Lord Fauntleroy for a dress-up party, complete with broderie anglaise collar. The name stuck, mostly because it seemed to suit his fussy manner – an attribute that came into its own when he took over Sheridan House about twenty years ago. It ran like clockwork.


      ‘Hi, Will. I bet things are a little hectic at the moment?’


      ‘Like you wouldn’t believe.’


      ‘So, young Quinn,’ said Sam Emerson, ‘what’s this project all about then?’


      Quinn shuffled her feet and then took a half-step closer to me.


      ‘She has to find an unusual fact about Petar Majic,’ I said. ‘So we went to the cemetery yesterday to take photos and, well …’ I glanced at Quinn. She looked about five years old. I turned back. ‘The plaque was loose. You know, the one with his name and dates and all that. It fell off while we were there. Hit the ground and broke in half. Anyway, beneath was another inscription. It says Petar Majic, tragically taken 1 April 1867. Beloved.’


      They stared at me. Sam Emerson opened his mouth and closed it again, frowned.


      Will steepled his hands beneath his chin. ‘Um, Nell. Are you sure?’


      ‘Of course I’m sure,’ I snapped. I took the box from Quinn and removed the two plaque halves, laying them on the table before sliding them together. ‘We thought it best to take this with us, so that it couldn’t get damaged.’


      ‘Any further,’ added James Sheridan softly.


      ‘Correct. And Quinn has photos of the inscription. Show them, Quinn.’


      Quinn stepped forward with her phone, held it up to Sam and then lowered it for the two men still seated. They leant forward.


      ‘Well, well, well.’ Sam took Quinn’s hand and guided it back towards him. ‘Beloved. Why would it say beloved?’


      I nodded. ‘Exactly what we were wondering. Wasn’t he a bachelor? That’s what it says in Abracadabra.’ I gestured towards Quinn, who held up the book with her free hand.


      Will’s fingers were still steepled. ‘More to the point, why cover the inscription up?’


      ‘Perhaps the beloved refers to something else,’ said James Sheridan. His smile had vanished. ‘Like general admiration from those left behind.’


      ‘Then why wouldn’t it say that instead?’ I watched him with some interest. It was clear that his mind was working rapidly, probably three steps ahead of the other two. ‘Like Much Admired, or Respected, or Sorely Missed. But Beloved?’


      Sam finally managed to extract the phone from Quinn’s hand. ‘This is amazing! Absolutely amazing! We have so little from Petar’s life. Plenty from the Sheridan era –’ he paused to nod towards James, as if he were personally responsible for this largesse ‘– but just the bare basics from the Majic one.’


      ‘So you think he was married then?’ asked Quinn, speaking for the first time.


      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ said James Sheridan quickly. ‘There’s no evidence to support it. And if so, what happened to his wife after his death?’


      ‘Have we actually ever done a search for a marriage certificate?’ Sam was staring at Will, who seemed to be a fellow member of the Historical Society as well as centre manager. ‘I mean it’s always been accepted he was single. But did we ever really check?’


      ‘I’m quite sure somebody would have.’


      Sam sat down at one of the desks and began typing on the computer. ‘Give me a sec and I’ll do it now.’ He turned to face me for a moment. ‘Marriage records from 1853 onwards are all online nowadays. I can track a marriage down in five minutes.’


      I nodded, suitably impressed. Will and the mayor were gazing at the photo on the mobile that Sam had left lying on the table, comparing it to the plaque. I glanced around the room. It was quite large, with desks on either side of the door and the table nestled in the curve of the window. The walls were either covered with bookshelves or with noticeboards, some glass-covered. There were also some portable display boards, huge, about six of them, arranged in a half-octagon that loomed over the table. They were covered with sepia photographs and certificates and newspaper printouts. Each board also bore a title, printed on parchment in gothic font. James Sheridan I (1835–1908); James Sheridan II (1867–1916); James Sheridan III (1898–1916) & Mary May Sheridan (1897–1990); Sheridans: post-Sheridan House.


      ‘It all seems rather egocentric, doesn’t it?’ asked James Sheridan, watching me.


      ‘They’re actually for a display about Sheridan House itself,’ said Will. ‘The rest are already downstairs. But this series is ordered around the Sheridan in residence, up until the house was gifted in 1917. That’s why our James isn’t featured –’ he nodded towards the mayor ‘– nor his father.’


      ‘Except in Sheridans: Post-Sheridan House,’ I commented.


      ‘We’re expecting people to be a little interested in the family,’ said Sam, his eyes still on the computer monitor. ‘After following their history through the other boards. It’s all a little Downton Abbey.’


      James Sheridan laughed. ‘Except that we’re far more prosaic, I’m afraid.’


      ‘So you’re like James Sheridan the Fifth?’ asked Quinn. ‘And what’s with Mary May?’


      ‘Yes, to the first. And Mary May was my grandmother. Her brother, the James Sheridan of that generation, was killed in the First World War. His father died a few months later; he never recovered from the news. So Mary May inherited the lot. Fortunately she was a tough cookie; the first thing she did was make her fiancé change his surname to Sheridan. Then they named their son James to keep the tradition going.’


      ‘Phew,’ I said. ‘Thank god.’


      He smiled, but it wasn’t quite the bountiful one of habit. ‘Yes.’


      ‘But what about Petar Majic?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘He’s downstairs,’ said Will, ‘That is, his board is downstairs. Not him.’


      ‘Unfortunately,’ said Sam fervently, swivelling his chair around. ‘Now, bad news I’m afraid. No marriage.’


      I was surprised at how disappointed I felt. If only because I suspected a clandestine marriage would have perturbed James Sheridan the Fifth, and I had never quite taken to him. He was a little too slick, too political. It would have been amusing to watch him negotiate a question mark over the legitimacy of his inheritance. Very amusing indeed.


      Quinn’s mobile began vibrating and she dived forward to reclaim it. The door opened and Edward Given came in, followed by Leisl and Deb Taylor, the former bearing a plastic tray with a coffee plunger and six mugs. Sachets of sugar were piled in the centre. Leisl looked surprised to see me, and then apologetic. ‘Oh, sorry, Nell – I didn’t realise you’d still be here. I’ll grab another mug.’


      ‘That’s okay, I’m just about to –’


      ‘Still here, Nell?’ said Ned, sliding into Sam’s vacated seat at the table and unwrapping a sandwich. Lettuce curled along the side of the bread. ‘That must be some project.’


      ‘It is,’ said Sam fervently. He stood up, patting his pants pockets and looking around. ‘I’m going out there. Not that I don’t believe you, Nell, just that I want to see the inscription for myself. Will?’


      ‘I wish I could. But I can’t. No time.’


      ‘I’ll come along,’ said the mayor unexpectedly. ‘I find all of this fascinating.’


      ‘What?’ asked Ned, his sandwich forgotten. ‘What’s fascinating?’


      ‘Nell has made an amazing discovery out at the cemetery.’


      ‘Actually, it was me,’ said Quinn modestly, glancing up from her mobile. ‘Mum was just sitting on the bench.’


      ‘In that case I shall ensure you get all the credit,’ replied Sam. ‘James? Ready?’


      Leisl put the tray down on the table. ‘What amazing discovery? What’s going on?’


      ‘Vandalism?’ Deb Taylor had picked up one half of the plaque between two fingers.


      ‘Look, we might leave you to it.’ I took a step towards the doorway. ‘I’ll drop in tomorrow with our questions, Sam, after you’ve had a look yourself.’


      ‘That’s from Petar Majic’s grave,’ said Ned, pointing at the broken plaque. He rewrapped his sandwich and then pushed his chair out in order to stand. ‘I don’t know what’s going on but I’m coming too. This sounds exciting.’


      ‘It may well be.’ Sam patted his pockets again. ‘Where are my keys? Leisl, do you know where the camera kit is?’


      Leisl folded her arms across her chest. ‘I’ll tell you if you tell me. And I know it’s not just vandalism. I haven’t seen you this excited since they found Richard the Third’s remains.’


      I caught Quinn’s eye and gestured towards the door. We made our exit quietly, although any noise would have been drowned out by the conversation now taking place. Quinn continued to text as we walked, no doubt catching up on the fifteen minutes she had been incommunicado. I stopped at the bathroom, leaving Quinn outside, and then folded myself forward as I sat down, staring at the tiled floor. I wondered if Deb Taylor would mention to her sister that she had run into me today, and whether Tessa would feel even a frisson of guilt. Or perhaps she would simply take it in her stride. Oh, really, dahling? How awkward. Then she would sashay over to their designer kitchen to pour margaritas, which she would take to the balcony of the tenth-floor Gold Coast apartment. Sinking down into a chaise longue to enjoy the sun dipping into a diamond-sprinkled coastline. With my husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Three

      


      I saw your picture on your blog and I think you look real hot for a middle-aged broad. Plus your head looks like it’s covered in pubic hair. I like that.


      


      We covered Anna Funder that afternoon, a recent winner of the Miles Franklin Award and the writer of brick-sized tomes. The choice received a mixed reception with about half the book club members adoring, and a matching number abhorring. There did not seem to be any in between. A truce was eventually called and we moved on to general criticism of some prize committees for prioritising prose over plot. This being a particular dislike of mine, I was kept happily occupied until the group broke up just before closing time. We chose local history or memoir for the following week, individual choice, in honour of the commemorations. Which was when I remembered Petar Majic.


      ‘One more question, out of left field. Does anybody know anything about our illustrious founder having a partner? Petar Majic? Maybe a little bit behind the scenes?’


      ‘He was gay?’ asked Elsa Poxleitner, pausing as she stacked chairs against the wall.


      I frowned. ‘Who said he was gay?’


      ‘You said he had a partner. That’s like saying he’s gay.’


      ‘Really?’ asked Karen Rawlings, who worked at the community centre. ‘So when you asked me to partner you in tennis last week, you were letting me know you’re interested?’


      ‘Certainly not!’ Elsa took a step backwards, as if Karen might be overcome with desire. ‘I don’t do that sort of thing! I have a husband!’


      ‘But not a partner? Sounds like repressed sexuality. You need to spread your wings.’


      ‘Fighting. Visual. Images,’ said Lyn Russo, rather amusingly for her. She turned to me. ‘So I hear that your Quinn and my Griffin have become something of an item.’


      I smiled noncommittally. That must be the Griffo of the texts. I tried to remember what Griffin Russo looked like but could only recall a knobbly-kneed boy with a perpetually damp nose. I hoped that the latter at least had been rectified in the intervening years.


      ‘He was murdered, you know,’ said Betty Rawlings, Karen’s mother, who was sitting solidly in one of the only two chairs that remained unstacked. Beside her Grace June Rae nodded agreement.


      This got everybody’s attention, even Elsa Poxleitner, who was still protesting her heterosexuality. I frowned. ‘I thought he fell off his horse. Who would have killed him?’


      Betty glanced towards the door, as if the murderer might be listening. ‘Some other bloke. I suppose the one that came over with him, from wherever they came. Everyone knew. Two men go for a ride, only one comes back. You do the maths.’


      ‘I hate maths,’ said Lyn Russo. ‘Nasty stuff. Never use it.’


      I was still frowning. ‘But that doesn’t make it murder. It still could have been an accident. Besides, who told you this?’


      ‘My nan. She wasn’t the type to exaggerate.’ Betty paused to nod approvingly. She rose slowly to her feet. ‘Called a spade a spade, she did. She had it from her mother.’


      ‘Calling a spade a spade?’


      ‘No, the stuff about the murder.’


      ‘Can’t remember who I heard it from,’ mused Grace June Rae. She stared at the ceiling for a moment and then pointed a finger at me. ‘And that dog you said was the Caldwell one wasn’t. Took my sign down and threw it out, now I have to make another.’


      I blinked. ‘Oh, sorry. It just sounded like –’


      ‘Doesn’t mean it is.’


      ‘Go on then, Mum,’ said Karen, putting her mother’s chair away. ‘Give us the gory details about this murder.’


      ‘I already told you. They went for ride and the Majic bloke got done. That’s it.’


      ‘Okay.’ Karen laughed. ‘God, you really made that come alive, didn’t you? Come on, I’ll give you a lift home.’


      As if this was a cue, everybody began exchanging farewells and filing through the doorway. I put out my hand to stop Betty Rawlings as she passed. ‘Do you know if this story had any evidence, any witnesses? I mean, why did people think it wasn’t an accident?’


      ‘I’m not altogether sure, love. All’s I know is that my grandmother used to say it was over a woman. I didn’t take much notice. If you’re interested, though, I can ring my cousin Bernie; she’s got a memory like a steel trap. She might remember more of what our nan was on about. I’ll let you know.’


      ‘Thanks.’ I watched her stocky figure make its way up the aisle, past Sharon who was putting away the A-frame board. I thought of Mate Dragovic, coming all the way from the Ukraine with Petar Majic, jumping ship, prospecting for gold, striking it rich. And then finally, maybe, murdering his best friend. A man betrayed, a mate who wasn’t, a woman who had disappeared. Beloved indeed.


      *


      Three hours later and I was still thinking about Mate Dragovic, but now I was sitting at my kitchen bench and dressed in tartan pyjamas. The story, with its intrigue and romance and potential betrayal, had captured my imagination. But I was also being a little pragmatic, as these elements meant it was shaping up as fodder for an excellent column and, moreover, one that I could use to spruik the upcoming celebrations, thus fulfilling my duties both as columnist and useful citizen.


      I had reclaimed Abracadabra from Quinn, who was watching anime cartoons on her computer, and now had it propped open at the photo of Petar and Mate, paying a little more attention to the latter on this occasion. It was difficult to tell with their square, bulky suits, but he looked a little slimmer than his friend, less muscular. His skin was also lighter, as was his hair, which made the dark eyebrows seem like brushstrokes across the photo. Beneath these brows, his eyes were pewter marbles, meeting mine with an intensity that made it hard to believe he had been dead for about a hundred and fifty years.


      I got up to make myself another coffee and then returned to the bar stool, swinging idly as I pictured the fatal scene. The two men arguing over Beloved and then leaping astride their horses to ride furiously through the bush, scrubby grasses whipping their legs, hooves thudding against the dusty earth. Finally they come to a halt, sliding off to continue the argument as if it had never paused. The horses stand behind them, eyes wide with exhaustion, flanks shiny with sweat. Accusations are flung as the two men circle slowly, their jealousy given impetus by the fear – stomach-clenching, heart-stopping – that Beloved may choose the other. Moments later they close in, and moments after that one lies dead.


      I met Mate’s eyes again and knew that this was not premeditated, that as soon as the deed was done he would have given anything to take it back. Even his own life. And in a way he had, banishing himself from all that was familiar. I got up to fetch the phone book from the dresser, flicking it open to check for Dragovics in the area. None. Did Beloved leave with him? Perhaps that was why she had also become a ghost, leaving only a word on a gravestone that was itself short-lived.


      The phone rang just as I shut the phone book. I let it ring for a while, hoping Quinn would pick up the extension, but then finally plucked the handset from its cradle. It might be one of the girls. ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell. How are you?’


      I stilled, gripped the phone a little tighter. ‘Darcy.’


      ‘Guilty as charged.’ He paused, as if realising the inappropriateness of this last comment, and then went on with a rush. ‘I, um, need to talk to you. Is now a good time?’


      ‘As good as any.’


      ‘Well, what it is … look, I hope you don’t take this the wrong way. I mean, I think I’ve been pretty good about everything, and I know you’ve had the girls staying off and on, and of course Quinn’s there for another few years. I wouldn’t even be going down this path now if it weren’t for … circumstances. Beyond my control, you see.’


      ‘Darcy, what on earth are you talking about?’


      ‘The house. It’s about the house.’


      My breath stilled in line with my body. ‘What about the house?’


      ‘I, um, think it’s time we talked about how we’re going to work this.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Move forward, you know.’


      ‘Are you talking about selling the house?’


      ‘Of course not. Well, not necessarily. After we get it valued, you could always buy me out. If that’s what you prefer.’


      I gazed at my curled fingers, the knuckles ivory. ‘That would mean a hefty mortgage.’


      ‘You’d get a bigger share than me, naturally. Because of Quinn. So even with a mortgage, you’d have sizable equity.’


      ‘Oh, terrific. Love a bit of sizable equity. Quantity over quality I always say.’


      There was silence for a moment and then Darcy sighed. I could see him as clearly as if he was sitting on the bar stool beside me, closing his eyes against my intransigence, taking a deep breath of patience. I even knew exactly what he would say next. Something like ‘Nell, there’s no need for sarcasm.’


      ‘Nell, there’s no need for sarcasm.’


      Bingo. I transferred the phone to my other hand and flexed my fingers, almost welcoming the dull throb that surged down to the tips.


      ‘Did you really think that I could afford to just go on? With all my equity tied up there?’


      ‘No, of course not.’ But even as I answered, I knew that wasn’t the truth. ‘I suppose I thought that you’d have the decency to leave things as they are until your youngest daughter was through school. Given it was you,’ I swallowed the brittle bitterness of this last word, ‘it was you who shot through. You who swapped your family for a chunk of mutton dressed as lamb. You who left the fucking house in the first place.’


      ‘Mum?’


      I looked up to see Quinn standing in the doorway, staring at me.


      She took a step forward. ‘Is everything okay?’


      ‘Everything’s fine, really. Nothing to worry about.’ I mustered a smile as I slid off the stool. ‘But I’ll just take this conversation outside, okay? Back in a minute.’


      ‘Is that Dad on the phone?’


      ‘Back in a minute, okay?’ I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze as I passed. Darcy had gone quiet and I hoped, for one vicious, self-indulgent moment, that he felt guilty. I shut the front door and walked down towards the car before lifting the phone again.


      ‘Was that Quinn? Is she all right? Is she still there?’


      ‘Yes. Yes. No.’


      ‘Don’t call Tessa names, she doesn’t deserve it. I expect better from you.’


      ‘Are you kidding me?’ Hot tears instantly burnt my eyes, blurring the line between anger and pain. ‘Are you kidding me?’


      Silence stretched once more. ‘Can’t we at least be civil? Surely this isn’t the way you want to play it.’


      ‘I’m not the one who’s trying to sell up.’ I closed my eyes, willing the throbbing to ease.


      ‘I’m not trying to sell up. I’m trying to explore options. Trying to move forward.’


      ‘Yeah, you said that before.’


      ‘Look, there is an alternative.’ Darcy spoke slowly now, as if unsure whether to continue. ‘I suppose I could buy you out.’


      I leant against the car. ‘And what? Live here with … her?’


      ‘Nell, don’t be like that. It might be the best thing, when you think of it.’


      ‘No.’ I spat the word. ‘Besides, I thought you were settled up there. Having a new start and all.’


      ‘We’re moving back. Closer to family.’


      I stared past the car to the tangle of bushes that edged the road. ‘Closer to family. So what’s brought this on? Why the change?’


      He was silent for a long time, his breathing punctuating the seconds as they slid past. ‘Tessa’s pregnant.’


      ‘Tessa’s pregnant,’ I repeated, but the words still didn’t make sense. And then they did.


      ‘I’m sorry, Nell. Really. It wasn’t planned. But you can see how she’d want to be close to her family at a time like this. And I miss the girls.’ He sighed to underline this last word, throw me a bone. ‘Although could you do me a favour? Could you not tell them yet? We’ll be there for the festival and I want to tell them then. Face to face. It’s only right. I’ll need to talk to you, too, about making things official. Um, you know, getting divorced.’


      The words were like little missiles, each bruising as it made contact. I held the phone away, stared at it. Darcy’s voice was tinny now, but continual, a steady unending stream of explanation and rationalisation that I simply didn’t want to hear. I pressed end and the silence was blissful. Tessa was pregnant. At forty years of age. With her short skirts, snug tops and charitable cleavage exacerbated by a sway back, causing belly and boobs to sally forth like the prow of a ship. All of which my husband had felt compelled to christen in his own inimitable way.


      I was now over it. That is, I would always be bitter because there was no doubt Darcy had done me a great wrong and it had hurt, massively, but I no longer felt trapped by what had been lost. No longer treading water, hoping he would realise his mistake and come back, begging for forgiveness. But just because I was no longer in that place, it didn’t mean I didn’t want him to be. My favourite fantasy featured Darcy, felled by the enormity of what he had tossed away, pleading with me for a second chance. Or a third, or fourth, or whatever it was. Like Sandy from Grease, but unfortunately without the skin-tight black number and the requisite body, I would raise one stiletto-shod foot and push him away.


      This fantasy had been given impetus last Christmas, when news arrived that the fledgling relationship was on the rocks. Darcy even came for Christmas dinner, alone, and it had been so much like old times that I felt sure it was just a matter of time. I even nipped in the bud an unfolding relationship of my own with a detective from Bendigo, because the timing just didn’t seem right. Now it seemed that I wasn’t the only one whose timing was off. Tessa was pregnant. They were going to have a baby.


      The phone rang again and I grabbed it up, sure that it was Darcy again, ringing to say that it had all been a mistake. ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell, it’s Sam Emerson here. From the Historical Society.’ Sam’s voice came in rush, the words tripping over each other. ‘I’m there now, at Sheridan House, and boy do we have some news for you!’


      ‘You do?’


      ‘Absolutely! And I thought I should ring because, well, you and your daughter were the ones who set this in motion. Nell, this is huge. Huge!’


      I tried to muster up some interest. ‘About Petar? Or Mate?’


      ‘About all of them. Including the woman who had the gravestone inscribed. And the Sheridans.’


      ‘The Sheridans. Of course.’


      Sam paused, as if puzzled that his news was not being greeted with more enthusiasm. ‘Perhaps this is a bad time. Are you free tomorrow? Can you pop down? How about the morning?’


      ‘You can’t just tell me?’


      ‘No. I want to see your face. I’ll show you the photo and we’ll see if you can work it out. It was right in front of us, Nell, can you believe it?’


      ‘At least give me a clue.’


      Sam chuckled. ‘Well, let’s see. How about the fact that the woman never left Majic at all? That she lived here for the rest of her life.’


      ‘So she didn’t run off with Mate?’


      ‘No, and that’s part of what we discovered. See, it would have been highly unlikely for her to have run off with Mate.’ He chuckled again, as if the idea was somehow amusing. ‘Highly unlikely indeed.’


      I smiled, despite myself. ‘Then I look forward to hearing the rest tomorrow. And thanks.’


      ‘No, thank you. If it weren’t for you and Quinn, we wouldn’t have started down this path. I can’t believe we never did! What negligence! What complacency! We should be hung, drawn and quartered!’


      ‘Oh, I think there’re plenty who deserve that more than you, Sam. See you tomorrow.’ I hung up, lowering the phone to my side. It was difficult to invest in someone else’s tragic romance when my own was about to bear fruit. In seven or eight months. I turned to gaze towards the house, tracking my eyes from the russet roof tiles to the deep eaves shading coffee-coloured tumbled brick. The massive fir by the chimney, which we had planted the first weekend we moved in, the red bottlebrush that delivered at least one bee sting every year, the pressed concrete driveway that he had wanted and I hadn’t, and about which I’d been right, with its edges already crumbling into the garden beds.


      My chest felt heavy yet hollow. Twenty-six years of memories crammed into one quarter-acre block. Wonderful images, tumbling with vibrancy and warmth. And about one thing I was sure: he might get the divorce and the new life and the new partner and the new baby, but the memories, and the house, were staying put.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Four

      


      You seem to have the uncanny ability to write about exactly what is going on in my life. It’s a little scary, to be honest. I find myself saying ‘yes, yes, YES!’ while reading the column, and I probably sound like Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally. No wonder the neighbours keep giving me odd looks.


      


      I dropped Quinn off at school in the morning and headed into town with the intention of grabbing some groceries and then catching up with Sam Emerson before returning home for the rest of the day to knock off a new column. However, Quinn’s insistence on arriving with ample locker time, and the lack of queues at the supermarket, meant that I found myself parking at Sheridan House at eight-forty am. The car park was as deserted as the supermarket, but within minutes an old but beautifully restored Ford Falcon pulled in. Willy Akermann emerged so I joined him as he strode towards the centre.


      ‘Nice car.’


      ‘It’s Leisl’s pride and joy. And what a pleasant surprise to see you here again. Two days in a row! Unless …’ He slowed to stare at me. ‘Nothing wrong is there?’


      For an oddly malleable second, I was tempted to take this question literally. Which would be like opening Pandora’s box, only with more profanity. I swallowed, fixed a smile on my face. ‘No, nothing wrong. I’m meeting Sam Emerson but I’m a bit early.’


      ‘Meeting Sam? Is this about your daughter’s project? Not sure if he’ll be here yet.’


      ‘I’m early,’ I repeated. ‘Is it okay if I grab a coffee?’


      ‘Of course, of course.’ Will thrust a key towards the deadbolt on the front door, hit the rim and dropped his entire key ring onto the footpath. ‘God! This whole celebration has got me wired. It’s so important, and there’s so much to do, but very little time to do it.’


      ‘At least you have plenty of volunteers.’


      ‘That’s half the problem.’ Will bent to collect his keys and try again. ‘The funding guidelines ask that everybody feel involved, but juggling the different people and their ideas is a full-time job by itself.’


      I thought of the well-hung crochet horse. ‘I can imagine.’


      ‘Here we go.’ Will swung the door open and waited for me to pass through. He flicked on a bank of switches and the cold, cavernous hall was immediately bathed in light. ‘Now I hope you’ll forgive me if I don’t keep you company but I’d better get to work.’


      ‘No problem.’ I walked slowly towards the centre’s kitchen, listening to my footsteps echo and marvelling at how different the place felt when it was empty. I made coffee and carried it back out into the hall. The unfinished horse was now draped over a table, beside a pile of papier-mâché balloons. Another table held assorted jars of jam and marmalade, each with a cheerful scrap of material covering the lid. At the far end of the hall, in a haphazard circle reminiscent of Stonehenge, stood a series of display boards similar to those I had seen yesterday in the Historical Society’s room. I took a sip of coffee and then wandered over.


      I soon realised that several of the boards were not just similar, they were the ones from upstairs, now moved to join their fellows. Alongside those was a pair that featured Sheridan House through the years. Sepia servants with uniformly grim expressions, a group of convalescing soldiers, and a starched nanny beside a perambulator, the occupant of which was only just visible amid a flurry of frills and lace. I stared at the tiny pudding face and felt my stomach fist. Not now.


      The next boards were about Majic itself, views down the main street, town functions, sports teams. I moved from one to the other, drinking my coffee, taking particular interest as I reached the post-sixties. There was Petra, alongside a line of awkward adolescent girls with hockey sticks thrust forward, and now my mother, standing outside Renaissance on opening day. I stared at the latter and then backtracked chronologically until I found him – my father, in striped apron, grinning at the camera from the counter of the short-lived Forrest & Son Butchery. For a moment I could actually smell the sawdust on the floor, the clean meat, the pewter of his blade.


      Suddenly I missed him. Not the man he was today, sending a Christmas card that contained an updated photo of his new family in England, but the hearty man who would sweep me onto his shoulders. There you go, Nelly girl, I’ve got you. Daddy’s got you. The marvel being that from so precarious a position, the world had never felt so secure. The fist in my stomach clenched and I moved away from Forrest & Son, but not without a final glance.


      ‘Nell? Back so soon?’


      I turned to see Deb Taylor, who had paused by the stairs. ‘Just to see Sam. I’m early.’


      ‘Well, he’s in now if that’s any help.’ She nodded towards a double row of hooks on the wall, one of which held a yellow tag. ‘At least someone is, because that one’s theirs.’


      ‘Good system.’


      ‘Yes, Will put it in place a few years ago. It means everyone can see at a glance who’s upstairs. Anyway, join me, I’m headed there too. Love what you’ve done with your hair.’


      I frowned, mainly because I hadn’t actually done anything with my hair beyond wash it. Which didn’t seem particularly noteworthy. Nevertheless I put my mug down on a side table and followed her into the stairwell. We started up the stairs in silence, but that didn’t last.


      ‘Look, I apologise if I came over a bit rude yesterday. I meant the exact opposite. I thought I should just put it out from the get-go that I was Tessa’s sister.’


      ‘No problem.’


      ‘If we’d started chatting and what have you, then it came out, it might have seemed that I was being underhand.’ She slowed to face me. ‘You know?’


      ‘No problem,’ I repeated, wishing I was fit enough to take the stairs two at a time.


      ‘I always put my foot in my mouth. Always. And it probably didn’t help that I was a little star-struck. I love your columns. Absolutely love them.’


      ‘Oh. Really?’ I looked at her for the first time since we began our ascent. She was more tailored than her sister, and less showy. I guessed she was the older, although not by much, despite the grey roots.


      ‘Absolutely.’ She reached the door and held it open. ‘I put the really good ones up on the noticeboard at work.’


      ‘Where’s work? Here?’


      ‘No – although yes at the moment. I’m the council’s arts and entertainment officer, but I’ve been seconded to give Will a hand until after the commemoration. The council’s invested quite a bit in the whole thing, you know.’


      ‘Yes, I’ve seen the billboards.’


      She laughed. ‘James can’t miss a photo opportunity. Here we go.’


      We paused before the Historical Society door and Deb reached out to give it a push. When it didn’t budge she tried the handle, then knocked sharply. We stood in silence for a few moments and she tried the handle again, as if the time delay might have made a difference.


      ‘That’s funny.’ She knocked once more. ‘Maybe he forgot to take his tag down.’


      ‘No problem, I’m sure he’ll be here soon. I’ll just go back down–’


      ‘Stay here. I’ll grab the master key so you can wait inside.’


      I watched her set off back down the corridor at a trot and disappear into the stairwell. She seemed a lot more pleasant today, and not just because she admired my work. Although that certainly helped. I wondered whether the two sisters got on, and if she knew about the prospective addition.


      Minutes later she reappeared with a large key ring in one hand. It was the one Will had dropped earlier. ‘Here we go.’ She unlocked the door, pushing it open for me to pass through. ‘I’ve just got to grab some stuff then I’ll leave you to it. Make yourself comfortable.’


      ‘Thanks.’ I stepped into the room and saw him immediately. My surprise burgeoned into shock, bringing me to an abrupt halt. Deb bumped against my back.


      ‘God, sorry, Nell. I didn’t –’


      Urgency surged, as if it had required a two-second suspension, jerking my limbs to life. He was sitting at a desk, slumped forward with his head almost face down on the keyboard, one arm hanging limply with fingers trailing on the floor. I seized the hand, knowing even as I felt frantically for a pulse that it was too late. His flesh was frigid.


      ‘Ambulance, please,’ Deb was saying behind me. ‘Sheridan House. Third floor. Looks like a heart attack. Debra Taylor, from the council.’


      I let my fingers slip from pulse to palm, and then clasped his hand between both of mine. It felt like defrosted chicken.


      ‘Will? It’s Deb. I’m upstairs and it looks like Sam Emerson’s had a heart attack. I’ve called an ambulance but, well … no.’


      I let go of Sam’s hand, placed it gently on his lap.


      ‘Are you okay, Nell?’


      I nodded, my eyes burning. ‘Bloody hell. I wonder how long he’s been here, like this?’


      ‘Since last night, I’d guess. That’s why the tag was still there.’


      ‘I’m surprised his wife didn’t call. Oh, poor Loretta.’


      Deb bobbed down beside the chair. ‘Look.’


      I followed her gaze to the computer screen. A frenetic blur of the letter D ran across the screen, speeding to the edge and then flashing into a new line, over and over. Deb reached out towards Sam’s head, hesitated, and then moved it, just slightly. The D barrage stopped, the cursor blinking expectantly beside the final one. Now I could see Sam’s left eye, half closed.


      ‘He looks like he’s asleep,’ whispered Deb. ‘I want to reach out and shake him. Wake him up.’


      I nodded. I had known Sam Emerson for as long as I had been alive. He was part of the fabric of Majic, to be met walking down the street, or glimpsed on a variety of committees, or seen in the pages of the local newspaper. Always involved in something.


      Will appeared in the doorway, breathing heavily. He was actually, literally, wringing his hands. He took a step forward, stopped. ‘Is he …?’


      Deb nodded. ‘Heart attack maybe. His tag was still up so probably last night.’


      ‘God, I don’t believe this.’


      Sam’s right hand suddenly juddered, stilled, and then juddered again. I gasped.


      ‘It’s his mobile,’ said Deb, reaching forward to move the hand. Beneath was his phone, now vibrating cheerfully. The screen said Loretta. After a moment it stopped and Loretta’s name was replaced with 5 missed calls.


      ‘God,’ said Will again, speaking for us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Five

      


      I’ve just finished an online writing course and am now looking for a gig like yours. Any advice?


      


      The police arrived at the same time as the ambulance and the room instantly became crowded. Deb and I moved to the table while Will stood at the periphery of the action, still rubbing his hands together. Within minutes the sense of urgency dissipated and I felt my stomach hollow. Deb had put on a pair of red-framed glasses and was scrolling through her phone, pausing every so often to tap rapidly against the screen with a stylus. I turned slightly, so that Sam was not even in my peripheral vision, and then picked up one of the sheets of paper spread across the table. It was the printout of a genealogical tree, with the tiny font almost impossible to read. I put it aside and picked up the one beneath, a copy of a marriage certificate for James Sheridan and Kata Dragovic dated 1867. I stared at it for a few minutes, startled.


      ‘Nell?’


      I looked up and recognised the young policeman with some surprise. ‘Matthew! I didn’t realise it was you there.’


      ‘Quite understandable. I believe you were one of those who found the body. You okay?’


      I nodded and turned to Deb, who was watching with some interest. ‘Deb, this is Constable Matthew Carstairs. He’s going out with my daughter.’


      Matthew flushed. ‘Yes, that is … yes.’


      ‘What’ll happen next?’ Deb gestured towards Sam, who was now hidden from sight.


      ‘The coroner should be here shortly. She’ll take over.’


      ‘Heart attack?’


      ‘Not sure.’ Matthew removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair, revealing a decent V-shaped receding hairline. I wondered if Lucy realised that her boyfriend was going to be bald before he was thirty. ‘The coroner should be able to give us some idea. Listen, ladies, can I ask you a few questions? Just routine. Like what time did you find him?’


      ‘Eight fifty-six,’ said Deb briskly, checking her phone. ‘I unlocked the door with the master key.’


      ‘You were looking for him?’


      ‘Yes. I needed some paperwork and Nell had an appointment.’


      ‘Did you try to revive him? Touch anything else?’


      I chimed in. ‘I took his pulse. Other than that …’ I paused, thinking. ‘Oh, the computer. He had his head on it.’


      ‘I moved his hand when his phone rang,’ added Deb. ‘It was underneath. But I didn’t answer it.’


      A sturdy middle-aged woman entered, followed by a younger man who was carrying a plump briefcase. The woman headed straight for the ambulance officers, who began their report while she was still on the move, both stepping aside so that she had a complete view of Sam. I gazed at his slumped body, the one arm dangling, and remembered the feel of his flesh. My stomach constricted, sending a rush of bile upwards. I swallowed.


      ‘Sure you’re okay, Nell?’ asked Matthew, frowning.


      ‘Actually, no. I’m going to go and get some fresh air.’ I rose quickly, before he could respond, and moved to the door. One of the ambulance officers glanced at me sympathetically and just past him I could see the side of Sam’s face, his eye still half closed as if caught in a wink. Just joking. Did I fool you?


      Out in the hallway I took a deep breath and hurried towards the staircase, taking the steps two at a time and only slowing when I reached the ground floor. There were a lot more people now, standing in clusters talking in low voices that fell away as I appeared. They glanced hopefully in my direction and then away again as if a lack of answers was written on my face. Not an unusual occurrence.


      ‘But I spoke to him last night. He was fine.’


      I followed her voice and found Loretta with Will by the crochet table. He was leaning in close, his hands on her shoulders. As I watched, she knocked one of the hands away, shook her head in denial.


      ‘He’s done this before you know, once or twice. Got all wrapped up in something and fallen asleep there. Last time I brought him a mug of tea in the morning. That’s all he needs. Tea.’


      ‘Loretta …’ Will propelled her gently forward with one hand still in place. ‘Come into my office. You’ll be more comfortable there.’


      ‘No. I need to get Sam tea.’ Her voice rose. ‘Just tea. White with two.’


      Will slid his arm around her and continued to move towards his office. ‘I’ll help you with that. In the meantime, is there anyone I can ring? Your son perhaps?’


      ‘What happened?’ asked Elsa Poxleitner, materialising by my side. ‘Is he really …?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Oh my god. Poor Sam. Poor Loretta.’


      ‘Yes.’


      At the far end of the hall, Will was now ushering Loretta into his office. Minutes later Karen Rawlings came bustling across to the kitchen. No doubt to fetch that cup of tea, although it wouldn’t be for Sam. The hall was much warmer than it had been earlier and suddenly my jacket felt constrictive. That fresh air seemed even more imperative. I nodded to Elsa and made my way through the knots of people towards the exit. Somebody put a hand on my arm as I passed but I didn’t dare stop or even acknowledge their compassion. I pushed the door open and burst outside. It was colder here, with a welcoming breeze that buffeted my body. I wiped my eyes roughly.


      ‘Nell? Nell Forrest?’


      I kept my fingers in front of my eyes for a moment and then lowered them slowly. My eyesight was blurred but I knew who it was by the voice. ‘Hello, Ashley.’


      ‘Are you all right there?’


      ‘I’ll be fine.’ I stared at him, my vision clearing to reveal a man who had barely changed since I had seen him last, before Christmas. Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead. Tall, a little worn, with sandy hair and dark eyes currently creased with concern. I felt a shaft of regret for having rejected him back then even if, according to my eldest daughter, he was just a player. A bit of play might have been just what the doctor ordered. And it wasn’t like I could have fallen pregnant.


      ‘Are you growing your hair? It looks nice.’ He coughed, as if wanting to swallow the compliment. ‘Did you know him? The victim?’


      ‘Yes, he was a friend.’ I paused, frowned. ‘The victim? Hang on, what are you doing here anyway? You’re homicide. This was a heart attack.’ I paused again, hoping he would fill the gap. ‘Wasn’t it?’


      ‘Just routine,’ replied Ashley. ‘I was in the area so I thought I’d stop by.’


      Still frowning, I examined his face, but the expression remained inscrutable.


      ‘Besides, what are you doing here?’


      ‘I found the … body. I had an appointment with him.’


      ‘Good god. Is there a death in this town where you’re not present?’


      I decided to treat the question as rhetorical. ‘And is there one where you don’t show up? Seems like a waste of police resources to me. As a taxpayer I’m a little concerned.’


      ‘In that case I’d best go earn my keep. But could you stick around, Nell? I’d like to talk.’


      ‘Would you now?’ I replied in my best flirtatious manner. ‘Is that appropriate?’


      He stroked his chin, as if thinking. Finally he nodded. ‘Yes, I believe it is. Given it’s about the victim, and your finding him. But we can always take the discussion down to the police station if you’d prefer. If you’re concerned about being appropriate.’


      I stared at him narrowly, then watched as he strode into the community centre. Only an hour ago I had stood there, waiting for Will to unlock the door, completely oblivious to the fact that upstairs Sam Emerson already lay dead. Why was Ashley here? Could there really be any question about the death? I was still staring at the door when something began nudging at the corner of my mind. I closed my eyes until it burst into being, swelling into knowledge. That door had been locked also. Sam had been inside, dead, and the door had been locked. And that was why Ashley Armistead was here. Sam Emerson had been murdered.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Six

      


      Dear Eleanor A. Forrest, allow me to introduce. My name is Omar Sherrif and I am lawyer for Mrs P. Williams who has been recently widowed and left $1,000,000 by her deceased husband taken tragically. We entreat your assistance to obtain said monies. For this service, we will pay you 25%.


      


      ‘It was the plaque,’ said Quinn emphatically. She put her menu down and slid it across the table towards Lucy. ‘I’ll have the Petar Majic parmigiana. With chips. No vegies.’


      ‘Just like he would have had it, no doubt.’ I passed my own menu to Petra and sat back. ‘And sorry, but I don’t think the discovery that Mr Parmigiana was beloved is quite enough to incite murder.’


      ‘You said he sounded all excited on the phone. Mr Emerson, not Mr Parmigiana. And that he’d made a discovery. Obviously someone wanted to, like, shut him up.’


      Petra drummed her fingernails on the table. They were French-tipped, with leopard print across the ends. ‘It does seem a bit too coincidental. He tells you that he’s found something … what word did he use? Huge?’ She waited for me to nod. ‘The day before being found dead. Murdered.’


      ‘Well, we think he was murdered. We still don’t have confirmation.’


      ‘Of course. Because the other option is that he locked the door and then sat down to have a heart attack. Maybe the lock was a bit stiff, took some effort. Yes, that’s plausible.’


      ‘Do you want me to order?’ asked Lucy, rising. ‘I’ll use my card and we can sort it out after. Parmigiana for Quinn. What else?’


      ‘Gold-fever fettuccine,’ said Petra. ‘But I’ll come up as well. Get a bottle of wine.’


      ‘I refuse to use those ridiculous names.’ I scanned the menu, feeling cross. ‘So just chicken and avocado risotto please. And if anyone orders the Sheridan Special, I’m leaving.’


      I pulled my chair forward so Petra could pass and then poured myself a glass of water. Quinn was already on her mobile, thumbs dancing. My original intention had been to dine at the local pub with just my sister, however I seemed to have accumulated extra company – even being persuaded to act as a chauffeur for Lucy, who shared a long tale regarding the whereabouts of her own car that included at least two of her sisters, an Indian taxi driver, and an allegedly hot mechanic. By halfway through the story I would have agreed to anything. My sister was another matter. She was an excellent sounding board; one who could play devil’s advocate when needed, but also switch to supportive in an instant. I needed a little of both.


      The promised conversation with Ashley Armistead had been brief. Just a repeat of the questions that Matthew had asked, plus a brisk exploration of the previous night’s phone call from Sam. He had given no information in return, not even a hint of what the coroner had found that had brought him to the centre in such a hurry. Downstairs, in the hall, much of the talk skirted around Sam’s penchant for bacon burgers and beer. But then they didn’t know what I did.


      ‘Cab sav,’ said Petra, putting the bottle down in front of me.


      I pulled some money out of my purse and slid it over to Quinn. ‘Here, go get yourself a Coke. Now.’


      ‘If you want to get rid of me, just say so.’ Quinn rose, scooping up the money.


      Petra squeezed past my chair and sat down. ‘What’s up?’


      ‘Darcy wants a divorce, and he also wants me to sell the house, or buy him out, or let him buy me out. Because that woman’s pregnant.’


      ‘What? I mean … what?’


      ‘She’s pregnant. Don’t tell the girls.’


      Petra leant forward to grab the wine. She opened it deftly and poured us each a glass. ‘That fool.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Are you okay?’


      I toyed with my wineglass, watching the liquid slosh. ‘Not really.’


      ‘Christ. Five kids and he still hasn’t mastered the condom.’ She shook her head. ‘What are you going to do?’


      ‘Buy him out, I suppose. I don’t have much choice.’


      Petra examined me thoughtfully. ‘That’s not quite true. I mean, don’t dismiss the alternatives altogether. Maybe you should sell up.’ She put a hand up to stop me interrupting. ‘Nell, that house is big. And full of memories. Maybe this is your chance to move on.’


      I shook my head. That house was like family.


      Quinn and Lucy returned, the latter placing one hand over her glass as Petra proffered the bottle. ‘No thanks, I’ll stick to water. I’m on a health kick.’


      ‘I think Mr Emerson rang someone else as well, Mum,’ said Quinn, who had clearly been giving this some thought. ‘After all, if he was so excited, he’d have been, like, bursting to tell someone. So he’s rung this mystery person and they decided to have him stuffed.’


      ‘Snuffed,’ I corrected.


      ‘Whatever. But that means you’re probably next.’


      ‘Fine. All I ask is that they make it quick.’


      Lucy glared at her sister. ‘That’s ridiculous. Mum doesn’t know anything.’


      ‘Ah, but does the murderer realise that?’


      ‘Depends on how well he knows her,’ said my mother, looming over the table as she examined the seat formation. She dragged a chair from an adjoining table with a teeth-jarring scrape and hung her handbag on the back as she sat down, glancing from my glass to Petra’s. ‘What are we drinking?’


      ‘Good evening, Yen,’ said Petra with exaggerated politeness. ‘A glass of wine, perhaps?’


      ‘Obviously.’


      Our mother was an interesting character. The name ‘Yen’ had arisen from her initial insistence that my sister and I not call her ‘Mum’. She hadn’t counted on the difficulties a baby would have with the three syllables of Lillian, and the instinctive abbreviation that would occur. By the time she realised that she had traded the traditional moniker for a unit of Japanese currency, it was too late. The name seemed to suit her anyway. Spiky, but with a hint of softness, because she herself was a melange of contradictions. Acerbic yet insightful; parsimonious yet generous; critical yet protective. She belonged to an array of social and special interest groups, serving as secretary on at least three, yet hadn’t invited anyone to her house for over thirty years. Except for our family friend next door, Uncle Jim, but she was having an affair with him so it didn’t quite count. Certainly his wife was never invited.


      ‘So what does your mother’s lack of knowledge have to do with anything?’


      ‘It’s about poor Mr Emerson. And how Mum’s life is in danger now.’


      ‘Highly unlikely.’


      ‘She can’t die, anyway, not till she’s finished all the doll’s houses,’ said Lucy, sounding rather more resigned to my fate than she had three minutes before. ‘One for each of us.’


      The doll’s houses she was referring to had originated with a Tudor cottage that I started about twelve months ago, as a hobby to keep me busy. It was far cheaper to renovate a doll’s house than a real house. The problem, however, was that each of my offspring had immediately laid claim to the finished product as part of their inheritance. In a moment of weakness I promised to do one for each. So far I had just started the second, which meant that my lifespan required at least another five years.


      Yen gazed around the table for a subject more interesting than my impending demise. ‘Petra, your fingernails look absurd. Which reminds me, did you order extra sour cream?’


      ‘Shit,’ said Petra.


      ‘I see. Did you order my meal at all?’


      ‘Shit.’


      ‘Excellent. Thank you.’ Yen rose again and treated us all to a withering glance before stalking off towards the bar.


      ‘Shit,’ said Petra again, taking a sip of wine.


      ‘Nothing to do with me,’ I said equably. ‘You’re the one who invited her.’


      A young couple with a baby settled themselves noisily at the table from which Yen had filched her chair. While the woman divested herself of various infant paraphernalia, the man went in search of a highchair. He returned quickly and hefted a rather leggy baby from the pram.


      ‘That’s a really ugly baby,’ whispered Quinn, staring.


      I followed her gaze. She was right.


      ‘Like, what would you do if you had such an ugly baby? Wouldn’t you be embarrassed?’


      ‘Let’s change the subject,’ said Petra, looking at me.


      ‘Yes,’ said Lucy, fidgeting with her water. ‘Let’s.’


      I glanced at her curiously but she avoided my gaze. My eyes widened. Maybe she knew.


      ‘It looks like one of those … what are those animals that sit up and stare?’


      ‘Well, that’s done.’ My mother rehung her handbag, sat back down. ‘Fortunately I’m not hungry. I hope you lot don’t get put off by your meals arriving before mine.’


      ‘I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ I said pleasantly. ‘Besides, it had nothing to do with me.’


      ‘I am sorry, Yen.’ Petra dug a manicured nail into my hip. ‘We were talking about Sam and totally forgot.’


      ‘Meerkats!’ Quinn nodded, pleased. ‘That’s what it looks like. A meerkat.’


      ‘What does?’ asked Yen, looking a little like a meerkat herself as she peered around.


      ‘Just some ugly baby,’ replied Petra dismissively. ‘Now, Yen, you were going to drop in at Loretta Emerson’s house. See if she needed anything.’


      ‘She didn’t.’


      ‘Yes, but …’ Petra paused to give me a smug glance. See, this is why I invited her. ‘But didn’t she say anything about how he, well, died?’


      ‘Actually, she did, now that you mention it.’ Yen continued to peruse the room, and then twisted in her seat to take in the adjoining table. She raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, Quinn, you’re correct. That is a remarkably unprepossessing child. How unfortunate.’


      ‘Sssh!’ I hissed, particularly as I had full view of the unfortunate, but not deaf, parents.


      Petra rapped her fork against Yen’s glass and spoke through the echoing tinkle. ‘Yen – Sam Emerson?’


      ‘Murdered,’ replied Yen flatly, and rather dramatically. ‘Asphyxiated, to be precise. Not sure with what as yet. They also suspect that he was drugged, but confirmation will have to wait. Approximate time of death, somewhere between the hours of six and nine pm.’


      I blinked, feeling a little flummoxed by the information. I had known there was more to the death than a simple heart attack since registering the implications of the locked door and Ashley Armistead’s presence. But it was still a jolt to have this verified, particularly so baldly. Drugged. Asphyxiated. Murdered.


      ‘Excuse me …’ The father from the adjoining table was staring narrowly at Yen. ‘You called my kid unprepossessing. What the fuck does that mean?’


      ‘Remarkable,’ replied Yen. ‘As in possessing something to be remarked upon.’


      He frowned. ‘Then why’d you say that was unfortunate?’


      ‘Because it is always easier to fit in with the crowd than be remarkable. Out of the ordinary. It can be a difficult road to traverse, that of being significant. Takes character.’


      ‘Oh. I see. Okay, um … thanks.’


      ‘And next time, watch your language when addressing your elders. Unacceptable.’


      ‘Yeah, okay. Fair enough. Sorry about that.’


      The waiter hove into view, carrying a tray loaded with plates. After some confusion, mainly because he kept trying to give one to Yen, the order was sorted and we were left to stare at our dishes.


      ‘Eat up!’ said Yen jovially. ‘Don’t let me stop you!’


      I took a sip of wine, still thinking. ‘Asphyxiated. Unbelievable. How’s Loretta?’


      ‘Doing it tough. She had a lot of family there, support. But I imagine the shock of his death is compounded by the circumstances. And the questions.’


      We ate in silence, each wrapped in thoughts that were no doubt similar. Except perhaps for Quinn, who alternated each mouthful with an examination of her mobile. I knew I should take it away but lacked the energy for an argument. Instead, I thought back to my own phone conversation with Sam. Was it possible that I was the last person who spoke to him, other than the murderer? Nell, this is huge. Huge! If it weren’t for you and Quinn, we wouldn’t have started down this path. We. Sam had said we. We have news for you, we discovered, we should be hung, drawn and quartered!


      ‘He wasn’t alone!’ I stared at my companions. ‘Sam! In our phone conversation, he kept using the word we. There was someone else there!’


      ‘And you have only just realised this?’ asked Yen.


      ‘Well, I was … busy at the time. I do have a life, you know.’


      ‘Temporarily,’ said Quinn darkly, glancing up from her phone.


      ‘Interesting.’ Petra drummed her fingernails again. ‘Very interesting. Of course, it doesn’t mean that this person is the murderer; just that at some stage Sam had company. It’s likely that this company was one of those there that afternoon, when you and Quinn dropped in.’


      ‘How do you figure that?’


      ‘Elementary, my dear Forrest. Sam didn’t introduce the other part of the we, which he would have done had he known that you were unaware of their presence. So the probability is that it was somebody whom he already knew that you knew was involved.’


      ‘What?’ asked Lucy, looking from me to her aunt. ‘I mean … huh?’


      ‘That sounds like a series of suppositions,’ I commented, unconvinced.


      ‘No, it’s the balance of probabilities. In the absence of other evidence, it becomes the best avenue of inquiry. So …’ After pushing her meal to one side, she plucked a fresh serviette from the stand and began tearing it up. ‘Anyone got a pen?’


      Yen passed her one just as the waiter materialised with a plate containing a baked potato lathered with bacon-studded sour cream. Yen beamed. ‘Perfect! Thank you.’


      ‘So, who was at this meeting yesterday?’ Petra was writing SAM in large letters on a scrap of serviette. She pushed it into the centre of the table and then looked up expectantly.


      ‘The mayor, Willy and Leisl Ackermann, and Deb Taylor.’


      ‘Tessa’s sister,’ added Quinn, looking at her own sister.


      I ignored her. ‘Oh, and Edward Given. He came in at the end.’


      ‘Okay.’ Petra was writing furiously. She lined up the pieces of serviette next to each other. ‘Now let’s eliminate them.’


      ‘Unfortunate turn of phrase,’ said Yen. ‘Particularly regarding Sam.’


      ‘You can also get rid of Willy.’ I was staring at the names. ‘Because I was talking to him as he unlocked the centre this morning and he didn’t even know why I was there.’


      ‘Which most probably eliminates Leisl too.’ Petra hesitated with her hand over Leisl’s name. ‘If one of them had been with Sam when the discovery was made, they would definitely have shared it with the other. No doubt.’


      ‘Agreed.’ I took a sip of wine, thinking. ‘You can also lose Deb Taylor. She had no idea that Sam was there, or that I had an appointment, and I know genuine shock when I see it.’


      ‘Okay, so goodbye to Frilly Willy and spouse, plus Deb Taylor. I’ve always disliked the name Deb. It’s more like a sound than a name. Like a tap dripping.’


      ‘I’m sure that’s going to devastate the woman.’ Yen tapped her knife against the mayor’s name, leaving a smear of sour cream. ‘Not him. He’d have asked for an update on anything they uncovered but he wouldn’t have been there so late, doing the research. Not a chance.’


      I looked at her doubtfully. ‘He did volunteer to go out to the cemetery with them.’


      ‘Curiosity, that’s all. Believe me, when it comes to the background stuff, that man is nowhere to be seen. He’s strictly foreground material.’


      ‘Which just leaves us with Edward Given.’ Petra was staring at the single remaining scrap of serviette. ‘I suppose that makes sense.’


      ‘Actually, it does,’ I said. ‘He’s the most likely to get involved in something like this, given his love of history and intense curiosity. He’s also the one with the most time.’


      Yen pushed her plate aside. ‘In fact, Sam would have been hard pressed getting rid of the man. He would have been in his element. But he’s no murderer.’


      ‘Everybody has some potential for evil.’ I looked over Yen’s shoulder to the adjoining table where the young woman was now feeding the unprepossessing baby. It made a grab for the spoon, missed, and then clapped its hands. The father took a photo with his mobile phone. I thought of Darcy and Tessa. He had been a good father, and no doubt would be again. Taking photos of his own. My risotto felt like lead in the pit of my stomach; like bullets. If I could feel like this about someone I once loved, then surely anybody could be a murderer under the right circumstances. Or the wrong ones.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

      


      I am writing with regard to your weekly column, in particular your sentence structure. While I do enjoy your writing, the short and/or incomplete sentences are very off-putting. There were six such examples in your March 10 column, eight in March 17, and nine in March 24. Nine! This suggests an upward momentum that I find rather concerning. As a reader.


      


      Faint light came from the half-open curtains at Edward Given’s house, suggesting that he was somewhere towards the rear. I ran through the various scenarios in my mind. One: he and Sam had disagreed and he had lashed out; two: he had left Sam before anything untoward had occurred; three: he had witnessed something untoward but was too frightened to come forward. Four: he had no idea about anything and we were on totally the wrong trail. Local woman points finger at innocent man. Again.


      ‘I’m a bit surprised he’s not peeking through the curtains,’ said Petra, who was still sitting beside me in the car despite the fact we had been parked in her driveway for ten minutes. Lucy had long since dragged Quinn into her house, on the corner, to show her something or other. Yen already had her own lights off and curtains drawn, no doubt just in case we felt compelled to visit.


      ‘Yes, that is strange.’


      ‘So, what are you going to do?’


      I sighed, but didn’t turn. ‘Get a realtor in, find out the market value. Speak to the bank.’


      ‘Nell, it’s just a house. Don’t beggar yourself for a house. Maybe you’d be better off selling, and not just in a financial sense. Let yourself move on. He has.’


      ‘Thanks for reminding me.’ I glanced at the dashboard clock and back towards Ned’s house. ‘This really is rather strange. It’s only eight-thirty so he can’t possibly be in bed.’


      ‘Here.’ Petra leant over and pressed the horn before I could stop her. A rather pathetic bleating emerged. ‘Good lord.’


      ‘Yes, it’s embarrassing. If someone cuts me off I have to rely on a forbidding expression.’


      Petra beeped the horn again, twice. ‘Sounds like its balls haven’t dropped.’


      ‘Which is how I prefer my cars, thanks.’


      A dog barked in the distance, frenetic at first and then slowing into intermittent bursts that punched the silence. Quinn appeared at Lucy’s lounge-room window, frowning. I shook my head and waved her back, then returned my gaze to Ned’s windows. Nothing.


      ‘Let’s go over,’ suggested Petra. ‘We’ll just knock, see if he’s there.’


      ‘Last time I suspected Ned of nefarious doings, I ended up making a fool of myself.’


      ‘Ancient history,’ said Petra breezily. She opened her door. ‘Come on.’


      Several woody rhododendrons edged his porch, with dried blooms that pushed against our legs as we mounted the few steps. I rubbed my hands as Petra rang the doorbell and we listened to it echo within the house. The only other sound was a faint throaty rumble, which suggested that the heating was on. I fastened the buttons on my coat, tucked in my scarf.


      ‘I’m going around the back.’


      ‘I’m not.’


      ‘You are the worst detective in the world.’


      ‘Agreed.’ I walked to the edge of the porch as she rounded the side of the house and slipped the latch on the gate before disappearing through. A black dog loped down the footpath and crossed the road to pee against my back tyre. I frowned and made shooing gestures but this just seemed to encourage it. Quinn and Lucy had come outside and were staring at me. Quinn held up her mobile and began texting. Which wasn’t going to do her any good as I had left mine in the car, and it was probably off.


      ‘I don’t have it,’ I called.


      ‘You’re hopeless,’ she yelled back. ‘What are you doing? Where’s Auntie Pet?’


      I held my finger to my lips, hoping she would get the hint.


      ‘What?’


      The side gate banged shut and Petra appeared once more. ‘Do you think you could stop screeching while I’m undercover?’


      ‘No luck?’


      She shook her head. ‘There’s a light on, and the heating, but no sign of him.’


      ‘He must be out. Probably likes his house warm for when he gets back. Let’s go.’


      ‘I’ll just check the garage.’


      My sigh was wasted as she had already continued past the porch towards the driveway. Mark Tapscott, who lived next door with his wife and new baby, was now leaning against the fence watching us curiously. I walked towards him, intent on explaining, but was cut short by Petra’s gasp. She had bobbed down to peer beneath the corrugated roller door of the garage but now grasped it with both hands and attempted to wrench it upwards. The door shuddered noisily but stayed where it was. She fell backwards onto her butt, hard.


      ‘What the –’


      ‘The engine’s on! It’s not the heater, it’s the car!’


      With a rapidity that I was later to look back on with admiration, Mark Tapscott sprinted towards his own backyard. Moments later the fence shook. I ran to Petra and dropped to my knees. We both grabbed the edge of the roller door and heaved. But it was caught fast. The oily smell of petrol caught in my throat.


      The sound of a door being successfully wrenched open came from the rear of the garage followed by swift footsteps across the concrete floor. My heart slid upwards, throbbing against the base of my throat. We stood slowly.


      ‘Call an ambulance!’ shouted Mark from inside. ‘Quickly!’


      Lucy and Quinn had joined us, with Lucy already jabbing 000 into her phone. Quinn looked from the garage to me, wide-eyed. Moments later the bolt slid across at the side of the roller door and it shuddered upwards. Inside stood Mark, looking pale, and beyond him was a metallic-blue sedan. The engine was now off and the car door stood open. I could see the back of Ned’s head, tilted slightly to the side. The air was thick with fumes.


      Mark stared at us. ‘It’s too late.’


      ‘God.’ I closed my eyes for a moment. I felt like crying – not because I knew Ned that well but because I had known him that long. And because it was all so senseless, so much. Beside me Petra started coughing and stepped back. Now I could see a length of green garden hose, one end jammed into the exhaust and the other wedged into a sliver of open window. In between the hose coiled serpent-like along the concrete floor.


      ‘Is he dead?’ asked Quinn, moving a step closer to me.


      I put my arm across her shoulders and propelled her back towards her aunt. ‘It looks that way. Why don’t you and Luce go pay Grandma a visit?’


      ‘Stop treating us like children,’ snapped Lucy uncharacteristically. ‘Well, me, anyway.’


      ‘And me,’ said Quinn, staying close.


      ‘Shit, I broke two nails.’ Petra was holding her hand out. She glanced across at me guiltily. ‘Yes, I know that sounded awful … but they were gorgeous.’


      I concentrated on her nails, because it was easier. ‘No, they weren’t. They were ridiculous. No-one over thirty should wear leopard skin. Unless they are a leopard. Then they have an excuse.’


      The tall, slightly stooped figure of Uncle Jim materialised on my other side, taking in the scene silently. He wasn’t my real uncle, but a family friend for so long that the title was more than earned. He had even been around in the days of my father, and the two had been good friends. Luckily ours was not a particularly tactile relationship, otherwise I may well have flung myself against him. After a few moments, he sighed. ‘Ah, bugger it.’


      Trudy Tapscott also appeared, leaning against the fence in the same spot her husband had so recently stood. It occurred to me that Ned would have loved all this drama, and the attention.


      ‘Okay, young Quinn,’ said Uncle Jim in a no-argument voice. ‘Let’s head over to your grandma’s house. We’ll get some coffee organised. Luce, want to join us?’


      ‘Scotch, please,’ said Petra. ‘Or anything with bite.’


      Quinn frowned but, for once, obeyed without debate. Lucy hung back until they were halfway across the road and then followed. They had barely reached my mother’s front porch, the sensor lights reacting with a burst of illumination, than the mournful wail of the ambulance could be heard in the distance. The sound swelled, becoming impossibly louder, until it came into view and then rolled to a stop by Ned’s letterbox.


      I looked back towards Ned’s head, willing it to have moved, perhaps glanced around with avid curiosity. I wondered how long he had waited after killing Sam. Had he driven straight home from the centre last night and gone right ahead? Or had he sat inside for a while, maybe the whole day, head in his hands, trying to narrow down his options? Even before that though, why had this course of events unfolded? Two men dead, and for what?


      The ambulance officers surged into the garage, equipment briskly organised as they checked Ned’s vital signs. As with Sam, the sense of urgency soon abated. One of them walked off to the side with his phone in hand. The police had now also arrived, a middle-aged man and a younger female with a surprisingly generous chest. Trudy Tapscott gestured from the fence so I walked over, glad to move away from the action.


      ‘Isn’t this awful, Nell? Just awful.’


      ‘Yes, it certainly is.’


      ‘Although if someone was going to do this, then I’m not hugely surprised it was Ned. I mean, he didn’t have much, did he?’


      ‘Depends on your perspective.’ I felt unaccountably cross. ‘He was probably quite content.’


      ‘Really?’ She examined the scene at the garage and raised her eyebrows. After a few moments of silence, which clearly made her point, she changed the subject. ‘Anyway, I was going to ring you. You know how I wanted to write a book? Well, I’m just about finished! Once I started, the words just flowed.’ She made an expansive gesture with her hand. ‘So would you mind having a read? Let me know if I’m on the right track?’


      ‘No problem. And I’ll even give you a discount, considering you’re my mother’s neighbour.’


      ‘A dis– Oh … Um, thanks.’


      ‘Glad to help. You tally up the words and I’ll put together a quote.’


      ‘Let’s go get that scotch,’ said Petra in a low voice. ‘I feel like we’re rubber-necking.’


      As we set off, I glanced back towards the activity at the garage. The policewoman held up her hand and then came over. ‘Excuse me, ladies, could I just get your names and contact details before you leave?’ She took out a pad and pen. ‘Someone may need to speak to you later on.’


      I swallowed my sigh, knowing who that someone would be. I wanted to add a rejoinder, beside my name, explaining that yes, I realised that I seemed to be present at every crime scene in rural Victoria. But, believe me, it wasn’t by choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

      


      LOVED your column about hot flushes! I’ve been suffering these for years now, and they show no signs of stopping. They are RELENTLESS. But now whenever my temperature surges, I think of your column and smile. Plus I’m trying to see the positives. For instance, the other day when our central heating broke down at work, I was the only one who was periodically warm!


      


      I was sitting at a table with Frilly Willy, Ned and the big-breasted policewoman. I’m not sure why the latter was there, given it was a school reunion, but she had provided the last round of drinks so nobody was complaining. I was wearing a black crushed-velvet hat with a short brim and soft crown that was shot through with threads of burgundy. This in itself was unusual but I had received plenty of compliments so was feeling rather chuffed. In the middle of the dance floor was an intricate two-storey wrought-iron rabbit hutch, its occupants feasting on a mound of grass. Every so often one would put its paws up on the cage and push a quivering nose through the mesh. A black dog stood guard. Just before midnight, a bus pulled up at the double doors to the side, which was something of a feat given we were nowhere near a road, and Darcy disembarked. He immediately made his way over to our table.


      ‘It’s all a mistake,’ he said triumphantly. ‘Menopause, not pregnancy!’


      I moved over to make room. ‘So what does that mean?’


      ‘It means he wants you back,’ said Ashley Armistead. ‘You have to make a decision.’


      I didn’t answer, mainly because Darcy had slid his hand inside my dress and was cupping a breast. His fingers bulged against the silky material as he began to knead my nipple. Well, this was embarrassing. I looked up and realised that he was staring past me, towards the big-breasted policewoman. He gave her his slow, somnolent smile. Now I did have to make a decision. I could pretend that I hadn’t noticed, which meant the kneading could continue, and it felt nice. But if I called him to task, it would all come to an end. I felt a wave of irritation, because it wasn’t fair.


      Ned’s mobile phone began to ring, with a repetitive buzz that fed my irritation. Now my nipple just felt sore, and Darcy’s fingers rough and callused. I shrugged him away but his hand followed, so I flipped onto my side and opened my eyes to stare at my own mobile. This was why I rarely used the thing. It had vibrated its way across the top of my bedside chest and was now juddering against the lamp as if trying to mate. Whatever, it was still getting more action than me. I reached out. ‘Hello?’


      ‘Mum!’ said Quinn excitedly. ‘I can’t believe you answered!’


      I tried to concentrate. ‘Then why’d you ring? Where are you?’


      ‘In the kitchen. And there’s no milk.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘There’s no milk. I wanted cereal.’


      ‘For god’s sake. Have toast.’ I hung up, tossing the mobile onto the spare side of my bed, and then rolled over to stare at the ceiling. My nipple still felt sore. Bloody Darcy.


      The events of the previous day slid into my consciousness, slowly at first and then gathering momentum. Sam Emerson. Edward Given. Both dead. The truth was, with all the shock that remained, I was also a little relieved that there was not some manic killer on the loose. Or Petar Majic’s ghost, determined to keep Beloved hidden for another hundred and fifty years. My mobile began vibrating again on the bedcovers.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘There’s no bread either. I thought you went shopping? I had to have a hot cross bun from the freezer!’


      ‘So why are you telling me this?’


      ‘I’m not. That detective bloke is here to see you.’


      This news brought me upright. I tossed the phone again as I scrambled out of bed and into the bathroom. There I brushed my teeth and hair, sparing a moment to wish fervently for the fetching hat of my dream, before replacing my baggy T-shirt with a pair of satin pyjamas that felt like oil. Lastly I shrugged on my dressing-gown. I tied the cord as I hurried through into the family room, taking a moment to breathe before entering.


      ‘That hot cross bun was stale.’


      ‘I’m not surprised, given it’s over three months since Easter.’ I turned from Quinn to Ashley Armistead, who was squatting as he patted the dog. The detective was dressed very casually, in jeans and a light windcheater that had Carpe Deim written across the chest. I pointed. ‘Dead Poet’s Society. Robin Williams.’


      ‘O Captain, my captain,’ replied Ashley.


      ‘So sad when the young guy killed himself.’ The words had barely left my mouth when I realised their inappropriateness. I flushed.


      ‘I’m going to school,’ announced Quinn. She picked up her schoolbag. ‘Goodbye.’


      ‘Aren’t you early?’ I glanced at the clock and back at Ashley. ‘And you too?’


      ‘I told you the other day. We’ve got a breakfast for outdoor ed. Caitlin’s mum’s giving us a lift.’ She hefted the bag onto her shoulder and loped through the doorway. Gusto pulled away from Ashley to follow. Moments later the front door slammed shut, hard.


      ‘Is she angry?’ asked Ashley.


      ‘No, just fourteen. It’s par for the course.’


      He grimaced sympathetically. ‘And yes, I know it’s early. Sorry about that but this is actually my RDO and I’m heading down to Greensborough for the day, visiting friends. Thought I’d take a chance and see if you were up.’


      ‘Barely. I’d offer you coffee but we’ve run out of milk.’


      ‘Lucky I brought some then, isn’t it?’ Ashley gestured towards the bench where two takeaway coffee containers sat. ‘I was hoping they’d sweeten the early arrival.’


      ‘They certainly do.’ I moved over and collected one. It was tepid, but divine.


      ‘Now, to business. I’m told that you and your sister were at Edward Given’s house when his body was discovered. There’s a surprise.’


      ‘Actually, you may remember that my mother happens to live in that street. And my sister now lives there also, next door, while the house on the corner is currently occupied by two of my daughters. So there was ample reason for me to be there.’


      ‘Actually, unless you also happen to have relatives camping in Edward Given’s backyard, a few questions still remain.’


      I took my coffee over to the couch and waved Ashley towards the armchair. ‘Okay, but it wasn’t me in the backyard. See, we’d all gone out for dinner and I was designated driver. So we were discussing poor Sam, and I remembered in that phone conversation I told you about he used the word “we”, which suggested he had company at the community centre that night. By the process of elimination, we thought it might’ve been Ned.’


      ‘So you thought you’d pay him a visit?’


      ‘Spur of the moment, when I dropped everyone off. We knocked on the door and Petra went round the back to see if he was home. We were just leaving when she decided to see if his car was in the garage. That’s when we realised …’


      He nodded. ‘Yes. We’ve got a statement from Mark Tapscott. So did either of you enter the garage at all?’


      ‘No. Mark said it was too late. There was no point.’ I tucked my feet beneath me and regarded Ashley. ‘Okay, my turn for questions. Do you know when he did it? How long after he got home?’


      Ashley rubbed a finger between his eyes slowly. ‘We don’t know he did anything yet. There are some … anomalies.’


      I stared. ‘Like what?’


      ‘Like a large peri-mortem bruise on his right buttock consistent with being dragged over the handbrake from the passenger seat into the driver’s seat.’


      I slid my feet back to the ground and leant forward. ‘You mean someone else put him there, that they set everything up? Tried to make it look like a suicide?’


      ‘Don’t go leaping ahead. Usually, if it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and sounds like a duck, then it’s a duck. All I’m saying is that the investigation is ongoing, and there’s a few inconsistencies we need to sort out. Each of them will probably have an explanation, such as he may have begun in the passenger seat and then decided to change seats himself, for some reason. Of course, the two autopsies will bring more information. But in the meantime, given the anomalies, we are going to treat both deaths as having some suspicious circumstances. And your pyjama top is open.’


      I blinked, and then registered this last part. I looked down and sat straight in almost one motion, although he hadn’t been quite right. My pyjama top wasn’t open, it had just been gaping. Much like me. ‘In other words, what you’re saying is that it’s possible someone killed Sam Emerson at the community centre, before driving Ned back to his house and setting it up so that we’d think he killed Sam but couldn’t live with the guilt.’


      ‘I think I just stressed that I wasn’t saying anything of the sort.’


      ‘It’s between the lines.’ I took a sip of coffee, thinking. ‘Which would mean we’d be back to the most likely motive being the discovery they both made that night. About Petar Majic and Beloved. The one I told you about yesterday.’


      ‘Yeah. Sure.’


      ‘So we’d have a third person on the scene. Or … no, most likely it would be someone he rang to tell them the news. After all, he was bursting with it. Now who would they ring?’


      ‘You?’


      ‘Apart from me.’ I put my coffee down and curled back, hugging a throw cushion. ‘We’ll have to get the Historical Society membership list.’


      ‘We’ll have to do nothing. I, on the other hand, will follow correct investigative procedures. I may throw you a piece of information every now and again, if you keep your nose clean, but that’s it.’


      ‘My nose is always clean. I’m strict about that. And you don’t need to throw me anything, I am quite capable of uncovering information on my own.’


      ‘Yes, I’ve seen your capabilities.’ He gave me a half-smile which then settled quizzically. ‘Okay, my turn for questions now. Why did you blow me off last Christmas?’


      ‘I’ve always hated that expression.’ I grinned. There was no response so I picked up my coffee, buying time. But the question wasn’t going anywhere. I sighed. ‘Okay then, I think I panicked. I’ve been married for twenty-six years. That’s a long time.’


      He nodded. ‘Yes, I get that. But it’s not “I have been married,” it’s “I was married.” You need to move on.’


      ‘You sound like my sister.’ I rotated the coffee cup in my hands. ‘To be honest, I know you’re both right, but it’s easier said than done. I regretted cancelling that time almost straight away, but it didn’t stop me making another excuse when you rang the following week. And then regretting that.’


      He rose, smoothing down his jeans. ‘Maybe after this business is over then? Is it worth another shot?’


      I smiled. ‘Maybe.’


      ‘How about Norfolk Island? I’ve always wanted to go there. We’ll fly over for the weekend, get right away from everything. Separate. Then you can go digging around in history to your heart’s content. And I’m very good in bed.’


      My smile widened. ‘Is that your considered opinion, or do you have verification?’


      ‘Only my considered opinion, but I’d like verification. Care to oblige?’


      ‘Maybe,’ I said again, rising. I adjusted my dressing-gown to ensure I didn’t give another sneak preview and followed him down the hall. Gusto was sitting by the front door and he turned to stare at us, tongue lolling. At the doorway, we both paused and then attempted to go through together. The doorway was a large one, but not quite large enough for two to pass without awkwardness so we stepped back again, and laughed.


      ‘After you.’ Ashley waved an arm expansively.


      ‘No, after you; you’re the visitor.’


      ‘I insist. Ladies first.’


      I shook my head and we locked eyes, laughed again and made an identical snorty noise just before reattempting the exit simultaneously. This time we wedged ourselves neatly against each other and, turning, I could suddenly feel the length of his body. I looked up, surprised, and attempted to step back but he caught me neatly by the elbow and, when he met no resistance, slid his arm around my waist and drew me back. We stared at each other, and then kissed.


      Now, I have long been a vocal critic of books and movies that proclaim the first kiss to be earth-shakingly superlative, where the hero and heroine lock lips without bumping noses, or chins, or other protuberances, and embark on this mutual exploration that inevitably leaves her weak at the knees. Our kiss was not in that category, but it was nice. It was a very long time since I had kissed like that, as marriages do not lend themselves to long bouts of kissing, but it came back quickly. Like riding a bicycle. While kissing. We stopped after a while and gazed at each other. His eyes were dark. He ran a finger down the side of my cheek slowly, watching its progress, and then let it fall to my shoulder, where it peeled the edge of my dressing-gown back, just slightly. He lowered his head to that spot and left a series of kisses, his lips feather-light, even as his hands slid inside my dressing-gown and all the way around to the small of my back. He drew me firmly forward, so that I could feel him. My legs may not have been weak, but my body was on fire. He lifted his head and stared at me. I nodded; a small, almost imperceptible movement. But a question asked and answered.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

      


      Love the idea of your joke-of-the-week competition. Here’s mine: ‘Somebody’s been sleeping in my bed!’ cries Mother Bear. Her husband barely raises an eyebrow. ‘Who hasn’t?’ he mutters under his breath. The end.


      


      Until this morning my sexual-partner-tally had been four, which was nine less than the average for an Australian woman across her lifetime, so I had a bit of catching up to do. Unless I moved to India, in which case I was already above average. Given I was not above average in much of anything, it was a tempting prospect. My first sexual experience had been a clumsy rabbit-like encounter with a boyfriend at eighteen; the relationship ending abruptly the following day when I discovered he was sharing details of the milestone with friends. Next was a guy I dated at university, which was a more rewarding experience that may well have continued indefinitely had it not been for the fact his surname was Buttafuoco. The sex would have had to have been trembly-leg superlative to have moved past that, and it wasn’t.


      Following that was a friend-with-benefits experiment that lasted for almost two years, a mutually beneficial arrangement that simply petered out over time. It was at his wedding that I met Darcy. Twenty-six years of monogamy, on my side anyway, which I had thought would continue until one of us shuffled off this mortal coil. Instead, Darcy was gallivanting around the Gold Coast, impregnating my replacement, while I had just had my first one-night stand ever. Middle-aged woman bucks trend by turning one-night stand into one-morning horizontal. And some vertical. But definitely no standing. Recommends same.


      Petra had invited herself for lunch today so after I had tidied my den of iniquity, I took some time to dash into town and collect supplies. A new banner had been hung across the council chambers, this one a pictorial effort that featured the original James Sheridan on one side, with a rakishly tilted bowler hat, and the current mayor on the other. In between the words read ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS OF SHERIDAN MAJIC! I regarded the bowler hat thoughtfully, and then left my groceries in the car while I made a detour to Svetlana’s Haberdashery in the arcade.


      Svetlana’s was something of an institution, having been in Majic almost from the beginning. The lady herself was a distant memory but the name lived on under a succession of new owners. Inside was a rabbit warren of sewing paraphernalia, clothing oddments and craft goods. It was also where I purchased most of my requirements for the doll’s houses. From these visits I knew that there was an assortment of hats and fascinators tucked into one corner. I regarded the merchandise with a critical eye. It was not just any hat I was after, but the one from my dream. Black crushed velvet, with a short brim and soft crown that was shot through with threads of burgundy.


      Not surprisingly it wasn’t there, but I did find a relative. Made of soft felt rather than crushed velvet, and just plain black, but the mirror approved and so did I. Even the current Svetlana, after eulogising both Sam and Loretta Emerson for fifteen minutes, was enthusiastic. To celebrate, I also purchased a tiny walnut gramophone for the current doll’s house, complete with an octagonal base and curving brass horn. I left the shop feeling amazingly chipper, albeit with an undulating flicker of guilt. But I had to concentrate on the positives – I had become a hat person, owner of a gramophone and a partaker of casual sex all in the course of a few hours. The afternoon had a lot to live up to.


      Before heading home, I walked up the arcade and gazed across at Sheridan House. Even from here I could see it was closed. A divvy van was parked by the entry and there was a bright yellow sign covering the opening hours. Nevertheless every few minutes somebody would skirt past the van and wander up to the front door to tug at it, before shading their eyes as they peered inside. From this vantage point I could see both car parks, the large one that flanked the footy oval and a smaller one tucked around the back. The latter held a single car and with a wrench I realised it was Sam’s.


      I wandered across slowly. It was a late-model silver sedan, very standard, with a bumper sticker that read Yesterday was history, today is a blessing, tomorrow is a mystery. I doubted that he had found yesterday much of a blessing but he had certainly been right about the last one. Would we ever know what had driven Ned to commit such a dreadful deed? If indeed he had. I sighed as I peered into the back seat, hoping perhaps for an explanation. Preferably in large print as I was beginning to suspect I needed glasses.


      ‘Nell? What are you doing?’


      I jumped back and stared guiltily at Leisl Akermann. She was standing by the rear door of the community centre with Karen Rawlings. ‘Nothing. That is, I suppose I was hoping for a clue. About why it happened.’


      ‘It happened because Ned was jealous,’ said Leisl shortly. ‘He ran for president against Sam two years ago and never got over being sidelined. There’s no mystery about that.’


      Karen shook her head. ‘I’m still in shock. Poor Sam. Hey, nice hat, Nell.’


      ‘Just goes to show you never know a person,’ added Leisl. ‘You think you do, but …’


      ‘I thought the place was closed?’ I gestured towards the centre.


      ‘It is. But Karen and I had to make statements. Plus I wanted to get access to our files but they wouldn’t let me.’ Leisl frowned. ‘This is going to set us back days, and we’ve only got a week and a half before the commemoration.’


      ‘That’s a little insensitive,’ commented Karen. ‘I mean, Sam is dead.’


      Leisl looked contrite. ‘I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just there’s so much to do.’ She turned back to me. ‘I’m working on a database with all the inhabitants of Majic from way back when, so visitors next weekend will be able to trace ancestors by name.’


      ‘How interesting,’ I said politely. ‘I’m sure the police won’t be too long.’


      ‘They’d better not be. And before you accuse me of being insensitive again, Karen, can I just say that Sam himself would be devastated that he’s held everything up.’


      ‘Actually it’s Ned who’s responsible, not Sam.’


      ‘Potato, potahto. This commemoration is the most significant thing to happen to our town for a hundred and fifty years. So as much as I’m devastated about Sam, I also have to stay focused. Otherwise we’ll blow it. This is important – really important. It’s our chance to put ourselves on the map.’


      *


      After arriving home, I spent the remainder of the morning answering emails and sketching the bones of a new column, this one about the trials and tribulations of school reunions. I also made a call to the local real estate agency, fixing a valuation for the following day. Finally, and a little reluctantly, I googled yesterday’s events to find out what was being reported. It was surprisingly little, both deaths earning only a brief mention that failed even to make a connection between the two.


      This scarcity of media interest only served to underline the surreal nature of the events. That is, I knew that Sam Emerson and Ned Given were both dead, but the enormity of it felt blurred, as if I was working with a photocopy. I suspected that the primary cause was that I was also working on overload. The uncertainty over my matched pair of university dropouts, Darcy’s impending fatherhood, having to refinance the family home – and now a dollop of clandestine sex on top. And beneath. It was like a casserole with too many ingredients. A murder or two thickened the mix, but barely altered the taste. I needed to deconstruct the components, and then lay them out and deal with each individually.


      I swivelled myself on the chair while staring up at the ceiling, welcoming the giddy feeling that surged. After four and a half revolutions, I decided that I should start with the deaths. They were simply the least pervasive, for me anyway. Besides, spending an hour or so mulling over what happened to Sam and Ned was the least I could do for them, and I rather fancied the idea of strolling into the police station with some vital clue. Local woman in attractive hat heralded as new Sherlock Holmes. Police impressed.


      There were two scenarios – one that had Ned killing Sam and then himself, and the other that involved a third party doing away with both. The key for either was the motive. What I really needed was to talk to other members of the Historical Society and discover whether there had been any bad blood between the two men, or anyone else. Leisl’s theory about the presidency was a start, but didn’t seem enough. Then there was Sam’s Discovery, which Ashley Armistead might have dismissed but which could very well be pivotal. Or coincidental. Or both.


      The Historical Society possessed a surprisingly elaborate web presence, with Sheridan House forming the backdrop to the home page. The hundred-and-fifty-year commemoration also featured largely but there was no handy membership list with contact details and individual alibis for Monday night. The committee, it seemed, was made up of Sam as president, Will as vice-president, Leisl as treasurer and Ned as secretary. The patron was James Sheridan V, ‘scion of our most notable family’.


      I sat back from a moment, and then googled the scion himself. To my surprise the collective owners of the name scored a Wikipedia page. James Sheridan I was credited with the establishment of Majic, with Petar only scoring a brief mention for his sunset ride. No Wikipedia page for him. Following this period was a succession of James Sheridans who all met their two basic requirements – becoming a notable citizen and producing a namesake to continue the line. The only hiccup had been James III, who had carelessly let himself get killed in World War I. Fortunately his sister Mary May had saved the day.


      I was about to close the page when 1867 caught my eye. This was the year that Petar Majic died. It was also, according to Wikipedia, the year that Mary Frost, the wife of the original James, had passed away, shortly after giving birth to the latest instalment. I frowned, recalling the marriage certificate glimpsed yesterday in the Historical Society office, which detailed the union of James Sheridan with a Kata Dragovic – in 1867. I thought it curious at the time because Kata had the same surname as Petar’s friend Mate, but now it seemed even more peculiar. Could 1867 really have been such a busy year? And why did Kata not even score a mention on the Sheridan Wikipedia page?


      I googled Kata’s name but, apart from a Kata Dragovic who had recently uploaded a YouTube video of her cat, there was nothing. I watched the cat video anyway, and then went into Scarlett’s room to find her large whiteboard. I cleaned it off and then brought it, and the handy Abracadabra: The Makings of Majic, back into my study. I started by dividing the whiteboard into three sections. At the top of the first section I wrote PETAR MAJIC (1829–1867) + BELOVED? and in the second MATE DRAGOVIC (1829–1866) + KATA?. The third I reserved for the Sheridan genealogy, which took some time. Finally, I stood back to examine my handiwork.


      
        [image: ]

      


      I hadn’t bothered to include the current couple of generations, mainly because they had become surprisingly plentiful. After a hundred-odd years of scraping by with barely a single heir, they appeared to have adopted the biblical motto ‘go forth and multiply’. Perhaps it was a competition. Besides, continuing the Sheridan family tree would mean including Tessa’s name beneath that of her father, Edward, and leaving space for her progeny to follow.


      Gusto began barking moments before the doorbell rang. I glanced at the computer, surprised to find that it was almost one o’clock. Rather reluctantly, I left my research and headed to the front door, opening it to reveal my sister. She towered over me, largely because she was wearing a wicked pair of stiletto-heeled boots.


      ‘He left a note,’ she said excitedly as the dog ran out to sniff suspiciously at her boots.


      ‘Who?’ I gaped at her, and then at the outside of the door. Perhaps I was expecting a handwritten missive to be pinned to the centre panel. Something like Dear Nell, this morning was amazing. Love, Ashley. No, from Ashley. I looked back at Petra and flushed.


      ‘Ned, of course. Ned Given.’ She frowned at me. ‘What’s up? And what’s with the hat?’


      ‘I’ve decided to become a hat person.’ I shut the door and showed her into the family room while I let Gusto into the backyard. He had a disconcerting tendency to stare at people while they were eating. Petra waved a colourful brochure at me when I returned and then examined me critically. ‘Actually, it suits you. Makes you look a little bohemian. Edgy. But it looks ridiculous inside.’


      ‘True.’ I took off the hat and ran a hand through my hair.


      Petra was still staring. ‘There’s something else … different. Something …’


      ‘What was that about a note?’


      ‘Oh, yes! Ned left a note! Apparently Mark Tapscott saw it, and he told his wife who told Elsa Poxleitner who told everyone. It said: It’s beyond me. Sorry, Ned.’


      ‘Beyond me?’ I repeated. ‘Why would he say it’s beyond him?’


      ‘I assume he was talking about what he did. To Sam.’ Petra flopped down into the armchair and watched me as I started preparing lunch. ‘You’ve done something.’


      ‘No, I haven’t. What’s with the brochure?’


      She tossed it onto the coffee table. ‘It’s for these townhouses they’re building out where Fletcher’s farm used to be. Very nice. I thought you might be interested. Now, don’t try to change the subject. Look, you’re even blushing.’


      I decided to go on the offensive, a manoeuvre that had often worked in the past. I pointed at her accusingly. ‘No, it’s you! You’re projecting! I know – you’ve had sex!’


      ‘Not this week,’ she replied unperturbed, swinging one leg. ‘Whose are those?’


      I followed her gaze to the abandoned takeaway cups on the coffee table.


      ‘Ah, I see. Who was it? Darcy? You might as well tell me, I’ll work it out eventually.’


      I pushed away the memory of Darcy cupping my breast as I toasted bagels and then covered them with cream cheese.


      ‘Surely not?’ Petra sat upright. She grinned triumphantly. ‘The detective! Ashley Armistead! Oh my god! It was!’


      ‘Sssh!’


      ‘Nell! You trollop! And in the morning, no less!’


      ‘It wasn’t planned,’ I said defensively. ‘He just came around to ask some questions.’


      ‘I take it you answered them to his satisfaction?’


      The doorbell rang again, a very welcome sound. I wiped my hands on a tea towel.


      ‘Don’t think this is over,’ called Petra as I left the room.


      To my surprise, Deb Taylor stood on the doorstep. She gave me a rather self-conscious smile. ‘Hi, Nell. I, ah, heard about what happened yesterday, with Ned Given. About you finding him. And the centre’s closed anyway so I thought I’d drop by. See if you were okay.’


      ‘How nice of you,’ I said enthusiastically. ‘We were just about to have lunch. Why don’t you join us?’


      ‘Oh no, I couldn’t.’


      ‘I insist.’ I held the door wider, despite a gust of wind, and ushered her inside. Then I led her through to the family room and grinned at my sister. ‘Petra, this is Deb Taylor. She’s joining us for lunch. She’s Tessa’s sister.’


      ‘She’s what?’


      ‘Sorry,’ said Deb, looking embarrassed. ‘I didn’t have any say in it.’ She trailed off as she spotted the two doll’s houses by the window. ‘Oh my god! Are they yours?’


      I nodded, pleased. ‘They’re something of a hobby.’


      ‘How amazing! Look at the detail!’


      ‘They’re substitutes,’ said Petra. ‘Well, at least they were.’


      Ignoring her, I waved Deb towards the couch. ‘Take a seat. Make yourself comfortable. Lunch is on the way.’ I returned to the kitchen and folded smoked salmon onto the bagels, then sprinkled some dill on top.


      ‘Nice boots,’ said Petra, eyeing off a pair that were almost identical to hers.


      ‘Ditto.’ Deb smiled. ‘Mountfords?’


      Petra nodded. ‘Love that store. I believe you were with Nell yesterday. Horrid business.’


      ‘Yes. To be honest, I’m still in shock. Then to find out about Ned Given. God.’ She turned to me. ‘That’s part of the reason I came here, for some company that I don’t work with. And there was another reason too.’ Her voice rose slightly. ‘I found out something, and I really wanted to share it. He left a note!’


      ‘We know.’ I brought the tray of bagels over to the coffee table, pushing the coffee containers aside to make room. ‘It’s beyond me. Sorry, Ned.’


      Deb looked deflated. ‘Oh. Elsa Poxleitner told me in confidence so I thought …’


      ‘Elsa Poxleitner told everyone in confidence.’ Petra reached forward for a bagel. ‘So it seems that Ned must have killed Sam and then killed himself out of remorse.’


      ‘Not so fast. I have news also.’ I took a seat next to Deb. ‘It seems that there are several anomalies regarding the apparent suicide. The major one being a large bruise that is consistent with Ned being dragged over the handbrake. By someone else.’


      Petra’s salmon began to slide off her bagel as she stared at me. She pushed it back with one finger, which she then used to point at me. ‘Are you saying …?’


      ‘Not necessarily. In fact, I think the police are still leaning towards the murder/suicide scenario. Apparently the bruise could also have been caused by him dragging himself over. They’re just keeping their options open.’


      Deb was frowning. ‘But how do you know this?’


      ‘Oh, that detective probably told her,’ said Petra quickly, before I could answer. ‘Ashley Armistead. He was here this morning, probing her. Isn’t that right, Nell?’


      I glared at her. ‘In a manner of speaking.’


      ‘It has to be murder/suicide,’ continued Deb. ‘An argument that ended badly, or something like that. Because there’s no reason why someone would murder them both, and go to such lengths to cover their tracks. A simple break-in doesn’t make sense, and if it was someone with a grudge, how did they even know they were both there that night? Come to think of it, why were they both there that night?’


      ‘The Discovery, of course.’ I suddenly realised that she was not aware of this aspect of the situation. ‘Pet, you explain while I get something.’


      I jumped up, hurrying into the study to fetch the whiteboard. I took a moment to wipe off my suspicions beneath the mayor’s name and then carried the board back to the family room. I propped it on the spare armchair and waited for Petra to finish the explanation before gesturing with a flourish. ‘Ta-da.’


      They both stared, moving forward a little so that they could read the information.


      ‘This is so interesting!’ Deb was clearly enthralled and I suddenly remembered that it was her family. Her ancestors. She pointed from Mate to James. ‘Kata Dragovic? So was she married to both of them?’


      ‘I’m not sure. I saw a printout of the wedding certificate in the Historical Society room. It must have been part of their research.’


      Petra frowned. ‘But if Kata was Beloved, that would mean she fitted Petar in between her two marriages. Busy girl.’


      ‘I don’t think she was.’ I picked up a bagel. ‘Because she still had Mate’s surname at her second marriage, which means if there was anything between her and Petar, it must have been a fling. It’s unlikely that she’d advertise that with the graveyard inscription, especially given she was about to be remarried the same year.’


      ‘But your theory is that Sam Emerson discovered who Beloved was,’ said Deb. ‘Is that right?’


      I nodded. ‘And if it was a double murder, then the likely culprit was someone they rang, other than me. Someone who was invested in not letting it get out.’


      Petra was still staring at the whiteboard. ‘Well, that could only be one person.’


      ‘Ah … yes.’


      ‘No.’ Deb shook her head. ‘If you mean James, then not a chance. I’m not saying that just because he’s my uncle. Believe me, he’d be far more likely to bribe them than kill them. Apart from anything else, he is too invested in his image. No, it doesn’t fit.’


      I nodded, because she made sense. ‘It’s probably not important anyway, because the odds are on the murder/suicide scenario. The Discovery, whatever it was, is probably only relevant because it’s what they were working on at the time. Maybe it even sparked their disagreement. We’ll never know.’


      ‘No, I suppose not.’ Deb was still staring at the whiteboard. ‘Seems a shame, though.’


      The telephone rang and I abandoned my lunch to answer it. ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell. It’s Ashley. Look, I can’t stop thinking about … what happened.’


      ‘Me too,’ I said warmly. Petra looked across with interest so I took the handset out to the passageway and propped myself against the wall. I felt like a teenager.


      ‘No, I mean … that is, naturally I mean that way too, but more that, well, it was so totally inappropriate.’


      ‘Oh, I see. Of course.’


      ‘I’m supposed to be investigating a crime, not bedding the witnesses.’


      ‘Not bedding the witnesses? Charming. And so it’s plural?’


      ‘Of course not. Have you seen some of them?’


      I stayed silent. I could see my bed through my open door, now neatly made.


      ‘That was a joke.’ He paused. ‘Look, I’m doing this wrong. You know I’m interested and you also know that I wanted to set something up last year. My only regret now is the timing. That’s it.’


      I nodded slowly, even though he couldn’t see. ‘Fair enough.’


      ‘It’s an ongoing investigation and you’re linked. However slightly.’


      ‘I said fair enough.’


      ‘So can we put this to one side till afterwards? Just sort of forget it happened?’


      ‘Well, I’m not sure I can forget exactly.’


      ‘No, me neither.’ He laughed. ‘But it’ll give me something to look forward to.’


      ‘We’ll see,’ I replied, pulling back. ‘That is, we’ll have a chat then.’


      ‘Talk is overrated. But fine, if that’s what it takes. So we’re agreed?’


      ‘Agreed. Good luck with the investigation.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      I hung up the phone and stood for a moment, replaying the conversation. Then I returned to the family room. ‘Sorry about that. Now, where were we up to?’


      ‘Anyone we know?’ asked Petra, with one eyebrow raised. I shook my head and she grinned. ‘Well, while you were otherwise occupied, Deb and I have made a decision. We’re going to discover the Discovery. Her husband is an amateur genealogist, so he can help.’


      ‘This is only the historical side of things, mind you,’ added Deb. ‘Because it’s rather fascinating. But the whole murder/suicide stuff we leave to the police. Agreed?’


      I flopped back on the couch and regarded them both thoughtfully. Then I grinned. ‘Yes. Absolutely. It is intriguing, isn’t it? And also, well …’ I paused, trying to find the right words. ‘I sort of feel like I owe it to Sam, and even Ned. I started them on this research and if we work it out, then we can give them the credit. Because no doubt the police will sort out the crime itself, but there’s no way they’re going to dig into the Discovery.’


      ‘Probably not,’ said Petra. ‘Not with their attention being distracted, anyway.’


      Deb held up her mobile. ‘So, for starters, Nell, could you just recollect the phone call from Sam as best you can? I’m recording this.’


      ‘Ah, yes. Okay.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Well, he was terribly excited and I think he got a little deflated because I wasn’t. There was a lot going on here. But he did say the Discovery was huge, several times, and that it concerned all of them. He also said it would have been highly unlikely that Beloved ran off with Mate Dragovic, and that she lived in Majic for the rest of her life.’ I paused, trying to recall details. ‘Oh! And he said something about a photo! Something he wanted to show me, see if I could work it out.’


      ‘Excellent,’ said Deb, tapping lightly on her mobile. She stared at it for a moment, nestled in her hand, and then looked from Petra to me. ‘But we still have to be careful, just in case it turns out that it was a double murder.’ She continued to gaze steadily at me. ‘Because that would mean there’s someone who’s equally determined to keep this all hidden. Actually, more determined. We don’t want to place ourselves in danger.’


      I tried to decide whether I was offended that she appeared to feel I was in particular need of this warning, or flattered because the subtext had me as some type of fearless investigator, full of pluck and derring-do. I decided to go with the latter, predominantly because it matched my new hat. While they continued to discuss the task ahead, I rose and went over to the kitchen to put the kettle on. It seemed the afternoon had lived up to the challenge thrown down by the morning, by delivering an unexpected friendship with the sister of the woman who was even now bedding my husband. To borrow a turn of phrase from Ashley. I watched them while the water heated up, and realised that it probably wasn’t all that surprising. We had quite a lot in common. Under other circumstances, Tessa herself may have fitted right in. Two pairs of sisters, with one half sharing a similar taste in boots, and the other a similar taste in men.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

      


      Instead of carrying on with stupid stuff, why don’t you right about stuff that realy matters? Like how the bleeding hearts and bra-burners and illegale ilegal imigrants are taking over the country. Be warned!


      


      To my surprise, there was little in the media the following day either and I began to suspect that somebody had pulled some strings. That did sound more like James Sheridan the Latest, and most likely reflected attempts to protect the upcoming commemoration. There was, however, a flyer delivered to the letterbox that detailed a community meeting to be held the following night at Sheridan House, which was probably a good idea. Even though the choice of venue was questionable given it was also the site of the first murder.


      It was a grey, drizzly day, the type that permeated body and soul; a perfect day to spend at home, buoyed by hot food and warm drinks, tying up loose ends. I rose in time to have a chat with Quinn about school and friends, particularly of the male variety, and then made myself unpopular by insisting that she focus her Petar Majic project away from the graveyard inscription. On the off-chance that there was somebody who was determined to keep this side of things quiet, I thought it best that my youngest child not position herself on the hit list. Having aggravated one daughter, and inspired by the community meeting flyer, I then rang the remaining four and informed them we would be having a family meeting on Sunday night. Apologies would be accepted, however efforts to attend would be reflected in the quality and quantity of individual Christmas presents later this year.


      I spent the remainder of the morning polishing my column on school reunions and then posting a teaser to the blog. Tomorrow I would use the subsequent reader comments to add some quotes before submission. An email arrived from each of my research and/or investigative partners while I was working, which I interpreted as indicative of their commitment to the task in hand.


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Date: Thursday 9 August 2012 11.15AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: evaluation

                
              


              
                	So how was he? (circle one)Ho hum? Not bad? Worth repeating?

                	

                	

                	

                	
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d.taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Thursday 9 August 2012 11.56AM

                To: mail@middle-agedspread.com

                Subject: Thanks

                
              


              
                	Dear Nell, I didn’t have your email so I hope you don’t mind me emailing via your blog. I wanted to say thanks for lunch yesterday, it was delicious. And so nice of you to invite me after I turned up like that. I’m so excited about our research and Lew has said he’s happy to help. It’s a pity he doesn’t have access to the Historical Society records, because apparently they have quite a collection, but he’ll do his best. He said give him a week, so how would you like to come over to our house next Tuesday or Wednesday evening?

                
              


              
                	Regards,

                Deb (Taylor)

                
              


              
                	Debra Taylor

                Arts & Entertainment Officer

                Majic City Council
              

            
          

        

      


      Lunch was leftover smoked salmon bagels, uninterrupted this time, and then I tidied the house in readiness for the real estate agent. I never expected this visit to be easy, and it wasn’t; having personal space transformed into value-added features, favourite colour schemes proclaimed not neutral enough, rooms that framed a child’s growth reduced to a tick on a carbonated sheet. I compartmentalised, providing efficient guidance and answers, before accepting the valuation with a promise that I would get back to them shortly.


      It was higher than I expected, but also not high enough. I faxed a copy through to Darcy, not because he had asked for it but because I wanted to make him feel guilty. This page of checks and calculations and potential profit was our home. I rang the bank and inquired about rates for the necessary mortgage, making notes on a pad; then I stared at the figures until the calculations cupped my eye sockets and my head throbbed with the pressure. Pushing the pad aside, I went out to the family room to sit by the picture window, gazing over the valley. This view had always been one of my favourite things about the house, along with the familiarity, the security and the permeation of memories. This house breathed me, and mine.


      Gusto came over to nuzzle my thigh. I patted him absentmindedly as I recalled a wonderful anecdote about a scorned wife who had filled the curtain rods with tuna before handing her house over to the ex-husband and his new partner. Unfortunately, our drapes were on tracks. I sighed and then stood, casting one more glance towards the valley before heading back to the study. But now the house felt claustrophobic, as if punishing me for even daring to contemplate the options. I paused in the hallway and then grabbed my jacket and Gusto’s lead. I had to get out.


      The rain had finally ceased so we drove aimlessly towards town and then slowly down the main street. Renaissance now had a window display with piles of books dispersed between chunky gold-painted rocks, my freshly cleaned tools, and a large horse saddle. It also had a sign of its own: READING IS MAJIC!


      In fact, there were so many signs along the street that they were something of a traffic hazard. Apart from the ones that jutted out from awnings, there was the plethora of banners and posters and A-frames each colourfully designed to grab attention. As a result, drivers resembled those swivelling sideshow clowns, and the odds of rear-ending another car or mounting the kerb or taking out a random pedestrian were considerably higher than usual.


      I swung past the reopened community centre, glancing noting that the largest mullioned window on the third floor remained dark. It was probably the only room in the building that was unoccupied as the remainder appeared to be a hive of activity. Even the car park was full and several knots of people stood around, no doubt catching up on the latest news. Bruised buttock baffles. Dominates discourse.


      I left the main thoroughfare behind and drove two blocks over, towards what had once been the outer-lying edge of Fletcher’s farm. I had examined Petra’s brochure and she was right, the townhouses were both affordable and appealing. Red brick within creamy render, set among luxurious gardens; walking distance from the township and with a beautiful view of the sweep across to Lake Eppalock. Unfortunately the reality was somewhat different. I slowed by the kerb and stared, feeling disproportionately let down. They were Lego houses, little boxes on a hillside, each with two neat storeys and a single garage that abutted the neighbouring abode, which then abutted a single garage, and so on. And on. Not a skerrick of foliage in sight. A black dog lay outside one of the open garages, head on its paws, looking depressed. I sympathised.


      A large sign depicted a finished townhouse, complete with a beaming young couple and tow-haired toddler. With minimal effort, I replaced the image with me, holding a bottle of scotch and packet of Prozac, and a recalcitrant Quinn. Fittingly, the rain chose that moment to recommence. I turned on the windscreen wipers and Gusto let out a throaty whine. I ruffled his neck as I nodded agreement. ‘I know. They’re horrid.’


      He commando-crawled onto my lap as I continued to stare at the estate. Was this my future? Not these, but a compromise somewhat similar? Or should I dig my feet in, stay where I was, and force Darcy to take me to court? That would probably drag on for a couple of years, giving Quinn a chance to grow up. But then lawyer fees would no doubt take a significant chunk of the proceeds and I would be left with even less; maybe not even enough to afford one of these. No, I’d be forced to finish up in a share-house, or as someone’s boarder, or in a cave as the hermit on the hill. Or perhaps the easiest option would be to set up a tent outside the retirement home, and simply wait my turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

      


      Are you the same Nell Forrest that entertained the troops at Puckapunyal in 1967? You look a little younger in your photo, but I thought it worth a try. My name is Stanley Elton and you may remember we danced twice after the show. I’ve thought about you ever since.


      


      The largest function room on the second floor had been allocated to the community meeting and although I’d arrived very early, there were already people settling within. These were probably the kind who, as children, had sat up the front of the class and infuriated their fellow students by always having at least one question as the bell rang. I continued up the stairs to the third floor and then walked down an echoing passage to the Historical Society room. Deb was right: it was still sealed with crime tape and there was also a printed notice that instructed anybody with business within to contact Will Akermann at reception.


      I returned downstairs, passing Elsa Poxleitner and her husband on their way up. There were more people on the ground floor now, but these were the social types for which any community event was a chance to catch up with friends. They milled around the displays, chatting about what was on offer and every so often raising a hand and hollering across the hall. Merl! Why, fancy seeing you here! Carol! Over here, love! Bert! How the hell are ya?


      I headed for the display boards, which were the other reason I had arrived early. I was on the trail of the mystery photo that would make everything clear. I liked clues such as that. The boards remained in Stonehenge formation so I tracked along until I stood in front of Petar Majic (1829–1867). Sam had been correct; information was pretty scarce. There was a printout that reproduced a passage from Abracadabra verbatim, along with the standard portrait of Petar and Mate. Otherwise the board contained just a photo of Sheridan House and another of the crypt, plaque intact, plus a series of nondescript pictures from the goldfields.


      I moved to James Sheridan I (1835–1908), whose portrait depicted an elderly man with craggy features. He looked like Leonardo da Vinci, but flatter. There were several pictures of his wife Mary as a girl, the largest showing herwith limp ribbons and ruffled pinaforeposed beside a piano stool. She looked stultifyingly boring.


      ‘Penny for them?’ asked Leisl Akermann with a smile.


      ‘Just looking. History is fascinating, isn’t it?’


      ‘You’re preaching to the converted there! So, what do you think of all our hard work?’


      ‘It’s amazing. I just wish I could tell Sam.’ I stared at the boards, flicking my gaze from one photo to the next. ‘You know, and ask him questions. Get him to explain it all.’


      ‘Poor Sam. It’s dreadful. But, Nell, I never knew you were so interested in local history.’ Leisl was looking at me curiously. ‘Did that plaque get you started? Did Sam ever find out anything about it?’


      ‘Just some bits and pieces,’ I said vaguely.


      ‘Grim-looking lot, aren’t they?’ asked Kat Caldwell. She was stirring a cup of tea and used the spoon to point at James I. ‘That one looks like a right bastard.’


      ‘Careful,’ Leisl laughed. ‘You’re talking about my great-great-great grandfather there!’


      ‘Sorry, mate!’ Kat tapped her finger against the photo as way of apology. James did not look impressed. She turned to me. ‘Hey, Nell, thanks for giving Grace June Rae ideas. She’s been ringing every second day trying to palm off a dog.’


      ‘Sorry. I thought it must have been yours. They sounded the same.’


      ‘Did you take one of the Abracadabra books?’ asked Yen, materialising by my side with an accusatory frown. ‘From the shop?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘There’s one missing, and you were last seen with one in your possession.’


      ‘Then yes. But it was for research.’


      ‘Either pay for it or put it back. What research?’


      ‘For your window display, if you must know. You can thank me later.’


      Yen raised an eyebrow. ‘How much research do you need to throw a brown sheet over some boxes and spray-paint a few rocks?’


      ‘You still need ambience,’ I replied loftily. Leisl and Kat had now moved away and I could see Petra by the stairs, along with Ruby. They waved but didn’t come over. Traitors.


      ‘Where’s Quinn?’ asked Yen.


      ‘At home. She had schoolwork.’


      Yen nodded approvingly, and then pointed to a large portrait of Mary May Sheridan in later life, surrounded by a gaggle of descendants. ‘Now she was a tough old cookie.’


      ‘Did you know her?’


      ‘Of course; she only died in 1983. You were a teenager. Don’t you remember her?’


      I examined the photo, searching for a memory, then shook my head.


      ‘There you go. The egocentricity of youth. She was a real fixture, on most of the boards and committees around town. Had a great sense of humour. I liked her.’


      I stared at her with surprise. ‘Really?’


      ‘Yes. No need to look like a stunned mullet. I do like some people. Coming upstairs?’


      ‘In a minute.’


      ‘I’ll save you a seat.’


      ‘Excellent.’ I watched her stroll to the elevator and then turned back to the display. Mary May did look like she had a sense of humour, unlike the parade featured on the Sheridan House boards. I perused them quickly, conscious of the time, and paused at the sepia image of a woman with a bonneted baby on her lap. A small girl and boy stood on either side, with the girl’s hand on the head of a stocky black dog. But it was the mother’s eyes that drew my attention because they were like pewter marbles, beneath sweeping batwing brows. The caption read Unknown Woman with her children, Majic circa 1870. I stared at the photo for a few long moments, and then suddenly the penny dropped. I stepped rapidly over to Petar Majic (1829–1867) and back, my stomach tense, comparing the photo of Mate Dragovic with that of the unknown woman. Confirmation soared, like butterflies. They had the same eyes, the same brows. I had found Kata Dragovic and she wasn’t Mate’s wife after all. She was his sister.


      *


      The meeting commenced on time despite a flurry of latecomers who noisily located spare chairs, seeming to prefer those in the very centre of each row. I cursed having left my mobile at home (although it wouldn’t have done much good, as the battery was flat); I would have dearly liked to text Deb and Petra, tell them the news. I might even have been stirred to master the camera function in order to take some photos. I rather fancied using Kata as my screensaver for a few weeks.


      ‘So apart from welcoming you all here tonight,’ continued James Sheridan Number Five, who had been speaking for several minutes, ‘I would also like to stress the council’s appreciation regarding such a fantastic turnout on short notice. It’s the sort of thing that makes me so proud of our community.’


      There was a smattering of applause, although it was not clear whether they were cheering the mayor or themselves. I tapped Ruby on the shoulder. ‘Where’s Luce?’


      ‘She’s not feeling well. Or so she said. Hey, Quinn wanted to stay with us for the weekend. She can come straight from school if that’s okay.’


      ‘Ssh,’ hissed Yen, poking me in the knee.


      I frowned as I swiped her hand away and sent a death stare into my sister’s back. She twitched her shoulder blades and then rubbed her neck.


      ‘Now this meeting has a dual purpose. First, to acknowledge the horrendous recent events and send our sympathies to the Emerson family. As such, there is a bereavement card available for all who wish to sign.’ The mayor waved at a side table, beside which Will Akermann and Deb Taylor stood as if on guard. ‘I have been asked to let you know that the funeral will be held next Tuesday, in Bendigo. The family have requested donations to the Historical Society in lieu of flowers.’ He paused as a wave of comments rippled through the audience, and then cleared his throat and spoke quickly. ‘The family of Mr Given have decided to hold a closed funeral. Close friends are to contact the family for details.’


      ‘I’ll give them details all right,’ muttered the plump woman beside me, quite loudly.


      ‘Fool,’ said Yen without moving her head. ‘What happened to innocent until proven guilty?’


      ‘Hey, did she call me a fool?’ The woman bent forward. ‘Did you call me a fool?’


      ‘No, she said full,’ I explained. ‘As in, ah, another conversation.’


      The mayor was still speaking: ‘… to give our constabulary an opportunity to update us on the ongoing investigation. Then, finally, I shall be asking Deb Taylor, our arts and entertainment officer, to take the microphone and give us a rundown on the events to take place next week.’


      ‘I thought he said this was a dual purpose meeting,’ I commented in a low voice to nobody in particular. ‘I counted at least four things; that’s a pretty casual interpretation of dual.’


      ‘What the hell did she mean by full?’ The woman was now addressing her male partner. ‘Did she mean I’d been drinking?’


      ‘Well, you have,’ he replied laconically. ‘Now for Christ’s sake, shut up.’


      The mayor frowned in our direction, which was a little unfair, and then continued. ‘I would also like to inform you that there was a great deal of discussion regarding whether we should cancel the festivities in light of the recent tragedy.’ He paused while there was a rumble of disquiet from the audience. ‘However I can tell you that Mrs Emerson was insistent that we go ahead, not only because she felt cancellation would hurt the entire town, but because Sam would have wanted the show to go on. So without further ado, I would like to ask our representative from the police, Detective Sergeant Armistead, to come forward and take the microphone.’


      Petra twisted around. ‘Well, well, well.’


      I endeavoured to keep my face expressionless as Ashley and a fellow police officer with a face like a hatchet, both in uniform, walked up the side aisle and thanked the mayor before moving to the microphone. I had never seen him in uniform before. He looked good. Breaking news: forty-seven-year-old woman discovers that man + uniform = sexy. Who knew? The hatchet man stood to one side with his hands folded neatly in front of him as Ashley began speaking.


      ‘Good evening. My name is Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead and this is my colleague, Detective Constable Eric Male. We would like to echo the mayor’s sympathy to the families involved and we’d also like to make a public appeal for anyone with information regarding the case to come forward. We’ll both be available after the meeting or, alternatively, we’ll be leaving a number of cards on the table if you’d like to contact us at a later time.’


      Petra turned again. ‘Would you like me to grab you a card, Nell?’


      ‘Why?’ asked Yen instantly, looking from Petra to me. ‘Why would she do that? You’re not involved in something stupid again, are you?’


      ‘No,’ I said shortly. ‘Shush.’


      Ashley was saying, ‘… a clear timeline of events. We know that Mr Emerson and Mr Given made several phone calls between six and eight-thirty pm, and after that time several calls made to Mr Emerson’s mobile phone went unanswered. We also know that Mr Given’s car arrived at his house at nine-forty pm.’


      A man towards the front raised his hand. ‘So the bastard killed Sam, did he?’


      ‘That is by no means clear at this stage. There are several lines of inquiry open.’


      ‘He left a note, for god’s sake. How much clearer do you need it?’


      Ashley regarded the man evenly. ‘Investigations are proceeding with regard to the note. While it is certainly evidence, there are other matters we need to consider. I can tell you that there were bruises found on Mr Given’s body that were inconsistent with … a simplistic explanation.’


      ‘Why were they even here so late?’ asked Sally Roddom, the president of the Wine and Cheese Society. ‘Shouldn’t the place have been closed?’


      ‘I believe they were doing some work towards the upcoming commemoration.’ Ashley glanced at the mayor for confirmation, who then looked towards Deb Taylor, who in turn looked at Will Akermann. A ripple of amusement passed through the audience.


      Will stepped forward. ‘Several of the tenants have keys to the back door, Sally. As you know it opens onto the stairwell so that they don’t have access to the community centre itself. On behalf of the Historical Society, Sam often worked here out of hours.’


      ‘Really? So, let me get this straight: the Historical Society gets a key but the Wine and Cheese Society doesn’t? Is there a reason for this distinction?’


      ‘Count yourself bloody lucky,’ said the plump woman beside me, leaning forward to cast a challenging glance at Yen. I could have told her she was wasting her time.


      ‘Well there’s a key free now,’ commented a male voice dryly. His wife could immediately be heard hushing him and a muted altercation ensued.


      ‘Perhaps all that’s best taken up at another time,’ interjected Ashley. He scanned the crowd. ‘Were there any more questions?’


      ‘What’s the chance it’s a serial killer?’ asked Lyn Russo nervously. Her son Griffin, or Griffo as he seemed to be known to my youngest daughter, was sitting next to her picking at a scab on his arm. Appealing.


      Elsa Poxleitner held up her hand. ‘Or some sort of robbery gone wrong? We do have a lot of precious goods here at the moment.’


      ‘I like your jam, love,’ said Sharon, beside her. ‘But I’m not sure I’d kill for it.’


      ‘Both possibilities are remote,’ replied Ashley. ‘The evidence suggests that the parties were known to each other. And that there was an objective involved, although not necessarily premeditated. This was not a random attack. Attacks.’


      ‘But what objective?’ queried Karen Rawlings. ‘What was the motivation?’


      ‘That’s what we are endeavouring to discover, hence our request for any information. No matter how minor.’ Ashley paused to scan the crowd, giving emphasis to his words. ‘And if there are no more questions, then I’ll hand the meeting back to the mayor. However can I reiterate that we will be available after the meeting for anything at all.’


      ‘Anything?’ asked Sharon. There was another ripple of amusement and Ashley grinned ruefully as he passed the microphone back to the mayor. His companion, with a face set in folds that appeared to prohibit the process, was the only person not smiling. Petra turned to raise an eyebrow at me.


      The mayor held up a hand. ‘Thank you, thank you. The detective sergeant has also assured me that he will keep the council updated with any developments. Now I’ll ask our arts and entertainment officer, Debra Taylor, to give you an update on our one-hundred-and-fifty-year commemoration. Exciting times, people!’


      I flinched, because the sudden change in tone seemed a little inappropriate. Then my attention was distracted by the police officers, who were moving steadily towards the back of the room. There was definitely something compelling about a man in uniform. Even the dour one looked reasonable from the rear.


      ‘Good evening, everybody,’ said Deb, as she adjusted the microphone noisily. ‘I am very sorry to follow such tragic and disturbing circumstances, but I am also pleased to share with you some of the events that will be taking place next weekend. The festivities will commence on Friday afternoon in Bendigo as a rider sets off to replicate the famous sunset ride. His arrival in Majic has been timed to coincide with sunset and an opening-ceremony picnic, which will take place outside Sheridan House. This will also herald the unveiling of our new statue. And from then on, there will be something for everyone!’ She beamed proudly as she held up a flyer. I recognised the sepia tones of Petar and Mate on the front cover. Deb lowered the flyer and read directly from it, announcing events like she was auditioning for the circus big-top. ‘Rides and sideshow activities on the oval! Arts and crafts here at the centre! Raffles and competitions all weekend! Majic Idol and Majic Masterchef! Stalls with local produce, demonstrations from local farmers, and nonstop entertainment all day Saturday and Sunday! Ladies and gentlemen, we are going to have a wonderful time.’ Deb smiled again and stepped back, then leant forward briefly. ‘Oh, nearly forgot. This flyer is available at the back of the room so please help yourselves. They contain a schedule of events as well as some discounts and coupons. Well worth grabbing one or two.’


      The mayor stepped forward once more, leading the applause as Deb retreated to her position by the bereavement-card table. ‘And what a fine job you’re doing, Deb. Can I also throw in a quick thanks to Will Akermann, who has been amazing.’ He clapped again, turning to acknowledge Will, who flushed. ‘Now, finally, I’d like to take this opportunity to announce that we will be unveiling an annual award next weekend that will be named in memory of Sam Emerson.’ He paused for everybody to appreciate this munificence. ‘The details are yet to be worked out and any ideas are welcome. We’re thinking something to do with the history of our town, because that’s what Sam was passionate about. Perhaps the award will be for service rendered, or maybe even new discoveries. Something about Majic that we never knew! I believe the local high school is running a competition to that effect.’ He nodded towards someone in the front row and then continued. ‘We plan to announce the details, along with the inaugural winner, next weekend.’


      Yen started to say something but I held up my hand, trying to think this through. To my mind it was further proof that the crime had been a murder/suicide, because otherwise the most likely suspect was James Sheridan the Mayor, who just ruled himself out by announcing a competition to draw out the very thing I had assumed he was trying to keep hidden. Or perhaps that was what he wanted us to think. Muddying up the waters with a dash of befuddlement. Brilliant.


      Petra had twisted around and was raising an eyebrow again. I nodded, and then glanced over to the side towards Deb, who was in conversation with Will Akermann. She caught my eye and grinned. I knew that it had occurred to both my fellow investigators, just as it had to me, that if we did manage to reveal the Discovery, and it was as huge as Sam promised, then we stood an excellent chance of being the inaugural winners. Which was both incredibly apt and amazingly ironic. I liked to think Sam would have approved.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

      


      Why not join your friends at Farmville! Kat has just bought her second cow!


      And 17 friends want you to play Bubble Safari!


      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d.taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Friday 10 August 2012 9.16PM

                To: eaf@bigpond.com.au

                Subject: Update

                
              


              
                	Dear Nell,

                Hope you enjoyed the meeting. What a surprise re the competition – I didn’t know the council were planning that. So let’s win it! Lew is making headway on the research. We have Petar’s death certificate but that doesn’t help much. Unmarried, no issue, date of death: 1/4/1867, cause of death: subdural haematoma following fall from horse on 29 March The only interesting part is that he died three days after the fall, and that the informant was James Sheridan, who is listed as his business partner.

                
              


              
                	Regards,

                Deb

                
              


              
                	Debra Taylor

                Arts & Entertainment Officer

                Majic City Council
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: a_armistead@hotmail.com.au

                Date: Friday 10 August 2012 9.52PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: headwear

                
              


              
                	I like your hat.

                Ashley.
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Date: Friday 10 August 2012 10.15PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: me

                
              


              
                	Forgot to tell you that I’m away this weekend. I’ve got an auction in Fitzroy tomorrow and then I’m staying with friends over that way until Monday. So I’ll miss the family dinner Sunday night! Sorry.

                
              


              
                	 Cheers,

                 Petra

                 PS Have you looked at those townhouses?

                PPS: Fascinating re Mate & Kata. But what does that mean? She couldn’t have come out here with him because he and Petar were working on that ship when they shot through and headed to the goldfields. So when did she emigrate? Why?

                PPPS: Did you realise my name is almost the same as Petar’s? Petra, Petar. Uncanny. Maybe I’m a long-lost descendant.
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Ali Cornish

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 9.28AM

                To: Nell Forrest <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: updated publicity photo

                
              


              
                	Dear Nell,

                Delighted that you’re so pleased about becoming a hat person. However we can’t schedule a photo shoot until next month so I’m afraid you shall have to put up with being hat-less in the column for a few more weeks. Now I hear there has been some criminal activity up your way recently? Anything that would feed into a feature article???

                
              


              
                	Best,

                Ali

                
              


              
                	Ali Cornish

                Features Editor
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d_taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 10.12AM

                To: Nell eaf@bigpond.com.au; Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Subject: re: re: update

                
              


              
                	Oh my god, you are so right! I am standing in front of the display boards right now and yes, the resemblance is strong. I wonder if this was the photo that Sam was referring to. And what does this mean?? She has three children in the photo, which suggests that she and James had offspring, but these are not mentioned anywhere. Perhaps they all died young. How awful. I’m heading home soon and I’ll ask Lew to look into it. Also I meant to say that I loved the hat you had on last night! Suave and stylish, with a dash of mystery. Think I’ll get one myself!

                
              


              
                	Deb
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: info@renaissanceinmajic.com.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 10.56AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: Missing book

                
              


              
                	I am assuming that you wish to keep the Abracadabra book so I’ve made a note on your timesheet. Naturally, you’ll get a staff discount. Did you want me to bring anything on Sunday?

                
              


              
                	Lillian Forrest

                Manager

                Renaissance

                Main Street, Majic

                www.renaissanceinmajic.com.au
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Patricia Thatcher

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 10.45AM

                To: eaf@bigpond.com.au

                Subject: Sale of house

                
              


              
                	Good morning Nell,

                I am just following up on the valuation I delivered last week on your house. I hope that you were pleased with the result and we look forward to listing your home should you decide to go down that path. You also mentioned that you were considering downsizing, in which case we have several suitable homes on our books that I would be happy to show you if interested. For starters, we are handling some beautiful townhouses on the new estate just two blocks from the centre of Majic (see www.fletchersestate.com.au). Please do not hesitate to contact me for any further details.

                
              


              
                	 Regards,

                 Patricia

                
              


              
                	 Patricia Thatcher

                 Senior Sales Manager

                 Thatcher Real Estate

                 www.thatcherrealestate.com.au
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 2.35PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: re: me

                
              


              
                	 Yes, of course I realise that you’re older, so you’d be the heir. But maybe I’m adopted? Hmm?

                
              


              
                	
                   Cheers,

                   Petra

                   PS No, of course I didn’t tell Yen about Sunday dinner. It was probably one of your girls.


                  PPS Had a great buy this morning at the auction. Price low due to termite damage but totally repairable. Score!

                
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Lucy <free_spirit49>

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 3.30PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: are you sick???

                
              


              
                	No, Mum, I’m fine. Must have been something I ate. Hey, what’s this thing on Sunday about? Your not going to make some grand announcement, are you? Like, your moving overseas, or your getting married, or you’ve recently realised your a woman trapped in a man’s body and must be true to yourself? Give me a hint!

                
              


              
                	Love,

                Lucy

                xxxxooxxx
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: l_aker@akermann.com.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 2012 3.52PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: headwear

                
              


              
                	Sorry, Nell, but I still don’t have access to the database of Majic inhabitants, otherwise I’d have been happy for you to take a look. Even though it’s still not quite finished. Very frustrating! The police seem to think we can have the office back mid next week. Can I ask what you’re looking for? Maybe I can help?

                
              


              
                	Leisl Akermann

                Treasurer

                Majic Historical Society
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d_taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 7.40PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au> Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Subject: re: re: re: re: update

                
              


              
                	Yes, they were siblings. Mate’s death certificate shows Kata Dragovic (sister) as next of kin. We’ve also found the record of her marriage to James I – on 23 July 1867 (only six months after his first wife Mary Frost dies in childbirth and nearly four months after Petar dies). Sadly, Kata herself died in 1872 of typhoid fever, along with an infant son named George (born 1869). Her death certificate lists her as Kate Sheridan. Lew trying to discover who the children in the photo are.

                
              


              
                	Cheers,

                Deb
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: nemogirl23@bigpond.com.au

                Date: Saturday 11 August 10.26PM

                To: Mum <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: Goodnight!

                
              


              
                	Goodnight! Having a great time at Lucy n Ruby’s. We had pizza for tea. Hope you enjoy having the house all to yourself but don’t get too used to it! Hahaha.

                
              


              
                	Love,

                Quinn
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Date: Sunday 12 August 2012 10.17AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: re: re: me

                
              


              
                	Help! I need you to ring me on my mobile and pretend something’s wrong so that I can leave this place before I die of BOREDOM! Why is it some perfectly nice women let their personalities get swallowed up when they find a new partner? Aargh! Ring now! I’ll owe you one!

                
              


              
                	Cheers,

                Petra (who will be forever in your debt! RING NOW!)
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Patricia Thatcher

                Date: Sunday 12 August 2012 10.32AM

                To: eaf@bigpond.com.au

                Subject: re: re: Sale of house

                
              


              
                	Thank you for your query, Nell, and yes we do have several properties other than the estate townhouses. For example there is a lovely unit available in Sheridan Close, as well as two smaller period townhouses and a Californian bungalow not far from main street. I believe there are also two shops that have been rezoned to residential and are currently being renovated, both just offthe main street, as well as a house further out in Small Dairy Lane, all of which are coming on the market fairly soon. I could make inquiries on your behalf if you like. Please do not hesitate to contact me for any further details.

                
              


              
                	Regards,

                Patricia

                
              


              
                	Patricia Thatcher

                Senior Sales Manager

                Thatcher Real Estate

                www.thatcherrealestate.com.au
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d_taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Sunday 12 August 11.15AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au> Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Subject: re: re: re: re: re: re: Siblings!

                
              


              
                	Yes, I agree. The little boy would have to be the motherless James Sheridan II, and it would be natural for him to be included with his stepmother and siblings. He looks about the same age as the little girl, and they both look about two years older than the baby George (would you say that George looks about twelve months old?). All of which mean she was most probably born around 1867, but if she was the first child of the union of Kata and James, then why no record of her birth??? Who is she?

                
              


              
                	Deb
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Date: Sunday 12 August 2012 2.12PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: re: re: me

                
              


              
                	Back safe and (relatively) sane. What’s for dinner?

                
              


              
                	Cheers,

                Petra
              

            
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

      


      Ever since I read your column on the dearth of middle-aged women on TV, I’ve found myself counting them – much to my family’s irritation! But you’re right, and I don’t know why I never noticed it. So where do all the female hosts and actors and newsreaders go when they get older? I’m serious! Where the bloody hell are they?


      


      The plaque had been replaced, covering Beloved’s inscription once more. The crack was now just a serrated vein of darker grey. Even the crypt had been spruced up, the gravel raked and the wrought-iron fencing spray-painted a gleaming shoe-polish black. I took some photos with my camera and then retreated to the stone bench, where only a week before I had sat, minding my own business, while Quinn performed her little act of vandalism that started it all.


      Gusto zigzagged along the path further away, his lead trailing as he sniffed the asphalt. A magpie on the kerb watched him beadily, but the dog continued past without even raising his head. Despite it being a frigid day, and the cemetery part of the great outdoors, I had decided on the spur of the moment to pay another visit because it seemed that Deb and her husband were the ones doing all the investigative work. And my discovery regarding the siblings had given me a taste of success that I would rather enjoy being able to repeat. Local stalwart provides key to everything. People cheer. Police require mouth to mouth.


      I slid the camera into my pocket and drew out a slip of paper. On it I had written Kata Dragovic, Mate Dragovic, James Sheridan I and II, George Sheridan, Mystery girl (approx. dob 1867). These were the occupants of the graves that I hoped to find, and with them, some extra information. However I had been washed with a desire to sit here for a while first, beside Petar, because in an odd way I was now associating him with Sam Emerson and I wanted to make them both a promise – that we’d find out the truth. This was all a little spiritual for my taste, and rather embarrassing, but I also felt like it was something I should do, while I was here.


      I was deep in my reverie, eyes closed, and having what really amounted to a conversation with myself, when I heard the noise. It was a sharp crack, followed by a crunchier sound that seemed to echo. Like someone eating cereal. I opened my eyes with a start, just as Gusto froze in the centre of the path with his ears pricked. He barked once, twice, before being distracted by a dragonfly that swooped across the path. Excellent guard dog.


      I stood for a better view and then, still not seeing anyone, climbed atop the bench. The cemetery was deserted. With excellent timing, the wind picked up, blustering noisily through the trees and sending icy gusts among the gravestones. I shivered, from both the cold and a sudden sense of isolation. A person could be stalked here, attacked, even murdered, and no-one would be the wiser. I pushed the thought from my mind but remained still for a while, until I was sure I was alone. Then I climbed down, feeling edgy but determined to get on with the task at hand. The sooner it was done, the sooner I could go home.


      The original cemetery ran in a thin rectangle from the entry gates to just past Petar’s crypt. Accordingly I started by searching the area around the bench and it wasn’t long before I struck pay dirt. Sheridan graves, four of them side by side with a large stone Madonna perched in the centre, arms outstretched to embrace all. The first grave housed the remains of Mary Frost, along with three baby boys who predeceased her. I felt a shaft of sadness. She had finally delivered a healthy son, only to perish herself shortly after. The grave also contained her grandson James III, who was killed in World War I.


      I stepped towards the centre grave, beneath the Madonna, and was immediately flushed with gratification when I read Kate Sheridan 1835–1872 Beloved Wife and Mother Sorely Missed. There she was, along with James I, who died thirty-six years later. He must have really loved her, I realised, to have remained a widower and then instruct that he be buried with her and not Mary. Sharing the grave was their son George, but there was no mention of a daughter.


      A dog began barking over towards the highway, a frenetic sound that continued as I moved to the third grave. This one belonged to James II and his wife Victoria. The headstone was simple, with minimal information; although Victoria had outlived her husband, she left no words of endearment here. The final grave appeared to be a communal one, with Mary May, her husband, both her sons and a daughter-in-law. I hoped they had all got on well in life, because eternity was looking pretty cramped.


      The barking finally slowed to the occasional burst of sound. I took photos and began to investigate the surrounding graves. If I was hoping for Mystery Girl to reveal herself, figuratively speaking, then I was soon disappointed. Apart from James I, there was nobody who was born in 1867 at all, and nobody who even loosely fitted the bill. However I did find Mate, situated to the side of the Majic crypt and perpetually shadowed by his friend’s success. Beloved friend and brother. Sleep well.


      A few more photos and then I called Gusto over. He came reluctantly, having discovered a concussed bee that he deemed a threat to national security. I took his lead and walked rapidly through the cemetery as the wind swirled, creating a whispering effect that was quite disconcerting. I recalled the odd sound from earlier and my back prickled. I thought of the barking dog, and a recent argument with Quinn about whether or not werewolves were real. Did you get a discount if you actually died in the cemetery itself?


      Gusto broke into a trot as I sped up, until our rapid footsteps were almost as loud as the wind. I fancied that I saw the other dog in the distance, loping along the far end of the cemetery, but then it was gone. Now jogging, I brushed past the hedge at the entry and the woody stems were like fingernails clawing at my clothes, not wanting me to leave. I unlocked the car and swept Gusto up as I slid in, pushing him over to the passenger side even as I locked the doors again. My heart hammered. Graveyard mystery: woman’s corpse found in locked car. No visible signs of injury. Dog useless.


      I took a deep breath, feeling ridiculous, and forced my mind to move to the mundane. I was cooking chicken strudels that night, a rather complicated dish that called for a lot of fine dicing and fiddly filo pastry and at least two hours’ preparation time. What had seemed a wonderful idea while Nigella Lawson shimmied around her kitchen, and adventurous when I perused the supermarket shelves, now just felt like a pain in the arse. Besides, Nigella was only making dinner for two while I was serving eight. But it was too late to change things now, which meant I had better get home and get started.


      I pulled out of the car park, the soft dirt tugging at my tyres, turning onto the main road where the wind swept furiously across the car. Gusto sat to attention beside me, his tongue lolling as he stared at the darkening sky. I wondered if this wind was the harbinger of a storm, because it certainly seemed a little more intense than usual. And I wondered whether jacket potatoes would be a good accompaniment for the strudels, and whether I had sour cream. I also wondered how the girls would take the news about the house. Most of them might no longer live there, but I knew they still thought of it as home. How would they feel about their father?


      I braked lightly as my turnoff approached and was surprised to feel an unfamiliar sponginess. The car slowed with some reluctance so I pressed again, frowning, and this time my foot sunk to the floor with just the merest resistance. After a split-second of numb disbelief, I leapt straight from complacency to panic and started pumping my foot on the pedal. But now it simply slapped flaccidly against the floor. The car began to build up speed again.


      I swallowed the panic as best I could, leaving it to batter fitfully in my chest. My road was nearing rapidly and I had to make a decision. Taking my turn risked rolling the car but the alternative meant continuing on to the gentle slope that wound down the hill towards Majic. Speed would build quickly and I would no doubt either rear-end another car or simply fly off the side. Even if by some miracle I made it down the hill, I would then hit the town, literally, at about two hundred kilometres an hour. Commemorate that, fellow citizens.


      There was no choice. With blood pounding in my ears, I pulled the steering wheel to the right and began a long arc that I figured would be less dangerous than a sharp turn. Gusto stumbled against the passenger door and turned to give me an inquiring look. I pressed the horn repeatedly as I turned, hoping that any approaching cars would take it as a warning. The wind gathered the hoarse bleating that emerged, and tossed it into the trees.


      Rubber squealed as I sharpened the turn and at the apex I felt the right tyres lift, just slightly. Gusto scrabbled for purchase on his seat and then smacked against the door, while I was forced into a lean that pressed the gear lever into my left hip. I kept a death grip on the steering wheel as I tried to right myself, but it was like fighting a force-field. Gusto whimpered, clawing at the window. I aimed for the entry to my road, which had never seemed so narrow, the tyres now screeching as the car tilted even more. It was going to flip, it had to flip.


      But it didn’t. Instead we flew into the road and straight into a blustering head wind that immediately objected to our speed. Finally, someone was on my side. The car slowed but was still going too fast. Gusto made a beeline for my lap, complicating matters even further. I caught sight of Jill Hansen, the mother of Quinn’s friend Caitlin, standing at her letterbox open-mouthed as I hurtled past. Then there was the end of the road swiftly approaching, with my house up a small rise to the right. I wrenched the steering wheel once more, Gusto flying back across the car, and the tyres turned in a billowing cloud of dust. We rocketed up the embankment and hit the driveway with a sickening crunch that wrenched my head back. Nevertheless the impact slowed us even more and we coasted relatively civilly down the driveway, through the fence and straight into the shed.


      The car stopped, and stalled. I sat motionless, swirls of dust rolling upwards from the remains of the shed. I could see the far wall, with its painted shadows and hanging tools, but all else had collapsed like kindling. The whipper-snipper balanced on the bonnet, among broken planks and plastic plant pots, its cord trailing into the debris beyond. Gusto scrambled to his feet and glanced at me accusingly, then pawed at the door. Let me out, crazy driver. But I couldn’t move. Adrenalin coursed through my veins, heating my blood and mingling with the shock like oil on water. My entire body throbbed. I had survived, and done so without killing anyone else. Amid the relief and elation and emerging pain, there rose two bubbles of lucid but scarcely imperative thought. One, how glad I was that I hadn’t bothered to keep the shed up to Darcy’s standard and, two, now I’d have to get the place valued all over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

      


      Please never stop writing your column. You are part of my weekend breakfast routine: wholegrain toast with four slivers of Hass avocado, two slices of triple-smoked ham and one free-range poached egg (size 55). Breakfast is on my polka-dot Ikea tray, with a serviette on the left and you on the right, beside the orange juice. It takes me exactly the same amount of time to eat as it does to read the column, so you can see my concern.


      


      The conversation since I arrived home from the hospital had been dominated by questions about my wild brake-less ride, disbelief about the resultant damage, and rather cloying concern about my well-being. Several of the girls had already posted photos to Facebook, dividing their attention between me and updating the situation via their mobiles. In my absence, Yen had taken over the preparation of the meal and was now washing dishes with the assistance of Lucy, who was being rather suspiciously helpful.


      Scarlet and Ruby had arrived at the hospital while I was in emergency, being fitted with a thickly padded collar that velcroed in the back and limited my neck movement from its standard one hundred and eighty degrees to an inefficient twenty. It also fluffed my already rather fluffy hair out so that I looked like a Peanuts cartoon character. Apart from mild whiplash, I had also suffered some compression of the chest from the seatbelt and suspected that I would soon have a ribbon of bruises as evidence. The police and ambulance had arrived within minutes of each other, courtesy of Jill Hansen who ran down our road, catalogues in hand, and was first on the scene. I had still been sitting in the driver’s seat, staring straight ahead.


      The car was no longer parked in the backyard, having been towed away by the police while I was in hospital. Discovering this had come as something of a surprise, and gave me an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. However, given the miasma of dull pain that enveloped my entire body, it was relatively easy to ignore for now. Just like the logistics of going forward: getting to work tomorrow, contacting insurance companies, having the fence fixed, relocating any surviving contents of the shed, explaining the damage to Darcy. The medication I’d been given worked well in this regard; thickening life just a little and removing the sharp edges.


      Petra arrived late, necessitating another round of explanations and wonderment. Since then she had fallen rather quiet, for her, and was now sitting by the latest doll’s house, idly examining the furniture and casting me the occasional surreptitious glance. In fact, the only family member who seemed wholly unperturbed by the events of the afternoon was Gusto. He was lapping up the extra attention. Some leftover Christmas turkey had been excavated from the rear of the freezer and given to him as a special dinner, resulting in intermittent flatulence. Otherwise he appeared to have suffered no ill effects from our ride, which seemed unfair given I’d been the one wearing a seatbelt.


      ‘What did you have for dinner?’ I asked, staring at Red because she was sitting directly across from my armchair and I couldn’t move my head.


      ‘Oh, Grandma made these delicious chicken things, wrapped in filo pastry. Absolutely yum! And she did it just out of stuff you had in the fridge!’


      ‘Really. How inventive of her.’


      ‘It was nothing,’ said Yen. ‘Just a Nigella Lawson recipe I picked up. Are you hungry, Nell? Do you want some?’


      ‘No, that’s fine. I ate at the hospital. Some little blue tablets that went down a treat.’


      ‘So why’d the police take the car?’ asked Lucy, coming over to sit on my armrest. ‘If it was just brake failure, why are they even involved?’


      ‘Good question,’ said Pet.


      ‘Precautionary measures,’ replied Scarlet in the authoritative tone she always used when she wasn’t quite sure. ‘And to be honest, I think we need a subject change. Mum needs to get her car checked more often, that’s all. Plus she should buy a lottery ticket while her luck’s running hot.’ She slapped her hands together, as if that was the end of the matter. ‘So how about we get this big meeting started?’


      I closed my eyes briefly. There was nothing I felt like less right now; having to deliver the news about the house and then putting up with the questions, providing the answers. I could plead frailty, but it would only be postponing the inevitable. With their father arriving in a matter of days, I wanted them to be forewarned about the house at least. I rose slowly, trying to avoid the helping hand Lucy thrust towards me.


      ‘Are we having the meeting at the table?’ asked Quinn. ‘Like we used to?’


      Lucy was now hovering around me as I made my way across the room. ‘Are you okay for that, Mum? Will you be all right?’


      ‘I’ve got her,’ said Ruby, pulling out a chair and then guiding me into position.


      ‘God, I’m fine! Stop fussing. Except someone grab me my tablets.’


      Yen put a cup of tea beside me and a platter of crackers, dip and carrot sticks in the centre of the table. Then she made herself comfortable at the other end. ‘How many of those tablets have you had, Nell?’


      ‘Not enough.’


      ‘Well, don’t blame me if you make yourself ill. So what’s this meeting about, anyway? Come on, girls, sort yourselves out.’


      After some argument about who always sat where and who no longer lived here, they did exactly that, dividing much as they always had. Quinn, Lucy and Red to my left, Scarlett and Ruby to my right. Lucy hoisted Gusto onto her lap, so that his wiry white head was at table height and he could gaze intently at the platter. Only after everybody was settled did Petra come over, sliding into the spare chair beside Ruby.


      ‘Where’s your hat? Might have helped distract attention from the yoke.’


      ‘Unfortunately it just made me look like a Tupperware container.’


      ‘Another yoke!’ Red slapped her thigh. ‘Mum made a yoke! Get it? Yoke? Like Auntie –’


      ‘I call this meeting to order!’ announced Quinn, suddenly producing the hammer-shaped meat tenderiser and a mouse pad. She rapped the former on the latter and beamed.


      ‘How come she gets to do that?’ demanded Ruby.


      ‘I never get a turn.’ Red looked at me accusingly. ‘Everyone’s had a turn but me.’


      ‘I’m sure that’s not true –’


      ‘Yes it is! And she even did it last night!’


      I frowned. ‘Last night? We didn’t have a meeting last night.’


      ‘But we did,’ cut in Scarlet smoothly, but not before sending Red a fierce look. ‘Just a sister thing, to talk about what we’ve been up to, new developments. That sort of thing.’


      Ruby made an odd noise, which she immediately turned into a cough.


      ‘What’s going on?’ I asked, moving my body stiffly so that I could look from one to the next and then letting my gaze linger on Lucy, who was always the weak link when it came to secrecy. On this occasion she stared at me guilelessly, her blue eyes huge.


      ‘Just a couple of bits and pieces,’ said Scarlet. ‘Which we’ll get to after you give us your news. That is, I’m assuming there is news?’


      ‘You’re getting married!’ Red clapped her hands. ‘No! You’re pregnant!’


      ‘Both are ridiculous,’ snapped Ruby.


      ‘Actually, both are unlikely,’ said Yen. ‘But not ridiculous. Eleanor of Aquitaine, your mother’s namesake, had a baby at forty-five. Mind you, the child did turn out to be a proper arsehole. Murdered his nephew, imprisoned his niece. Used to have temper tantrums where he’d fling himself on the ground and gnaw his own fingers.’


      ‘Gross!’


      ‘That seems a little counterproductive,’ commented Petra, examining her manicure. The leopard print had been replaced by honey gloss. She glanced across at me with a smirk. ‘But perhaps you’d best use birth control for the sake of the family.’


      I held up my own hand to preclude any further conversation regarding either my fertility or marital status. ‘I think we should move on to something with a little more relevance. Now, as you all know, it’s been about a year since your father and I separated.’


      ‘You want to celebrate the anniversary?’ asked Red disbelievingly.


      ‘Of course she doesn’t,’ snapped Scarlet. ‘That would be ridiculous.’


      ‘As I was saying, it’s been about a year since your father and I separated, actually it's been over a year. Almost fifteen months in fact. In about a week. Anyway, that’s not important. What it means is that decisions have to be made. For us both to move forward.’ I slipped a finger under my collar to loosen it slightly, just so that I could look around the table without feeling like a badly lubricated robot. My girls stared at me expectantly. One blonde, one redhead and three brunettes – a really nice-looking set. Darcy and I must have been a good genetic match, at least. ‘Like getting divorced.’


      ‘Ah.’ Scarlett nodded as she exchanged glances with Ruby. ‘That’s what we thought.’


      ‘And selling the house.’


      ‘No!’ cried Lucy, a sentiment immediately echoed by at least two of her sisters. She relaxed her hold on Gusto and his head shot forward to snare a cracker.


      ‘Excellent!’ said Quinn. ‘Can we shift closer to school? Like, I’m so sick of the bus.’


      ‘But … no.’ Ruby stared around the room. ‘This is where we grew up. This is our home.’


      ‘Makes sense.’ Yen nodded. ‘No point keeping your equity tied up in a house that’s far too big. Get something smaller, release some funds. Invest them.’


      ‘It’s not so much the size of the house,’ I continued. ‘Although that’s a factor. It’s more to do with needing to separate our joint assets.’


      ‘This is all about him, isn’t it?’ Scarlet was staring at me. ‘He has asked you to do this. So that he can move on. With her.’


      ‘He may have started the conversation, however he has a point. I admit at first I felt a bit angry, but the more I think about it, the more I feel it’s an opportunity rather than a …’ I paused, having been about to say betrayal but thinking better of it. ‘I mean, I do have the option of buying him out but … well, that would mean a significant mortgage. Even if the bank approved me for that amount, which is unlikely. Besides, the house really is too big, even with Quinn here, and in a few years she’ll be at university. And being surrounded by memories is sometimes a bad thing as well as good. They can trap you.’


      There was silence as everybody absorbed both the information and my response. I felt a little embarrassed, exposed. I took a sip of tea just to have something to do.


      Lucy was the first to speak. ‘Maybe you running into the shed was a sign.’


      ‘A sign that she should watch where she’s going,’ said my mother.


      ‘Could we move into Grandma’s street?’ asked Quinn. ‘Like, into one of the houses that are being renovated? How cool would that be?’


      I blinked as an image of life next door to my mother flashed across my cerebral cortex, like a near-death experience. I suspected that Quinn’s suggestion was motivated less by a sense of family and more by the scab-picking Griffo living in the next street. ‘No. And I still haven’t made up my mind about what I want to do. I just wanted to let you all know, give you a heads-up.’


      ‘Are you going to tell them why?’ asked Petra, examining her nails again so that she wouldn’t have to make eye contact. ‘Why darling Darcy picked this moment?’


      Five heads turned as one from Petra to me.


      ‘No, I’m not,’ I replied, swallowing my annoyance. ‘I would have preferred you mind your own business too. Darcy will tell them himself.’


      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Red suspiciously.


      ‘Oh my god! He’s going to get married!’


      ‘She’s dying!’


      ‘She’s pregnant!’


      Something in my face must have reacted to this last statement, because another silence fell while everybody, including my mother this time, stared at me. She spoke first.


      ‘Serves him right.’


      ‘No way, she’s too old,’ breathed Lucy. ‘Isn’t she?’


      ‘She’s younger than that Eleanor Aquitaine,’ said Scarlet, without taking her eyes off me. ‘Is this true, Mum? Is she pregnant? Is Dad going to have another baby?’


      ‘I’m not going to answer that, because it’s none of my business.’ I glared at Petra and then turned away to look at the girls. ‘He’ll be down here in a few days and you can talk to him then. But I’m not continuing this conversation now. It’s got nothing to do with me.’


      ‘Apart from the fact you’re still married to him,’ said Petra, finally meeting my gaze. ‘And you’re the mother of his children, thus far. And he’s the one who instigated the decision about the house. I’d say that gives you a slight investment, don’t you think?’


      ‘I am so angry with you.’ I tried to keep my voice even. ‘You have no idea.’


      ‘Oh, I think I do. But I’m tired of you … never mind.’


      ‘My god,’ said Scarlet. She stared across the table at Lucy. ‘Oh my god.’


      ‘Now I’m moving on,’ I said, well aware of the loaded meaning. ‘I’ll let you know when I decide what’s happening with the house and if you want to discuss your father, call another meeting among yourselves. Speaking of which, what were your bits and pieces?’


      Scarlet dragged her eyes away from her sister and blinked at me. ‘What? Oh, of course. Um, I’m engaged.’


      ‘You’re what?’


      ‘I’m engaged. But don’t worry, we’ve got no plans to get married for years. If ever. It’s more a commitment thing, because … well, I’m pregnant.’


      I stared, gobsmacked. After a few minutes she flushed but didn’t elaborate. My collar was choking me. I dragged it forward as I gazed around the table, from one expectant face to the other. They already knew, even Quinn. I returned to Scarlet. ‘When? I mean, who?’


      ‘Congratulations,’ said Petra warmly. ‘Are you pleased?’


      ‘Very much, thanks. It was a bit of a shock at first, but now, well I’m thrilled. And, Mum, I’m ten weeks. You know, you could say congratulations as well.’


      ‘And you could let me have a few minutes for it to sink in. I didn’t even know you were going out with anyone and now I find out that not only are you engaged, but you’re going to have a baby! Oh god, I’m going to be a grandmother.’


      ‘Well, I’m going to be a great-grandmother,’ commented Yen.


      ‘It’s not a competition.’


      ‘Just as well.’


      I ignored her. ‘Scar, I’m pleased if you’re pleased. Oh, that didn’t come out right. I mean, I really am pleased. Congratulations. But this guy … your fiancé, why haven’t I met him?’


      ‘Um, you have.’


      ‘I have? So he’s from around here?’


      Scarlet exchanged glances with Lucy again. ‘Yes. It’s Matt. Matt Carstairs.’


      ‘But he’s Lucy’s boyfriend!’ I turned stiffly towards Lucy. ‘He’s your boyfriend!’


      ‘Not really.’ She looked embarrassed. ‘That is, we broke up in February.’


      ‘Hang on. That’s six months ago! But I introduced him as your boyfriend the other day at the community centre and he didn’t say anything!’


      ‘No, you introduced him as your daughter’s boyfriend,’ corrected Scarlet. ‘Which he is. For the record, he was terribly embarrassed.’


      ‘He felt it wasn’t really the appropriate time to explain,’ added Ruby. ‘What with Mr Emerson being dead and all.’


      ‘Yes, but I haven’t spent the entire last six months hovering over dead bodies! There were many moments when I was quite approachable!’


      ‘Who broke up with who?’ asked Petra.


      ‘Mutual,’ replied Lucy quickly. ‘He’s a lovely guy, but he’s just not … me.’


      I snorted. ‘So your sister decided to try him on for size?’ I registered the double meaning as soon as the words left my mouth, but it was too late to haul them back.


      ‘Mum, that was totally uncalled for,’ said Scarlet. ‘Frankly I’m shocked.’


      ‘As shocked as me?’ I snapped, attack being the best form of defence.


      ‘Scar, please tell me you’re going to keep your own surname,’ said Petra. ‘Because Scarlet Carstairs sounds like an automotive accessory.’


      ‘Actually, I think it's more like a murder suspect,’ said Quinn, pointing her finger at her eldest sister with a flourish. ‘Like I accuse Scarlet Carstairs in the library with the...’


      Red was shaking her head. ‘No, a porn star. Or a dominatrix. Madam Scarlet Carstairs, for all your disciplinary needs.’


      ‘Thank-you for that,’ said Yen, pushing herself away from the table and rising. ‘However let us put aside the proliferation of Scarlet’s available business opportunities. I think the situation calls for champagne. Nell, do you have any on hand?’


      ‘I think there’s a bottle in the fridge,’ I replied distractedly. I slipped another blue tablet from its foil and swallowed it with the remainder of my tea. ‘Okay, can someone just explain to me how he was going out with Lucy one minute and engaged to Scarlet the next? And having a baby? Lucy, why did you never tell me you broke up?’


      ‘I didn’t know either till yesterday,’ said Red. ‘If that makes you feel any better. But then nobody tells me anything. I’m a mushroom.’


      ‘You never asked,’ said Lucy simply, ignoring her sister. ‘And … well, I thought you liked how I was going out with someone sort of steady, not like my usual boyfriends. And I didn’t want to disappoint you. Again.’


      Ruby laughed flatly. ‘Join the club.’


      I opened my mouth and then closed it, because the statements contained a jagged kernel of truth. But sometimes honesty is not the best policy. I looked around the table, trying, as far as my limited movement allowed, not to single anyone out. ‘I’m never disappointed in you, any of you. I’m often concerned, particularly when I think you’ve made a mistake.’ I made sure I wasn’t looking at either Ruby or Lucy but then realised I was staring straight at Scarlet, who returned my gaze narrowly. I twisted towards Quinn. ‘But I’m never disappointed. I’m too proud of you all for that.’


      Ruby snorted. ‘Yeah, so proud you can’t even make eye contact with me.’


      ‘Somebody give me a hand,’ called Yen from the kitchen. Petra got up to oblige and moments later champagne glasses were placed before everyone at the table. I stared at mine, which contained orange juice.


      ‘To Scarlet!’ said Petra, raising her glass. ‘And Matt! And Baby Carstairs-Blake-Forrest!’


      We all toasted the happy couple, Gusto taking advantage of the moment to lunge across the table and grab another cracker. Lucy wrestled him back and passed him over to Quinn. Halfway across he farted.


      ‘Eww!’


      ‘But you still haven’t told me how it happened,’ I said to Scarlet. I was pleased to hear my voice emerge with an inquiring tone, rather than an accusatory one. ‘Matthew, I mean.’


      She put her orange juice down. ‘It just sort of did. I mean, they were only going out for a month or so, it’s not as if they were married. Then a few weeks later I ran into Matt at a function and we just started talking. We do have a lot in common, you know. Not just the police force, but other stuff as well.’


      Like your sister, I thought but didn’t say. The extra tablet seemed to have kick-started the earlier ones and together they were creating quicksand.


      ‘The baby was an accident, granted, but we were heading down that path anyway,’ continued Scarlet. ‘I would have brought him round here sooner or later. He’s a keeper.’


      ‘Well, congratulations again,’ said Petra. ‘A baby. How wonderful.’


      Yen nodded. She turned to Lucy. ‘So when is yours due?’


      I whipped my head around, despite the collar, and pain immediately throbbed thickly into the base of my skull. The quicksand surged, enveloped it, turned to sludge.


      ‘How did you know?’ whispered Lucy.


      ‘You’re pregnant?’ Petra leant forward, as if concentration would make her niece think twice, undo what was done. ‘How? Who? Oh god, please don’t tell me it’s him as well!’


      ‘As if,’ said Scarlet, a statement which made little sense.


      ‘No, not Matt.’ Lucy played with her champagne glass, and then pushed it aside. ‘It happened afterwards. An old boyfriend from Melbourne. A mistake. But I’ve thought it all through.’ She finally met my eyes as she continued rapidly, even enthusiastically. ‘I’ve decided to go through with the pregnancy, have the baby adopted. There are so many amazing couples who can’t have children, I’ll be giving them such a gift.’


      ‘Lucy, love,’ said Yen softly, putting a hand out and laying it over her granddaughter’s. Creased folds of skin juxtaposed against perfection. ‘Do you realise how hard that will be? Giving up your own baby? Especially when your sister is expecting at the same time, and she’ll be keeping hers? It’s a noble gesture, but …’


      ‘I know it’ll be hard, but that’s … well, that’s like my punishment. I’ve given it a lot of thought, I want to do this.’


      ‘Is there anybody not pregnant?’ I asked, because it seemed like a reasonable question.


      Quinn screwed up her face, and then nodded sadly. ‘Sorry. It was just once and I couldn’t help it.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Just joking. See you feel better now, don’t you?’


      ‘Idiot,’ said Petra to her youngest niece. She turned to the other two. ‘When are you due? Both at the same time?’


      Lucy shook her head. ‘I’m due on the tenth of Feb.’


      ‘And I’m on the twentieth.’


      ‘Oh, happy birthday to me!’I said, pretending to blow a party whistle.‘Woo hoo!’


      Yen raised an eyebrow in my direction.‘Number one, neither date is your actual birthday so the comment is largely superfluous. Number two, deflecting the conversation towards yourself is not productive. And number three, I’m not sure what you meant by that odd gesture, but it looked like you were attempting to smoke a joint.’


      ‘It really did, Mum,’said Red.‘I thought you were dropping a hint about what you wanted for your birthday.’


      ‘Shh, not in front of the cop here.’Ruby held a finger to her lips.


      Scarlet was paying little attention.‘See, Mum,this is why you have to tell us about Dad. With both Lucy and me being pregnant, well, Tessa can’t be. Can she?’


      The quicksand was becoming thicker. It actually felt like I had been smoking a joint, or two. I tried to concentrate on pregnancy and babies and parenthood, but really it all seemed suddenly so amusing that I just felt like laughing. The only problem being that I wouldn’t be able to stop. Grandmother-to-be enters Guinness Book of Records for non-stop laughter. Begs to be put down.


      The doorbell rang with a briskness that accentuated my amusement. I thought it might be Darcy, ushering in Tessa, whose hands would be supporting her extended belly. Maybe we could run birthing classes in my lounge room, or a crèche. I realised that somebody must have answered the door because I could hear a great deal of whispering coming from the hall. It got louder, more intense, and then fell away as Scarlet re-entered the room. Just behind her was Constable Matthew Carstairs, in uniform.


      The silence stretched as everybody gaped at him. Scarlet stepped forward protectively.


      ‘Hello, Matthew,’ I said in my best welcoming tone. ‘Have you come to impregnate another of my daughters?’


      He flushed. ‘No!’


      ‘In all fairness, he’s only impregnated one,’ corrected Yen. ‘Don’t exaggerate.’


      ‘And they are getting married,’ added Ruby.


      ‘Actually, I’m here on official business,’ said Matthew, looking like he would rather be anywhere else. ‘I’ve been assigned by Detective Sergeant Armistead to stay here. It’s for your security, Nell. Because your brake lines were cut.’


      Voices soared around me as everybody began exclaiming, and questioning, and coming up with their own answers. I blinked, trying to process the information. By now the quicksand had entered my bloodstream and thickened. Even the conversation seemed to come from a distance. I could hear my name being used, several times, but it was another Nell they were talking about. Someone who had had an attempt made on her life and now required security lest it happen again. I felt sorry for that Nell, who on top of everything else was about to become a grandmother twice over, and have to watch her ex-husband revisit fatherhood, and lose her house, and be guarded by her son-in-law to be, who was also her younger daughter’s ex-boyfriend. It was all far funnier than it had been, almost hysterical in fact, but I no longer felt like laughing.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

      


      While I agree with your column about fortitude and resilience, I wonder if sometimes we use these as an excuse for just putting up with things? Maybe we should put more effort into being on top, rather than beneath (and it’s more fun too!).


      


      By Tuesday I was so accustomed to the collar that the few times I took it off, such as for showering, my neck felt thin and exposed. Like a chicken about to become the Sunday roast. The bruises were now at their peak, a miasma of mottled blues that spread across my right shoulder and much of my chest. Even, unaccountably, my left buttock. The good news was that after a Monday spent in a great deal of pain and discomfort, by Tuesday I was feeling considerably more chipper. If I was not yet finding actual strength in the face of adversity, then at least I was starting to look for it.


      I have always found this tendency most marked in woman. After the initial shock, if at all possible, a setback is recoloured with a blend of rationalisation and optimism. Storm blew a tree through your window? How fortuitous, now those ghastly curtains can be replaced. Blind date looks like Mr Bean? Yes, but what compelling eyes! And besides, you’ve always wanted to try that restaurant. Offspring drops out of her first year of university? Ah well, no doubt the course wasn’t quite right, or this is all part and parcel of the growing-up process.


      Accordingly, by Tuesday I had desensitised myself to much of what had happened and was already beginning the process of reconciliation. There was no denying it was a little scary that somebody had tried to kill me, but at least they hadn’t succeeded. An added bonus being that the clumsiness of their attempt had brought the police on side. Having a security detail was irritating, but it had also given me the chance to get to know Matthew a little better –or rather, have him unable to leave while I asked him a stream of questions. Stable family background: tick. Parents also in shock over this unexpected turn of events: sympathetic tick. Three sisters, which should make for interesting extended family gatherings with my lot but did mean young Matthew should be well-accustomed to females: tick. Genetic history: tick. Career prospects: tick. Ability to make decent coffee: tick, tick, tick... More importantly, it was abundantly clear was that he was very much in love with Scarlet, and over the moon about the baby. And she was right; they made much better sense than he ever did with Lucy. They even complimented each other appearance-wise, brunette against blonde, while Lucy and Matt had always looked a little too Scandinavian; as if they were just about to leap into a hot-tub, or break into a rendition of an Abba song. I was even beginning to get my head around the whole grandmother thing, feeling a little warm and fuzzy about the idea of a baby. That wasn’t Darcy’s.


      But where Scarlet was twenty-five, in a committed relationship with a secure job that had maternity leave and career prospects, Lucy was not. She was a twenty-year-old sales assistant who had rebounded from a failed relationship into a one-night stand that left her pregnant. She was also the most sensitive of my children, the most spiritual, and in many ways the most vulnerable. Our Aerie Fairy, her father used to say while shaking his head in bewilderment, because she was the furthest removed from his brand of pragmatism. I knew that giving up her baby would be harder than she could imagine. What I didn’t know was whether she would ever recover.


      By Tuesday I was also surrounded by flowers. A beautiful arrangement from my editor, along with a concerned card regarding how the injuries might affect my work output, another lot from Deb Taylor, together with several uneasy emails, and one from Ashley Armistead with a card that simply said You won’t get out of Norfolk Island that easily. Around lunchtime I received yet another bunch, these ones hand-delivered by Elsa Poxleitner on behalf of my Monday book club, who had decided next week’s theme would be near-death experiences, in honour of my wild ride.


      Elsa was also able to tell me that my narrow escape was the talk of the town, along with guesswork about who might be responsible. A small faction favoured the serial-killer theory, with me being potential victim number three, but a much larger group were of the belief that I was, literally, my own worst enemy. This theory held that a lack of mechanical knowledge had led to my cutting the brake lines instead of, say, filling the radiator. Simple mistake. The mayor having positioned himself firmly in this group, it was felt that there was still nothing to impede the successful running of the commemoration this coming weekend. Better an incompetent female than an energetic killer; less detrimental to tourism.


      I knew differently. I also knew that this latest attempt cleared Ned’s name, proving that he had been murdered also. This was all about the Discovery, with somebody believing that Sam had told me more than he did – and that I was making steady progress on uncovering the rest. The problem, at least one of them, was that this did not narrow the field much. I needed to find out who else Sam had spoken to that evening, or who might have been likely to drop in. I needed a list of the society members. Then I needed to work out which one would be so invested in the Discovery remaining a secret that they were willing to commit murder. Not just once, but three times.


      This was one of the reasons that I had been agreeable to Quinn spending the week over at Small Dairy Lane, alternating between family members as required. Sunday night had been spent with her sisters, before Scarlet and Red headed back to Melbourne, and then she had moved over to her aunt’s until they returned on Friday. Her grandmother, to everybody’s relief, was only nominated as back-up.


      It was also the reason I was so annoyed that I couldn’t attend Sam’s funeral today. Even though Lucy had offered me her intestinal-pink hatchback, Bendigo was just too far to drive without peripheral vision. I could have hitched a ride with my mother but that would have been a little too much close-confinement bonding for my fragile state of health. And I knew she would want to talk about Lucy, while I didn’t. Instead I had deputised Petra, who was in Bendigo for the day anyway, sourcing some type of Italian granite. Her amenability to this suggestion was no doubt due to guilt over her lack of discretion regarding Darcy. Not that this would be total amends, unless, of course, she managed to finger the perp. Figuratively speaking. Best-case scenario had him or her reveal him or herself by standing some way apart from the general mourners with a foreboding expression. A balaclava would be an added extra.


      Matthew had now been replaced by the big-breasted policewoman. Her name was Amber July, which sounded more like she should be gambolling on a nudie calendar than protecting middle-aged women. She had proved herself remarkably versatile, however, making superb coffee as well as taking the insurance representative on a tour of the shed and even reading through my latest column draft and offering fairly sound suggestions.


      It was rather pleasant to feel protected. The truth was that despite feeling more chipper, I still felt battered, both physically and emotionally. Rationalisation was all very well, but it didn’t reduce actual content. And my standard compartmentalisation default was ineffective when there was more content than cupboards. My mind was like the spare closet in the hall, which burst open every so often to regurgitate sleeping bags and sporting equipment and the box of scrapbooking material that had seemed such a good idea at the time. I needed to spring-clean, or at least stop shovelling stuff in. Woman’s head explodes. Family leave mess for her to clean.


      With luck, this evening’s get-together at Deb Taylor’s would go some way towards at least a partial cleanse. She had dropped several hints that headway had been made by her husband but would not be drawn on the details. My hope was that this headway was significant enough that we could put our heads together, tie off a few loose ends, and then hand the whole lot over to the police. Who, it seemed, I would be bringing along with me anyway. Then I could concentrate on family. And work, and the upcoming festivities, and living arrangements, and a new car.


      Assisted occasionally by Amber, I spent the afternoon working on the latest doll’s house. We threaded electric wire through the joints and hung two miniature sconces and a chandelier in the lounge room, then laid moss-green carpet in the main bedroom. I left the new lights switched on when I closed the house up, letting the glow filter through the leadlight windows.


      ‘It looks gorgeous,’ said Amber. ‘I’d have another baby if I knew it would be a girl, so I could do one too. But knowing my luck, it’d be another boy.’


      ‘How many do you have?’


      ‘Two. Ky is three and Finn’s seven months.’


      ‘Only little then. My daughter’s pregnant, actually two of my daughters are pregnant. But one of them is in the police force as well. How’s the maternity leave?’


      ‘Brilliant.’ Amber had pulled her wallet from her pocket and was flipping it open. She passed it over, pointing to a photo of two blond boys, the baby sitting on his brother’s lap. ‘Your daughter’s name is Scarlet, isn’t it? I don’t know her but I know Matty Carstairs. He talks about her all the time.’


      ‘Good. And they’re gorgeous.’ I passed the wallet back as the phone rang. ‘Excuse me.’


      Amber diplomatically removed herself to the far end of the room as I perched on a bar stool to answer the phone. It bumped against the top of my collar.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell. It’s me.’


      ‘Ah, I was expecting a call. Have you heard from your daughters then?’


      ‘I certainly have,’ replied Darcy in an aggrieved tone. ‘I thought we agreed that I would tell them my news. Being that it’s my news?’


      ‘Actually, you asked me not to say anything and I didn’t reply. That’s not the same as an agreement. Besides, I didn’t tell them. Petra did.’


      ‘Then you told her.’


      ‘That’s true, but you didn’t ask that I not tell anyone. I need to have someone to talk to. Or are you telling me that you don’t discuss anything with Tessa?’


      ‘Of course I do! But she’s my …’ He had the grace to peter off at this point before finishing lamely. ‘It’s different.’


      ‘Ah, so I have to be sleeping with someone to be able to tell them stuff.’ I twisted awkwardly to check that Amber was still over the other side of the room. ‘Okay, I’ll bear that in mind.’


      ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic. These are our daughters. If you asked me not to tell them something, I wouldn’t. That’s all I’m saying.’


      ‘Whatever.’


      ‘You know what else? You’re so busy setting up camp in the moral high ground that you won’t admit for a minute that you might not be perfect either. Too fond of painting me as the villain.’


      ‘Oh my god, you are so right,’ I said agreeably. ‘We’re absolutely as bad as each other. In a moment when I was incapacitated with pain, I witnessed my sister divulge information that she shouldn’t have, while you slept with other women and then deserted your family. You’re right, that makes us absolutely even.’


      Silence fell, although I could hear his breathing. After a few moments he sighed, a sound that seemed to envelop my ear. I flinched.


      ‘You mean from your car accident? How are you?’


      ‘Fine. Thank you for asking.’ Gusto pattered into the room, looked around and then came over to nuzzle his snout against my leg. I ran my hand through his fur.


      ‘You should look after that car better.’


      ‘Yes, I’ll put a sign on it asking that no-one cut the brake lines.’


      ‘You don’t seriously think that someone deliberately cut them, do you?’ I could hear the frown in his words. ‘I thought the police were just being careful. What with Sam Emerson and Ned. I couldn’t believe that. Poor buggers.’


      ‘Poor buggers indeed. Did the girls tell you their news?’


      ‘Yes! Christ almighty. Have you met him? This Matthew bloke?’


      I pushed Gusto away. ‘Matthew’s lovely, and they’re lovely together. It’s Lucy I’m more worried about.’


      ‘Lucy? Why?’


      I froze, and then thought quickly. ‘Ah, just generally. You know.’


      ‘God, Nell.’ He laughed. ‘You always have to find something to worry about, don’t you? Here’s Scarlet with this amazing news and you have to shift focus to create problems where there aren’t any. Luce’ll be fine; she just needs time to work out what she wants. Give her a few more months and I bet she’ll find her feet.’


      ‘A few more months and she won’t be able to see her feet,’ I replied, but with my hand over the mouthpiece so that Darcy couldn’t hear.


      ‘I have to say Scarlet threw me for a loop though,’ Darcy continued chattily. ‘Not sure how you feel but I’m not ready to be a grandparent! Especially not with … you know.’


      ‘I know.’ I stared at the kitchen cupboards. There was a splatter of something grey and glumpy across one of them. It looked like cereal, or brain matter. Most likely cereal.


      ‘Tell you one thing, Nell, I can’t quite get my head around it. Any of it. Christ.’


      ‘You and me both.’ I took a deep breath, wondering how I could end this conversation before Darcy started using me as a sounding board or, even worse, began reminiscing about our own children’s infancy. As if attuned to my need, the phone began emitting a series of beeps. ‘Sorry, Darcy, but there’s someone trying to get through. I’ll have to go.’


      ‘Oh, okay. Well, no doubt we can catch up over the weekend. We’ll be down on Friday.’


      ‘Looking forward to it.’ I pressed end briskly and picked up the other call. ‘Hello?’


      ‘Hey,’ said Ashley.


      ‘Hey.’ I swivelled my stool so that I could see Amber. She was checking her mobile, one finger deftly flicking at the screen. It occurred to me that I was speaking to yet another man I’d slept with. All I needed was for Ferris Buttafuoco to ring the doorbell and I’d have a hat-trick.


      ‘How are you getting on with your protective detail?’


      ‘Lovely, thank you. But are you sure they’re necessary?’


      ‘No, I’m not,’ replied Ashley frankly. ‘But there’s no doubt your car was tampered with, so until we discover who’s responsible, we have to take precautions. Hopefully we find out it’s some young idiot.’


      ‘Oh yes. That’d be a relief.’


      ‘You know what I mean,’ he said with a laugh, and then continued in a more serious tone. ‘I wanted to ask you a few questions. I know your statement says you thought you’d heard someone at the cemetery, but I just want you to think for a moment, are you sure there were no cars in the car park? Either when you got there or when you left?’


      ‘None. Just me.’


      ‘What about on the way home? Did you pass anyone, even a car on the side of the road? Anything like that?’


      I frowned. ‘Not that I can remember, but then I wasn’t really looking. Sorry.’


      ‘That’s okay,’ he sighed. ‘Oh well, worth asking. I’m due a break in this case.’


      ‘Are you not making much progress? What about with Sam and Ned?’


      He sighed again. ‘Not as much as I’d like. Which is another reason I rang. You mentioned that Sam was working on something for you, and that’s why he rang that night.’


      ‘Ah.’ I smiled. ‘So now the detective sergeant wants to hear my theory?’


      ‘Given the possibility that your … accident might be connected, yes, it does seem prudent to consider all possible angles.’


      ‘Well, well, well. I tell you what, I’ll trade you. Tell me who else Sam Emerson rang the evening he died and I’ll give you everything I have.’


      ‘You do realise I could have you arrested for withholding information? Besides, it won’t help; we’ve already ruled him out. He has an alibi.’


      ‘James Sheridan.’ I waited for confirmation and then realised that the silence was confirmation itself. ‘So, apart from Loretta and me, he was it? No-one else?’


      ‘No-one. Now for my part.’


      ‘Hang on. What about the landline? And Ned’s phone?’


      ‘Landline hadn’t been used, and Ned only used his to order two takeaway meals from the pub. And before you race down there interrogating the staff, it’s a dead end. My turn.’


      ‘Okay.’ I filed the information away for later. ‘But I’ve got a better idea – why don’t you join me this evening?’


      ‘Nell …’


      I slid off the bar stool and glanced over at Amber, who was watching me with interest. She immediately dropped her eyes to her mobile. I lowered my voice. ‘No, not that. I’m meeting a few friends who have been researching exactly what it was that Sam was looking into. I’ll email you the background, what we’ve discovered thus far, and the address. Feel free to join us if you like.’


      ‘My god, you’re the bane of my existence. What part of “don’t get involved” did you not get? Christ, I’m tempted to tamper with your bloody car myself.’


      ‘Tamper away,’ I replied cheerfully. ‘It’s a write-off anyway. I’ll send you the address of the garage when I send you this other stuff. Let me know if you’re coming.’


      ‘Fine.’


      I hung up the phone and tugged down on my collar for some temporary relief. Gusto padded around to the kitchen and began licking the cupboards. Deb Taylor had said that it couldn’t possibly be James Sheridan because he was far more likely to bribe someone than kill them, and he would never risk his reputation, while Yen had said it simply wasn’t his style. But what if the Discovery threatened his reputation? What if bribery didn’t work? Wouldn’t he be more likely to pay someone else to get their hands dirty, thus enabling him to establish an ironclad alibi? He was the only person, other than Loretta, me and the order staff at the pub, who had been contacted that night. He also had motive, means and opportunity. Plus he was a politician. Enough said.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

      


      I can add a few more midlife superpowers to the ones in your column. Multi-tasking for starters, and of course having eyes in the back of our head. Then there’s the ability to find things that no-one else can. I bet even Superman occasionally flung stuff around the farmhouse while he yelled, ‘Mum, have you seen my blue tights?’


      


      Deb’s house was some way out of town, a ranch-style with a wide veranda that ran all the way around and had a ramp down to the pathway. Perfect for children on tricycles or skateboards; I would never have been able to keep my lot inside. Amber had now been replaced by a surly young constable who clearly considered guarding middle-aged women a waste of his valuable time. He parked ostentatiously in Deb’s driveway and then remained in the police car, which was probably just as well.


      Petra had barely touched the doorbell before Deb answered. She looked at me with concern as she ushered us inside. ‘Nell, you poor thing! That collar looks so uncomfortable! How are you feeling?’


      ‘Fine, fine,’ I replied shortly, a little weary of having my welfare questioned.


      ‘At least you don’t need to wear a scarf. And I’m not at all surprised. Not about them going so far, of course, but that it proves it’s all linked. I told you we’d have to be careful.’


      ‘Duly noted.’


      Still talking, Deb led us into the lounge room. It was a large room with sparse but tasteful furnishings. A laptop was open on the coffee table, connected to a data projector that faced a portable screen set up by the far wall. There was also a glass platter with wedges of cheese, stuffed olives and water crackers. ‘I knew that note didn’t ring true! I mean, if someone like Ned Given went to the bother of writing a note, then he’d include more information. Besides, It’s beyond me? That sounds more like he was given a task he wasn’t up to! What would you like to drink?’


      ‘Whatever you have,’ replied Petra with more than her usual enthusiasm.


      ‘I’ll bring a choice. Grab a seat anywhere you like. Just wait till you see what Lew’s been up to. You’ll be flabbergasted!’ Deb beamed at us and then bustled out, obviously enjoying herself. I wondered if she entertained often. I lowered myself onto on the couch then shuffled along so that I could face the screen directly. The front doorbell rang again and I felt a frisson of expectation.


      ‘This is going to be like one of those home video slideshows,’ whispered Petra gloomily. ‘I’ve already sat through one today at the funeral.’


      ‘Well, if you’d had more success there, this one wouldn’t be necessary.’


      ‘I am sorry. Fancy not being able to pick a culprit out of the crowd. Not a single person with a sign saying I did it.’ Petra dropped onto the couch and slumped her shoulders. ‘I can’t even drink much because I’m driving, and we have one policeman in the driveway and another about to join us here. Thanks, Nell, I owe you one.’


      ‘Well, perhaps you can spill another of my secrets. Would that help?’


      Petra was saved from answering by Deb, who re-entered the room in conversation with Ashley Armistead. I turned stiffly, just in time to see them followed by a man in a wheelchair. He was a blond giant, even seated, with a florid complexion, but the thinness of his legs spoke to his having been in the chair for some time. The ramp to the veranda and the sparse furniture suddenly made sense.


      ‘Petra, Nell, this is my husband Lew. And of course you already know Ashley. Lew, these are our fellow investigators.’


      ‘So we finally meet!’ Lew rolled over to shake our hands and then spun a wheel and swivelled, deftly positioning himself beside the coffee table. ‘Wonderful! Now, just to save on the preliminaries. Car accident, over twenty years ago, so it’s ancient history. T9 spinal-cord injury. That’s complete paralysis of the lower body. Don’t drink and drive.’ He wagged a finger at Petra, as if she needed specific reminding. ‘But I was bloody lucky compared with some, so there you go. Now, you’re gonna be pretty pleased with what I’ve turned up.’


      ‘I’m sure we will,’ said Petra, glancing at me sideways.


      ‘Thanks again for having me on such short notice,’ said Ashley.


      I adjusted my position so that I could see him fully, hoping to catch his eye and send a nonchalant smile that would belie the buoyancy of my stomach. But he was listening intently as Lew detailed the flaws in police speed-camera methodology. There was something similar about the two men, I decided, even though they did not look at all alike; integrity, perhaps, or a certain honesty. Despite only just having met Lew, however, I suspected his was more exposed than Ashley’s. An image of last Wednesday morning clicked behind my eyes, like a viewfinder, roundly disproving my hypothesis. I flushed.


      Deb returned from the kitchen with two bottles of wine, one red and one white, a largesse that seemed a little inappropriate given her husband’s recent warning. She passed the bottles to him and went to a crystal cabinet for goblets. Between them they took orders, filled glasses, passed around the platter.


      ‘Okay then,’ said Lew impatiently, waving his wife to a seat. ‘That’s enough of that. Let’s get to business!’ He turned to face Ashley. ‘I take it you’ve been given the background?’


      ‘Absolutely. Nell has been most forthcoming.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Petra, leaning back and crossing her legs. ‘She often is.’


      ‘Excellent!’ Lew flicked a switch on the data projector and with a low hum, the screen gradually filled with the now familiar photo of Petar Majic and Mate Dragovic with dog. He hefted the laptop onto his knees and then turned back to us. ‘D’you know, when Deb first asked me to do this I was bit peeved. She’s always coming up with stuff for me. But I’ve had a bloody good time. Fascinating history here.’


      Deb gave her husband a smug look. ‘Told you so.’


      ‘And right as usual.’ He winked at her and then slapped his hands together, the laptop wobbling precariously. ‘Okay then. I started off by confirming the information we had; no point building anything on sand. But I’m gonna update you chronologically, rather than in the order that information was revealed. Easier to follow. So, for starters –’ he jabbed a button on the laptop and the screen changed to a map of Eastern Europe ‘– Petar Majic was born in 1829 in Kerch, a major trade port in the Ukraine. Mother died when he was a baby, father drowned when he was six. After that he seems to have been taken in by a local family, the Dragovics.’ He turned to give us a grin before continuing. ‘I’m guessing they were some type of kin. The Dragovics had a mass of kids so they probably didn’t even notice one extra. Although times would have been tough. He and Mate Dragovic went off to sea together as teenagers and returned in 1852. We next see them signed up as ship’s hands on the Weidemann, which docked in Melbourne on 19 March 1855. The Crimean War was in full swing by then, which may have been one reason they left the Ukraine again.’


      ‘I wonder if they already knew about the gold rush,’ I said, watching as Lew replaced the smaller map with one that showed the ship’s long journey. ‘Or whether they heard about it when they docked.’


      ‘Hard to know. Next time their names crop up is on a claim at Bendigo Creek.’


      ‘And Kata?’ asked Petra. ‘Where does she come in?’


      ‘Ah yes, young Kata. We’ll get to her in a moment.’ Lew was clearly enjoying himself. He scrolled back to the picture of the two men. ‘So we have our two young adventurers off prospecting and, against all odds, hitting paydirt in 1856 – partly because they didn’t subscribe to the popular belief that gold diminished at depth. And did they ever strike it rich. Eventually sold up for forty thousand pounds, which was a shitload of money then.’


      Ashley whistled. ‘Not counting the gold they would have extracted in the meantime.’


      ‘Yep, they were rich men when that was taken.’ Lew inclined his head towards the screen and then scrolled forward once more, until he reached the portrait I had last seen on the display boards at Sheridan House. ‘Which brings us to the lovely Kata. I’d a bit of a head start here, thanks to Nell, but tracking her was still a job in itself. I knew where she’d come from and where she’d finished, but just couldn’t join the bloody dots. That is, not until I stopped searching for Kata Dragovic.’ He paused. ‘And started looking for Kata Majic.’


      If it wasn’t for my collar I would have gaped, but fortunately my chin was jammed in place. ‘Kata Majic? You mean …’


      Still grinning, Lew hit enter on the laptop and Kata’s photo was replaced by her wedding certificate. It was quite ornate, with whirling scrolls and beautiful copperplate writing. ‘Yep. The sister married the brother’s best friend in 1853. They had a child too, a boy named Petar, but he died in 1855, probably when Kerch was razed by the British.’


      Deb chimed in. ‘My theory is that he left to make some money for his growing family.’


      ‘We also reckon he fully intended to return,’ added Lew. ‘But the gold rush must have seemed like too good an opportunity. Besides, Kerch was a mess after the war. Still, it seems that she was pretty resistant to emigrating, despite everything. Or maybe there were elderly relatives to care for. Anyway, she didn’t arrive till 1862, when the house at Majic was being built. She would’ve been one of the first to catch the train from Melbourne to Bendigo, because the line was only opened in October that year.’


      The screen now showed a black-and-white picture of a steam train, which was neither interesting nor particularly relevant. I was thinking about the certificate. ‘That would have been why Sam couldn’t find the marriage when he first looked. They weren’t married here at all.’


      ‘No. But they lived here for five years, at what we now call Sheridan House. It would’ve been very different for her. Mind you, the whole town was growing rapidly. There was an ironworks over towards Axedale and Petar also opened a lumber mill. And he employed a young foreman named James Sheridan who was also married.’


      ‘To Mary Frost,’ I said, thinking ahead. ‘So this all means that Kata was Beloved.’


      ‘But what happened?’ asked Petra, clearly fascinated despite her earlier misgivings. ‘If this was such a great love story, why’d she marry Sheridan the same year Petar died?’


      A sepia-toned Sheridan House appeared on the screen with an open carriage beside the porch. Lew swivelled his wheelchair to pick up his wine, draining the glass before continuing. ‘We know the house was finished in 1865 and that Mate died the same year. Stabbed in a bar fight. Then in early 1867 Mary Frost dies in childbirth. And on 29 March Petar falls from his horse and dies three days later.’ He jabbed at the laptop and the next slide showed Petar Majic’s death certificate, a plain document with almost indecipherable handwriting. ‘Now this is interesting. First, because the deceased is listed as unmarried.’


      I was still caught up with the realisation that Petar’s companion on his fateful ride, as detailed by Betty Rawlings’ reliable nan, could not have been Mate Dragovic after all. He was already dead. I filed this information away and squinted at the screen, trying to make out the words. ‘Unmarried? That’s odd.’


      ‘Sure is. Also, there was no doctor in the town so we just don’t know if Petar might have survived if he’d received medical treatment. We also only have the informant’s word for what happened. If you look at the certificate, you’ll see that this gentleman happens to be James Sheridan, who has just promoted himself from foreman to business partner. Was this factual or creative? Was he an opportunist or something more dire? We just don’t know.’


      ‘Look, this is interesting,’ said Ashley suddenly. ‘It really is. And my money’s on the wife and the foreman slash business partner being in cahoots. But surely there’s nothing here that anyone would be desperate to keep hidden. Nothing could be proved either way.’


      ‘Be patient, my man.’ Lew was beaming happily. He pulled up a new slide and then sat back to watch our reaction. This screen showed a toast-coloured newspaper clipping with close, fussy printing. We all leaned forward to make out the words, Petra and I both reciting under our breath. MAJIC – on the 23rd May at Bendigo. The wife of Peter Majic – a daughter. Both well.


      ‘Ah,’ said Ashley, clearly a quick reader. ‘Now that makes it interesting.’


      I followed his thinking, my eyes widening. ‘But a child changes everything! Even if Kata married James Sheridan later on, wouldn’t the baby have inherited from her father?’


      ‘Exactly.’ Lew stared up at the screen. ‘There seems to be no copy of Petar’s will, which is odd given he was clearly proactive about death. Just go look at his crypt.’


      ‘Not you,’ said Petra, digging me in the ribs.


      I ignored her. ‘Did the baby survive?’


      ‘Yep. Her name was Matija Tatiana Majic, and you’ll note that she was born one week before her father’s death. She was also born in Bendigo, which suggests there was some concern over the lack of a doctor around here. It also means that Kata wouldn’t have been in Majic when Petar fell from the horse. Or when he was being nursed.’


      ‘But if James Sheridan was so dodgy, why did she marry him?’ asked Petra.


      Deb shuffled forward on her chair. ‘We have a theory. All of a sudden she was a young widow in a foreign country, totally isolated with a new baby. Even her brother was dead by then. English was her second language and she probably wouldn’t have been able to read the death certificate or anything like that. Plus the odds are she’d been taking care of little James since his mother died. So if your husband’s partner –’ Deb paused to draw inverted commas in the air ‘– offers you marriage, would you really have a choice?’


      ‘I suppose not.’


      Lew scrolled forward to the next slide, a copy of the marriage certificate I had seen in the Historical Society office. ‘This is where it gets interesting again. Our ever-reliable James has provided the information here too, I’m guessing, because suddenly Kata Majic, mother of one, becomes Kata Dragovic, spinster. In one fell swoop, he has wiped out her marriage.’


      I frowned. ‘But why?’


      ‘Come on, Nell.’ Ashley was grinning at me. ‘Think about it. James is rewriting the past, hedging his bets. He may not have killed Petar, but by god, he’s taking advantage of the opportunities that have been presented.’


      ‘He may have been genuinely in love with her too,’ said Deb, who obviously preferred the romantic interpretations. ‘It may have been jealousy. He’d have watched her and Petar together, so happy, and been burning inside. So when he got his chance, he just wrote Petar out of the equation. Hey, that might have even been the reason he did away with him!’


      Lew cocked his head at her. ‘You do realise that this is your great-great-great-grandfather, my love? Should I be worried that it runs in the family?’


      ‘Yes,’ replied Deb promptly. ‘So don’t give me any reason to be jealous.’


      ‘Fat chance!’ Lew gave a hearty laugh. ‘What the hell am I likely to get up to? Now you, on the other hand …’


      Silence stretched as they exchanged a meaningful look. Deb got up to give him a kiss. I guessed this was a conversation of long standing.


      Ashley cleared his throat. ‘Okay, Lew, now you’ve got my attention. What’s next?’


      ‘Well, clearly they set about raising the blended family.’ Lew flicked at the laptop and the screen returned to the picture of Kata with her children. ‘There’s young James and the baby George, born in 1869, and of course our mystery girl is Matija, on her mother’s right.’


      I was staring at Kata’s face. With this fresh information, I expected to find sadness there, or even an expressionless glance that spoke volumes. Instead, beneath her batwing brows she met my eyes with a stoic candour that suggested she had made the most of things. I spoke slowly, still staring. ‘I think it wasn’t quite what she’d had, but it wasn’t too bad.’


      ‘Until she died,’ said Lew with unnecessary abruptness. ‘Typhoid. She and the baby both, in 1872. Good old James was the informant for that death too, but this time he listed her as a married woman.’


      Ashley laced his fingers under his chin, à la Sherlock Holmes. ‘If I was James, I’d have married off my son to Matija as soon as the pair reached maturity. Then there’d have been no question about the inheritance at all.’


      ‘Well done, my man!’ Lew shot him a look of approval. ‘It appears that’s exactly what he planned. But it took me a while to get to that stage. The 1881 census only names the head of the household but there’s a fourteen-year-old girl living there so that has to be her. Yet by the 1891 census, she’s gone. The Majic Gazette set up operations in 1886 and the Sheridans feature in almost every issue, but not her. So there was a five-year window where she vanished. No death certificate either. I was stumped for days.’


      ‘But you eventually found something?’ I asked as the silence stretched.


      ‘Sure did! Never give up, that’s my motto.’ Lew refilled his glass and took a swig, then helped himself to cheese while the rest of us waited impatiently. Finally he looked up with a smile, enjoying his moment. ‘So … well, as often happens with this stuff, all you need is a break. See I’m also working on another project, for a lady who used to own a business in town, Svetlana’s Haberdashery. She retired last year and is now writing a history of the shop. Sounds boring, but it’s not. Mainly because when she took over the shop thirty-odd years ago, it came with all the paperwork since the place opened in 1884. Including letters.’


      ‘In 1884 …’ I calculated rapidly. ‘Matija would have been seventeen.’


      ‘Yep. Fortunately the original Svetlana was a prolific correspondent and a bit of a gossip. But it’s one unsent letter dated February 1885 that helps us.’ He pressed a key and Kata was replaced by spidery handwriting containing so many flourishes that one line bled into the next. Petra got up to move closer but Lew, anticipating the difficulties, had zoomed in on a particular paragraph. The sentences filled the screen.


      
        Much agitation at the big house on Thursday last, when Mr Sheridan’s foster daughter Matilda ran away from home. Even more shocking as the girl has long been engaged to Mr Sheridan’s son. A nicer young gentleman you could not find. The whole township is agog and feelings run high for the family who have long been thought badly used. Mr Sheridan sent a man to Melbourne with his son to recover the girl, however we do not yet know of their success.

      


      ‘My guess is that they weren’t successful,’ added Lew, once he was sure we had finished reading, ‘because there’s simply no mention of her after that date. The letters only refer to her once more, in 1892, when James Junior marries Victoria Fletcher. And only a brief mention, when the author wishes him better treatment than he received in 1885.’


      ‘He waited for her a long time,’ said Deb wistfully. ‘Seven years.’


      Ashley was still leaning forward. ‘So … what happened to her?’


      ‘Don’t know. The problem is I have no idea what name she used. The letter refers to her as Matilda, which suggests she’s not using Matija any more, but there’s no surname. It could be Majic, or Sheridan, or she changed it altogether after she left so that she couldn’t be traced. Then at some stage she probably married.’


      ‘And had children,’ I said slowly. ‘Which means there could be an entire branch who have a prior entitlement to … well, everything.’


      ‘Exactly.’ Deb looked at me. ‘Meaning my family appropriated an estate that didn’t belong to them.’


      ‘So that’s the Discovery,’ I continued wonderingly. ‘Sam was right. It is huge.’


      Ashley was staring at the screen. ‘Yes. Yes, it is.’


      ‘Certainly worth killing for.’ Lew transferred the laptop onto the coffee table and rubbed his legs. ‘I spoke to a lawyer mate and he said it’s murky. In their favour is the fact they tried to track her down, but there’s also no doubt James Sheridan manipulated legal documents. That’s fraud. If Matija has descendants, it’d certainly be worth them taking action. Probably too late to reclaim Sheridan House but there were other assets that the Sheridans have profited from. There’d be a case for compensation.’


      ‘Not to mention the damage it would do to their reputation,’ said Petra, giving Deb a sidelong glance. ‘Sheridan House shouldn’t be Sheridan House at all. All those streets and roads named after them. The businesses. Oh my god, what about the commemoration this weekend? The statue of James and Petar! Best mates!’


      ‘Yes,’ said Ashley again. He rubbed his chin. ‘So you think this is what Sam meant?’


      Lew nodded. ‘I reckon he got about as far as I have. He’d have had more source documents so moved faster. But he wouldn’t have tracked down the girl. Not enough time.’


      ‘And there we have our motive,’ I said. ‘Not just to bury what they’d already discovered but to stop them going further.’


      ‘So we have to decide what’s next.’ Lew leaned over and switched off the data projector. The hum stopped abruptly. He waited a few moments before continuing. ‘Ashley, obviously you’ve got your own agenda. But the rest of us –’ he glanced at Petra and I before finishing with a rueful look towards his wife ‘– we need to decide whether we want to go forward. If we track her down and find descendants, we’re opening a huge can of worms. The repercussions could be … pretty bloody massive. I admit I’m curious but I’ll put it to a vote.’


      ‘Before you decide,’ put in Ashley, regarding us all, ‘can I just ask that, if you go ahead, I’m given a couple of days before you start actually talking about it? Because if your theory’s correct, then the only other person who knows all this –’


      ‘Is the killer,’ finished Petra.


      ‘If there is a killer,’ said Ashley judiciously. ‘But it does give me a fresh avenue of inquiry. Grounds to re-interview a few people … of interest.’


      ‘I expect it does.’ Lew looked at him evenly and then turned to me. ‘I reckon after we’ve given Ashley here a chance to tie things up, you should write a big-arse article about it all. That is, if we decide to go ahead. Otherwise we just back out now. Forget we even went this far. So … in or out? What d’you reckon?’


      ‘In,’ said Petra without hesitation.


      Deb sighed softly. ‘Me too.’


      I stared at the blank screen, still seeing the image of Kata even though she was long gone. Her batwing brows, so like her brother’s, her stoicism, her little family. And then I nodded, because there was really no choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

      


      I wanted to say thank-you for your ‘Martha or Mary?’ column. My sister is a Mary, with career, travel, a wardrobe of clothes I’d kill for (rather pointlessly, as I couldn’t fit into them), while I’ve been pigeonholed – from childhood – as the Martha, homemaker extraordinaire. I’ve always been a little jealous but when I shared your column, my sister said she was jealous of me! We’ve resolved to bring up our daughters as Mary-Marthas, and tell them they can have it all.


      


      Lucy arrived the following morning before Quinn left for school. I was sitting on the couch, reading the newspaper by holding it at eye-level, an endeavour that required frequent rests and almost as frequent obscenities. I hadn’t even heard the doorbell so got something of a shock when I next lowered the paper to find Lucy standing just by the couch, staring at me. It didn’t say much for our resident dog or, indeed, for my security detail.


      ‘My god! Lucy! How long have you been there?’


      ‘Only a minute. How are you feeling?’


      ‘I’m fine. And you?’


      ‘Good. Um, I’m starting work a bit late this morning. Can I talk to you for a while?’


      ‘I’ve been trying to talk to you since Sunday. I left three messages, and one on Ruby’s phone as well. I even dreamt about ringing you last night!’


      Lucy slid herself across the side of the armchair, the rose tattoo on her ankle flashing beneath her long skirt. She folded her legs decorously and grinned at me. ‘What an exciting life you must lead, Mum, if that’s the best dream you can come up with.’


      ‘You wait till you become …’ I stopped abruptly, which only served to emphasise the stupidity of my comment. Lucy met my eyes unblinkingly, her smile still in place.


      ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Well, one of them.’


      ‘Luce!’ Quinn tossed her schoolbag aside as she went into the kitchen. ‘What’re you doing here? Wanna give me a lift to school?’


      ‘No. I need to talk to Mum.’


      Quinn rolled her eyes, either at the lack of a lift or the thought of talking to me. She dropped two slices of bread in the toaster and positioned her face directly above it, staring into the elements.


      ‘Coffee? Tea?’ I asked Lucy. ‘I’ve still got some of your organic green tea there.’


      ‘Yum. I’ll get it.’ She swung herself up. ‘And coffee for you, I’m guessing.’


      ‘Kettle’s on,’ said Quinn, placing a hand on her forehead to check the temperature.


      I dropped the newspaper on the coffee table and watched as they shared the kitchen. Quinn was very much like her eldest sister Scarlet, both in looks and personality, while Lucy was like none of them. It was as if she had been handed a different script. There was a translucency to her skin, not uncommon with pale blondes, that made her seem fragile, almost semi-permanent. If it wasn’t for the fact I had popped my head up at the very moment she emerged, I would have thought there had been some type of baby swap. Although why anyone would want to give her away, I don’t know.


      Quinn painted her toast with butter and topped it with sliced banana. She reached for the sugar bowl.


      ‘No,’ I said firmly, holding up a hand to prevent argument.


      ‘Why? It’s healthy, it’s got banana. Why can’t I put a bit of sugar on? That’s ridiculous.’


      ‘Mum’s right,’ said Lucy as I shook my head. She was putting the finishing touches to our beverages, which unfortunately included sugar in my case. ‘Sugar’s poison. And addictive.’


      ‘Hypocrite,’ said Quinn to me, before ostentatiously turning her back to eat.


      Lucy brought two mugs over to the coffee table, carefully placing mine within reach. I thanked her and then we sat facing each other. I didn’t know whether she was waiting for Quinn to leave, or trying to find the right words, or even hoping that I would start. How did one begin a conversation about giving up one’s grandchild? As inevitable as I knew it was, did I even want this conversation? Talking would make it real.


      ‘Enjoy your sugar,’ said Quinn, slinging her schoolbag on her back. She waited for my attention so that she could cast a withering glance. Seconds later the front door slammed.


      ‘I thought I’d give you a few days to get over the shock,’ began Lucy immediately. ‘And I know you’re disappointed in me. I just wanted to tell you that although I didn’t mean for this to happen, I do know what I’m doing. I’ve even spoken to a counsellor at the clinic. I know it’ll be hard but I also know that this is the right thing to do. For me and the baby.’


      I swallowed a sigh, lest it give the wrong impression. ‘Luce, firstly I’m disappointed for you, not in you. There’s a big difference. I know you didn’t mean for this to happen – and however it did,’ I hurried on before she could share the details, ‘the truth is with a bit of bad luck, I could have been in your shoes at your age. Most of us could. And I’ve never made a secret of the fact Quinn was an accident. I was just fortunate to be in a stable relationship so I wasn’t faced with your choices.’


      ‘Do you regret her?’ asked Lucy suddenly. ‘Like, I know you love her, but do you ever think about how different things would be if she hadn’t happened? You could have gone overseas when Dad left, maybe done something more with your career.’


      ‘Never,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s very, very hard to regret a baby once it arrives.’


      Lucy took a sip of her tea and then stared into the mug.


      ‘I have to ask, sweetheart. Did you ever consider the, um, alternatives?’


      ‘If you mean abortion, yes I did. Even made an appointment. But … no.’


      ‘Okay. It's only that ... ’I petered off as I read the resolution on her face. I took a deep breath. ‘But it’s your decision. And I just want to get one thing straight. I’ll support you no matter what you decide. One hundred per cent. If you decide you want to keep the baby, even if you make that decision five minutes after it’s born, I’ll help you in any way I can. And if you do go through with the adoption, then I’ll respect your generosity and your strength. I admit I’ll find it difficult, because I can’t imagine being able to do that myself, but I’m not you.’


      ‘I do want to do this,’ said Lucy in a low voice. ‘Very much.’


      ‘Just make sure you’re doing it for the right reasons then. Not because it’s a punishment, that’s absurd. Also not just to make someone else happy, that’s equally absurd.’ I paused. ‘Can I ask who the father is?’


      Lucy put her mug down. ‘Jasper Stenhouse. I went out with him last year for a bit. Nice guy, but before you ask if there’s a future there, there’s not. Like, we get on and all but he’s got some issues to sort out. See, he thinks he’s gay.’


      I blinked. ‘Ah …’


      ‘I know.’ She grinned. ‘Sort of ironic, isn’t it? He’s totally supportive but he doesn’t want to tell his parents unless he has to. He says his mother would probably try to adopt the baby herself and apparently she’s a bit of a bitch. I don’t want that anyway.’


      ‘It’ll be even harder, you know.’ I held her gaze. ‘With Scarlet pregnant, and also your dad. Have you told him yet?’


      ‘No. I wanted Scar to have her moment, because I sort of robbed her of it with you. I’ll tell him when he gets down here tomorrow. Or maybe Friday.’


      I frowned. ‘Luce, you didn’t rob Scarlet of anything. You’ve got to stop thinking she has some sort of superior claim to this. From what I understand, her pregnancy was just as accidental as yours. If anything, she jumped on your bandwagon!’ I smiled, and then let it slide away. ‘And both pregnancies are going to have the same result, a baby.’


      ‘It’s funny to think of it like that, isn’t it?’ Lucy put a hand on her flat stomach. ‘A baby!’


      I nodded, but inside my heart hurt. She looked about fifteen years old.


      ‘There was something else I wanted to tell you,’ said Lucy, her face still again.


      ‘Oh god. What?’


      She shook her head. ‘Nothing like that. No, just about me going back to uni. I know you were really disappointed when I dropped out, but all this –’ she waved a hand towards her stomach region ‘– has really got me thinking. And, Mum, I want to stay in retail. I love it, I really do. Grandma said that she’ll take me on as permanent. Not Ruby because she’s crap.’


      ‘Is she?’


      ‘Oh yeah, totally. She says so herself. But I love it. It’s …’ She stared at the window as she searched for words. When she looked back, her face was shining. ‘It’s empowering. Like you’re the expert; you can match books with readers and pick out presents for grandchildren and stuff. And you can be creative. Like I made “what the staff recommends” cards last week, and stuck them on books we’d read, and people were looking at them. Oh, and Grandma said I can use the wooden display case for healing crystals and gemstones, you know the ones for luck and shit like that. People love them, and they make great gifts. I had to pitch that idea, you know, like with a proper proposal. Costings and everything.’


      I smiled as she ran down, mainly because her enthusiasm was infectious. I did like to see my girls happy. I just hoped that this was not another choice she might regret.


      ‘Oh, and Grandma has said she’ll pay for me to do a certificate in retail through Bendigo TAFE, and then I can work my way up to a diploma of business management!’


      ‘Really? Oh, Luce, that’d be great. You’d have some qualifications.’


      ‘You and your qualifications.’ Lucy looked at me fondly, as if I was a quaint relic from another time. ‘They’re not everything, you know.’


      ‘A statement which is most often used by those without.’


      ‘Whatever.’ Lucy waved a hand, relegating qualifications to the ether. ‘I don’t mind doing them, I just don’t worship them the way you do. D’you want another coffee?’


      I resisted the urge to retaliate, mainly because if she went ahead with her plan, I was getting a version of what I wanted anyway. It was better than nothing. ‘Yes, please.’


      Lucy leapt nimbly to her feet and collected both mugs. ‘D’you know what I really want? To take over Renaissance when Grandma retires.’


      I twisted around to watch her enter the kitchen. ‘Have you told her that?’


      ‘Nah, not yet. I’m gonna wait till I’m indispensable.’


      ‘Not a bad plan. By then you’ll probably have your diploma too.’


      ‘Good one, Mum.’


      I returned her smile even though I didn’t really see what was funny. A kookaburra broke into rollicking laughter just outside the window, the merriment answered by another further away. I straightened again and adjusted my collar.


      ‘So, you’re really going to sell the house?’


      ‘I honestly don’t know. I suppose I’ll talk to your father, sort out the options.’ The kookaburra shrieked with laughter. I waited until it finished. ‘It’s complicated.’


      Lucy placed a fresh coffee in front of me and curled back into the armchair. ‘You need to take a leaf out of my book.’ She grinned as I raised an eyebrow. ‘No, not that. But working out what you want. Anyway, if you do sell, why don’t you move into your father’s old shop?’


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘You know, that old shop where you said your father was the butcher. I think they’re turning it into units or something. It’s got a For Sale sign.’


      I blinked, trying to absorb the information. ‘How do you know all this?’


      ‘Oh, Rube and I are parking there because Main Street has to be left for visitors this week. So I was like, Look there’s that old butcher shop that Mum’s dad used to have, and Ruby goes, Wow, it’s –’


      ‘Have they pulled it down?’


      ‘No, but the sign has a floor plan on it. They’re building something across the road too.’


      ‘My god.’ I picked up my coffee and held it to my mouth to buy time. My father’s shop. That end of the main street, which curved to one side, had been sidelined over forty years ago when the street was straightened to meet traffic lights at the highway. What had once been the start of the shopping strip became a dead-end offshoot, with relocation assistance given to all affected. My father had been one of those, shortly before he shot through to England and began his life anew. The shop had been just one of the many things that he had left behind.


      But this was a curious turn of events, very curious indeed. Sawdust and pewter, warmth and security. Still thinking, I put my coffee down and smiled at my daughter. ‘So I suppose you’ll be heading to work in a moment. Want to give me a lift?’


      *


      Thirty minutes later I was standing in what was now apparently called Sheridan Lane, though I wasn’t sure whether that was a good sign or bad. The large shop that I remembered being on the very end had been razed, leaving a gravelly expanse that was being used as a car park. Beside this was a joined pair of Edwardian shop fronts in rather shabby condition. Both had an inset doorway, situated adjacent to the other, with boarded-up windows on the side. The facia boards carried faded descriptions of their original calling, and the decorative cast-iron cresting above was stippled with rust. Pilasters peaked decoratively on either side of the cresting, despite serrated flakes of peeling paint, and then gave way to a more sedate upper storey that was broken only by the pair of three-panelled bay windows. These too were boarded but, unlike the bottom windows, were free of graffiti.


      The left-hand shop had been my father’s butchery. Its twin, according to the sign, had last been a pharmacy. But those days were long gone. Even the pavement, once a wide expanse of macadam, was now in such disrepair that sections were erupting, with weeds springing forth like verdant lava. This smoothed out as the pavement approached the pub on the corner, one of the three in town, a two-storey red-brick and clotted-cream edifice with a canopied beer garden and an array of umbrella-shaded tables that were scattered all the way to the kerb.


      On the other side of the little laneway there was some serious building taking place. Trucks and tradies’ utes were parked along the nature strip and a pair of portaloos squatted unattractively by the chain-link fence. The site was a long one with the main entry quite some distance away, off the highway, and it looked like it might develop into a motel, the type with a reception towards the front and a square central courtyard surrounded by rooms. It seemed that Sheridan Lane was going to enjoy the rear of all this, which would no doubt amount to a long, flat wall of tedious orange brick.


      In front of my father’s shop, set at an angle so that approaching cars would have a clear view, was the sign Lucy had mentioned. I had already studied it, spending a few incredulous minutes comparing the artist’s impression with reality. At least it was clear that the shop fronts were to be preserved. Beneath the imagery was a floor plan that detailed the proposed interior restructure. It seemed that they were each to be turned into a surprisingly spacious residence, with living areas downstairs and two bedrooms at the top.


      Also interesting was the fact the sign itself was a little faded, suggesting it wasn’t a recent addition. It had been graffiti-tagged across the corner by somebody whose name was Tag, which seemed a little unimaginative. I turned back to the shops, letting my eyes drink in the details. I was surprised by how much I remembered, and also how much I didn’t. But they were so far removed from how they once had been, bustling, bright, bumptious, that my nostalgia was blunted. It was like meeting the brother of someone you loved.


      Heels clipped against the pavement further down and I wasn’t terribly surprised to see Yen making her way towards me. She reached my side and turned to gaze at the shops also. We stood in silence for several moments before she spoke. ‘Thinking of buying them?’


      ‘Yes.’


      She nodded. ‘Could be a good investment. Drive a hard bargain, though – they’ve been for sale for over a year so hopefully he’s desperate.’


      ‘I’ll keep my fingers crossed. Do you know who owns it? Was it the guy who had the pharmacy?’


      ‘No, not him,’ she replied shortly. ‘They left town years ago. Probably some investor. Make sure you use that as a bargaining chip.’ She gestured towards the construction site. ‘It’s going to make this road even uglier. Oh, and ask what’s happening to that.’ She swivelled to point at the gravel car park. My neck was starting to feel sore just keeping up. ‘You don’t want to find out later it’s marked for social housing or something. And don’t give me your politically correct crap. Ninety per cent of them might be perfectly lovely, but the other ten per cent are dodgy. Luck of the draw. It also affects your value. Are you doing this because of your father?’


      I blinked, and then gave the question some thought. ‘No. It’s like the icing on the cake, gives me an added sense of … well, ownership I suppose, but the thing is I like the location, I like the character, and I love the idea of remodelling the place myself.’


      ‘Yourself?’ Yen stared at me. ‘You?’


      ‘Yes, me. I am quite capable, you know.’


      ‘You realise it’s quite a leap from doll’s houses to the real thing?’


      ‘Really? Good god, well that changes everything. Phew! Thanks for letting me know.’


      Her gaze changed to disdain but she didn’t answer. Instead she made her way over to the sign and near-sightedly examined the floor plan.


      ‘But I’m not interested if that plan is part of the deal,’ I added. ‘It’s daft. They’ve put the kitchen right in the centre and then included a waste-of-space passageway.’


      ‘And those spiral staircases are only practical if you’re a pole dancer. This plan is probably part of the reason it’s still on the market. Idiot architects.’


      I stared at it, redesigning. If I put the kitchen and family room along the back, there could be bi-fold glass doors that opened straight outside. I could have merbau decking with wicker egg chairs and plants in earthenware pots, and maybe a spa. Local identity redesigns derelict shops. Wins coveted award.


      ‘You realise they may be on the same title at this stage?’ Yen had put on her glasses and was still examining the board. ‘So if you take the renovations off the table, it might be a package deal. May not be worth it for him to renovate only the one.’


      ‘I know.’


      She turned. ‘Can you afford that?’


      ‘Not sure. The problem would be having enough left over to remodel. But I could take out a small mortgage and then lease the second one to pay for it.’ I looked at her. ‘I could always rent it to Luce, given she wants to stay around here.’


      Yen nodded. ‘I thought that’s what you might be thinking. And it’d … extend her options.’


      ‘Yes. By the way, thank you.’


      ‘You’re welcome.’


      We stood for a while, in companionable but slightly awkward silence. A radio was playing at the construction site and several workers were singing along to ‘The Eye of the Tiger’. Not well.


      ‘Although might I say that calling a girl “Luce” all her life was just asking for trouble.’


      ‘Ah! I knew it had to be my fault somehow!’ I rolled my eyes. ‘And you can talk! You named me after a woman who slept with her own uncle!’


      ‘First, that was just medieval mud-slinging. Second, it is far more likely that Eleanor of Aquitaine had a paternal fixation on her uncle rather than an incestuous relationship, meaning she simply missed her father. Which is particularly interesting given we are standing in front of your father’s old shop which you are considering purchasing. And third, neither your father nor I had siblings.’


      I took a deep breath. ‘You are infuriating.’


      ‘Probably. Let me know if you need any help with the negotiations. Now I’d best get back.’ Yen glanced once more at the shops and then started walking down the pavement towards the pub.


      After a moment I followed. ‘How did you even know I was here?’


      ‘Lucy told me. By the way, everybody has been asking about you. There’s a rumour that Edward Given rang you that night to confess he was about to kill Sam, and that you didn’t take him seriously. Thus your subsequent guilt led you to cut your own brake cable.’


      ‘Are you kidding?’ I twisted my shoulders so that I could stare at her. ‘That’s ridiculous!’


      ‘Particularly given you wouldn’t know a brake cable if you fell over one. Watch where you’re going.’


      I straightened in time to avoid a hillock of broken paving. ‘Yes, my lack of mechanical knowhow is what’s wrong there. Nothing else.’


      ‘Well you have been hiding yourself away for a few days. That just adds fuel to the fire. Why, aren’t you a good-looking fellow!’


      ‘Pardon?’ I stopped again, because this walking, reacting and talking at the same time was almost impossible with my collar. Yen had bent to address a black dog that was lounging by the pub entrance. Tongue lolling, it stared past her towards me.


      ‘So are you mixed up with all this stuff?’ asked Yen without looking at me. She started off again, rounding the corner into the main street. ‘Or was the whole brake-cable thing a coincidence?’


      ‘No doubt,’ I replied vaguely.


      ‘Speaking of which, where’s your police escort?’


      ‘Back at the house. Apparently I’m not at risk in company.’


      ‘That seems a little arse-about. But can I just say I’m still getting over the last time you tried to get yourself killed. So I’d really appreciate you staying out of trouble. Harness your energies elsewhere.’


      As we neared the main shopping strip, it became clear that the rapidly approaching commemorative weekend had already been a shot in the arm for local tourism. At least double the normal amount of cars and a corresponding number of people complemented the even greater increase in signage and advertising about the festivities on offer. Many of the shops had taken advantage of the increased traffic by positioning their wares along the footpath, adding to the overall colour and vitality. Renaissance was one of these, with two mobile bookstands, a pine tub full of remainders and a wire stand loaded with local produce. Beside these stood Ruby, looking dour.


      ‘For god’s sake, smile!’ said her grandmother. She paused to straighten a few books. ‘And be aware I’m not coming to your rescue this time. What are you doing now?’


      ‘She’s talking to me,’ I said to Ruby, who was clearly confused. I turned to Yen. ‘Hanging around here until someone gives me a lift home.’


      ‘I see. Well, you might as well use Ruby. I can keep an eye on this stuff from inside.’


      ‘I’ll get my keys,’ said Ruby flatly.


      They both entered the shop, Ruby holding the door open for Betty Rawlings and Grace June Rae to exit. Lucy waved at me through the window.


      ‘Nell! We missed you on Monday!’ Betty beamed at me as she negotiated the step.


      ‘Yes, sorry.’ I touched my collar. ‘Bit indisposed.’


      ‘I heard! Could have got yourself killed, silly girl. Oh, and sorry but Bernie was useless.’


      I blinked. ‘She was?’


      ‘Yes. Bernie. You know, my cousin that I said I’d speak to. About the murder. The old murder. So I did speak to her. On Sunday it was. Or maybe it was Saturday? It was the day we did that winery tour. Grace, which day was that?’


      ‘Saturday. No, Friday.’


      ‘Friday. Of course. Anyway she was near useless. All mixed up. She said that after the fight there was a big scandal because the woman ran off with one of the blokes. Hopefully she picked the live one, eh!’


      I was frowning. ‘But if it’s the woman I’m thinking off, she married the original James Sheridan. So she didn’t run off anywhere.’


      ‘Told you she was useless. According to her, our nan used to say “like mother, like daughter” after she told the story. But I think she just makes things up. Bernie, that is. For instance, she said Nan had all these cats but she only had two. Or maybe it was three? No, I remember it was two because one was white and one was –’


      ‘Are you ready, Mum?’ Ruby had returned and was jingling her keys.


      ‘Yes. Thank you so much. Oh, and Grace? I don’t suppose you remembered where you’d heard the story?’


      ‘As a matter of fact, yes I did. It was Betty here. She told me.’


      ‘Oh. Okay. Well thank you both. I’ll see you next Monday, rain, hail or shine.’


      ‘Most probably rain,’ said Betty. ‘They say we’re in for a nasty spell early next week. Or was it later?’


      Ruby and I made our escape, striding down the street and around the corner into Sheridan Lane. The workmen were now singing along to ‘The Gambler’ by Kenny Rogers. Perhaps I could use their voices to bargain the price down. I twisted as we drove back past the shops, having a last look, then I moved myself to face Ruby. I was on a roll. ‘So, what are your plans then?’


      ‘Go back to work, I suppose. Unfortunately.’


      ‘No, I meant your long-term plans. What’s next?’


      She frowned. ‘Do we have to talk about that now?’


      ‘Given we’re always surrounded by other people, it seems a good opportunity.’


      ‘I just don’t want a frigging lecture, Mum.’ She pulled up at the traffic lights but continued to stare ahead. ‘I know I’ve ballsed everything up.’


      ‘I wouldn’t say that,’ I said, although it was fairly accurate. ‘Anyway, some people take longer to work out what they want to do, that’s all. Why not start with what you don’t want? Like working for your grandmother.’


      ‘God! You can say that again!’


      ‘Okay, so retail is out.’ I stiffened as the car jerked forward. ‘And taxi-driving.’


      ‘And hospitality. She keeps sending me to work in the cafe and I hate it! I want to do something I enjoy. That I get up every morning and look forward to.’


      I watched the frustration tighten her face. ‘Rube, I don’t think there’s a job anywhere that’s enjoyable every single day. Sometimes work is just work, and sometimes it’s what you make it.’ I paused for a moment. ‘What worries me is that you seem to have incredibly high expectations. I just don’t know if they’ll ever be met.’


      ‘Thanks a frigging lot, Mum. That makes me feel a whole lot better.’


      ‘Don’t be so sensitive. I’m trying to help.’


      Ruby reached into the console and fished out a stick of chewing gum. ‘I know. Sorry.’


      ‘Do I take it then that you have no plans?’


      ‘Well … I do have one idea.’ She flicked a glance at me and then stared at the road. ‘A friend of mine is doing it this year and she says it’s amazing.’


      ‘What is?’ I asked suspiciously.


      ‘Um, volunteering abroad. And before you say anything, hear me out. It’s organised through an aid agency.’ Her voice sped up, probably to prevent me interrupting. ‘Totally legit. You go over to one of those Third World places for a year and –’


      ‘And you have to pay for your travel expenses. How are you going to do that?’


      ‘By selling my car. It’d be worth it because it’d give me a chance to work out what I want to do while I’d be seeing the world and doing some good. Making a difference.’


      We had pulled up in the driveway by now, behind the police car. I stared ahead at my broken fence and then closed my eyes for a moment. ‘Look, Ruby, I just –’


      ‘No, don’t say anything now. I have to get back to work anyway. Just think about it and we’ll talk later. I’ll send you the website if you like.’


      ‘Okay.’ I leant over to give her a clumsy hug, my collar bumping against her shoulder. Then I got out of the car and watched as she reversed out onto the road and then took off, gravel spitting against the letterbox. My roll had just come to an abrupt halt. Would there ever be a time when I had all five daughters sorted? Or had I lessened those chances when I had kept propagating willy-nilly? One would have been simple, two manageable – but five was just masochistic. Then again, I knew people with just the one child who kept them awake at night so perhaps it was more about personality than numbers. Like mother, like daughter popped into my head and I smiled ruefully.


      The surly young policeman nodded as I passed the car. I wondered if he even knew it was me; no doubt he thought all middle-aged women looked the same. If it had been one of the others, Matthew or Amber, I would have offered coffee but he didn’t bring out the hostess in me. I continued into the house and came to a halt in the hallway, thinking. What if Betty Rawlings’ cousin Bernie wasn’t totally useless? What if she had simply got two stories mixed up, the one about Kata and another about Matija? Like mother, like daughter. My eyes widened as I accompanied this thought along a path that rapidly smoothed out. In a town with far more men than women, an eighteen-year-old Matija, particularly if she took after her mother, would no doubt have been a source of much admiration. It would have been surprising, in fact, if she hadn’t had a couple of men vying for her affection. Perhaps she became engaged to young James because it was what her family wanted, but her heart had lain elsewhere. And perhaps she had found she simply could not go through with it, running away instead with the man she really loved. Marrying him, taking his name and effectively vanishing. All of which meant we just needed to find out who he was in order to find her. Simple.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

      


      I think all this invisibility rubbish is exactly that. I am perfectly visible to those who matter in my life. Who cares about the rest?


      


      It was a picture-perfect winter night, crisp and cloudless with a moon that was just a sliver from full. Trees were silhouetted against the charcoal sky like cardboard cutouts, without the slightest breeze, and the flat black of the road was like a typewriter ribbon. If such things still existed.


      Fortunately the unpleasant young policeman had taken over from Matthew at midnight so I had no compunctions about leaving him to guard an empty house while I strolled up to meet Deb by the highway. Also fortunately she had been prompt, because it was extremely cold. For the first time since the accident I was wearing my hat, even if it did combine with the collar to give me a monochrome mushroom look. I was also wearing black pants and a long black coat, Matrix-style, and rather fancied the appropriateness of my outfit. Deb, on the other hand, had just gone with jeans and a puffy, noisy ski jacket.


      We reached the traffic lights outside Majic at precisely three am. The town seemed eerily frozen, not a breath of life, a flicker of movement. Instead the landscape had a tranquillity that was almost tangible. Deb turned off the main street and Sheridan House loomed before us, rising from the earth like a gothic movie set. The turrets, the gables, the soaring inscrutability were made for this time of the night. Apart from some filtered light from the odd window, no doubt for security, and the distant glow of streetlights along the highway, the only illumination was the swollen moon and a scattering of stars. Any moment a grim-faced Hugh Jackman would stride purposefully across the car park, sword in hand. One could only hope.


      ‘It’s beautiful,’ said Deb, casting the building a glance as she skirted the car park.


      I frowned. ‘Hang on, where are you going?’


      ‘Just around to the back. It’s more private.’ She turned into the rear car park and pulled into a close proximity of where Sam’s car had been. Within minutes of turning off the engine, the temperature began to plummet. Deb rubbed her hands together, her jacket rasping noisily. ‘You’re sure Petra’s coming?’


      I nodded. ‘She’s always late. Sorry.’


      ‘Well, while we’re waiting I’ll show you this.’ Deb’s sleeves rustled as she pulled a sheet of paper from her bag. ‘I was going to leave it till Petra got here, but …’


      She flicked the glove box open and a light came on. I saw a printout containing a newspaper advertisement and a column of handwritten dates: 1885, 1886, 1887, 1888. I leant towards the dashboard to read.


      Missing friends, Messages, & c.


      JULIUS BURGER, Your wife arrived per Pemptos. Communicate at once with William Crosby & Co., 14 Queens-street.


      
        

      


      MISS M. SHERIDAN, The door is always open. All will be well. J.S., Majic.


      
        

      


      WILLIAM WHITBY, Esq., of Maryborough, Queensland, please wire your address to ERNEST J.W. CHAMBERS, Solicitor


      
        

      


      
        

      


      ‘It’s from the Argus, a newspaper that was published from 1848 till 1956. The same ad was printed in February each of those years,’ explained Deb, pointing to the handwritten dates. ‘They were the only mention that Lew could find anywhere with either surname.’


      ‘God, young James didn’t give up easily. Took him four years.’


      ‘Yes. It’s rather sad.’


      I was still staring at the paper. ‘So is the fact that Julius Burger’s wife seems to have been abandoned. William Crosby and Co sound a little peeved.’


      ‘Poor Mrs Burger. Maybe her second marriage was to someone called McDonald and her future was assured.’


      ‘Apart from the clogged arteries.’


      Deb closed the glove box and took the sheet back, folding it in half. ‘But this means James may not have been aware of a second guy. He calls Matilda Miss Sheridan.’


      ‘Or maybe he just couldn’t bring himself to use that name. Anyway, he probably knew that if she read the paper at all, she’d look under her maiden name as well.’


      Headlights flickered from around the corner and Petra’s car eased into view. With a crunching of gravel, she parked next to Deb and leapt out to tug my door open. ‘Come on, it’s freezing! Good god, are you dressed as a cat burglar? You do realise your collar glows in the dark?’


      ‘You’re late.’


      ‘I know. Sorry. I hit snooze once too often.’ She slapped her gloved hands together. Her breath came out in puffy plumes. ‘Come on, what’s the plan?’


      ‘Well, first, not to make too much noise.’ Deb slung her bag over her shoulder and waited until I got out before locking the car. There was enough reflected light to see our way to the rear door. Deb got out a heavy set of keys and sorted through until she found the right one. The door opened with an effort, scraping teeth-jarringly over the flagged threshold, and we stepped through into a dark recess behind the stairs. She pushed the door closed and the lock engaged automatically. A cold, cavernous silence enveloped us.


      ‘On a scale of one to ten, how illegal is this?’ asked Petra. ‘And how long have we got?’


      ‘At least two hours and it shouldn’t take us nearly that,’ replied Deb, ignoring the first question. ‘Will’s been getting here early but never before six. I’d like to be out by five.’


      Our eyes were already beginning to adjust to the near-darkness, which was itself alleviated as we rounded the corner and started up the stairs. The only sound was Deb’s jacket, which sounded like two canvas tents trying to mate. At the third floor we paused.


      ‘I’ll go guard first,’ I said, mainly because I needed to use the bathroom anyway.


      Deb nodded. ‘Okay, half an hour sentry duty each. That should do us.’


      They continued down the hallway to the Historical Society room, and Deb unlocked the door. I turned to scout my position. A small alcove between the bathroom and the passage contained a window that looked out over the main car park, together with what would normally be a wonderful view of the valley. At the moment it was dark, with just smudged streetlights in the distance. I couldn’t see the rear car park but was less worried about that direction as it was seldom used and, besides, I was confident that even from upstairs I would hear the rear door being used. In fact, I could probably hear it from my house.


      It was during a flurry of emails yesterday afternoon that I remembered Leisl Akermann mentioning a database with past inhabitants of Majic. This, we had rapidly realised, was our best chance of finding the man Matija had eloped with, if indeed that was what had happened. At the very least, it was an avenue that needed to be closed. We were working on the assumption that they married at some point during or after 1885, resulting in a name-change that removed both Matija Majic and Matija Sheridan from the records. This meant that every eligible male in 1885, and then working backwards, needed to be checked against a genealogical site that Lew had provided. It would have been easier to download or print the records, and then go through them at our leisure, but apparently the database was protected and the printer coded. So we were stuck at the centre and Lew was stuck at home, sitting by their computer and waiting for his share of names. We were anticipating quite a few.


      I checked the car park and then used the bathroom, bruising both shins in the darkness, before settling myself on the window ledge and wrapping my coat tightly around me for warmth. Star light, star bright, I wish I had this wish tonight. I put one hand on the window, starfish-like, and felt the chill seep into my skin. I simply could not imagine Ruby providing community aid in a Third World country. I couldn’t even imagine her providing community aid in a First World country. This was a girl who struggled to provide aid in the kitchen. Scarlet was the one with a strong sense of social justice, while Lucy was the one who was brimming with altruism. Ruby was my sporty one and, later on, my restless one. Flitting along in her older sister’s shadow and trying to find her own place in the light. I wasn’t sure that selling her only viable asset and running away for a year was going to do it.


      ‘Psst, my turn,’ hissed Petra. She grinned when I jumped. ‘Great guard you are.’


      ‘I was watching the car park.’ I yawned and then adjusted my collar as I rose. ‘What’s the time? Oh, and how’s it going?’


      ‘Ten to four, and boring. No luck yet. Shit, it’s freezing!’


      I left Petra briskly rubbing her arms in the alcove. As soon as I opened the office door, I realised why she had felt the temperature so keenly. It was toasty warm in here, with two small electric heaters glowing fiery red. Deb, now jacket-less, was in front of a computer in the corner but was busily keying into her smart phone. She was wearing her red-framed glasses. I walked over to examine the monitor. It contained a complex spreadsheet of names and dates and numbers.


      ‘Okay.’ She turned and gestured towards a nearby chair. An iPad sat on the desk. ‘I’ve got the database on this computer but we don’t want to use any others in case someone checks the history. So we’re using our own devices to check the names. Lew’s got the computer at home, I’m using my phone and you’ve got the iPad. Make sense?’


      I nodded as I slipped off my coat and sat down. I used some books to build a stand for the iPad, bringing it up to my impeded line of vision. Henry Cornwallis was the last name that had been checked. A black-and-white photo showed a gloomy-faced man with an equally gloomy-faced wife and a pair of gloomy children. Fun times at the Cornwallis household.


      ‘Not all have photos,’ said Deb, glancing at the iPad. ‘Anyway, the site is loaded so you just key in the name and check the information. If there’s no record, or not enough details to rule him out, then write him down here.’ She slid a notepad across and opened it to a page with about eight names. Then she flicked it back to the first page. ‘I’ll write the names to be checked here, and you cross them off as you go. Ready?’


      I nodded again and got started. It was slow and tedious work, particularly as the site reloaded itself with each new name. Even more annoying was the fact my iPad kept slipping from its stand, causing Jeremiah Eastermann or James Titchfield or Henry Dore to go spinning from horizontal to vertical and then back. A headache formed slowly in the base of my skull and worked its way forward to my temples. Every so often Deb’s phone would buzz and she would relay a fresh list of names to Lew. He seemed to be working quicker than either of us.


      After half an hour, Deb loaded the notepad with names to be checked and then took her turn at guard duty. Petra swept into the room and went straight to the heater, holding her hands over the glowing bars.


      ‘We’re never going to find this guy,’ I commented, taking a moment to stretch.


      ‘I no longer care,’ said Petra. She sat down in Deb’s chair and picked up the smart phone, then put it down again. ‘I thought espionage was supposed to be exciting. And less frigging cold.’


      ‘I’m thinking of buying Dad’s old shop. Turning it into a townhouse.’


      ‘Really?’ Petra stared at me. She frowned, thinking, and then nodded. ‘Actually, I can see that. Great location, too. No, I think that’s a great idea! When did this happen?’


      ‘I only looked at them yesterday. I rang the real estate agent who’s handling them and got some prices. The problem is that I’d really like both, but they’re a bit higher than I want to go. I think the owner wants to recoup the architect costs, for starters. But he should be flexible. They’ve been on the market for over a year, the motel across the road should make a difference, and he’d be getting rid of both at the same time. So I was thinking …’


      ‘You want me to make some inquiries?’


      ‘Yes. Because you’re used to this sort of thing. I can’t do it if the price isn’t right, because I have to allow for actual renovations.’


      ‘No problem.’ Petra lapsed into silence for a while. ‘Do you remember those carcasses hanging out the back? I hated them. They used to give me nightmares.’


      ‘I’d forgotten those. Don’t ruin things.’


      ‘Have you told Mum?’


      ‘Yes. And she thinks it’s a good idea too. With or without carcasses.’ I looked at the clock. ‘God, it’s half past four. Why aren’t I in bed?’


      Petra sighed as she picked up Deb’s phone again. ‘Come on, we’d better get to work.’


      I nodded, rather reluctantly, and then typed in Werner Haas. Apart from a mention on two electoral rolls he had no other information so I wrote him down. The next seven names were crossed off for a variety of reasons, such as age, marital status and, in one case, dwarfism. I suspected it would have been more difficult to cover her tracks had she run off with a dwarf. This wasn’t Snow White.


      ‘Thought I had them for a moment!’ Petra sat back. ‘Thomas Littleton married a Matilda in 1886 but the wrong one. She was born in 1860 and she’s butt ugly.’


      ‘Maybe she was good in bed.’


      ‘Well, she’d been married twice before so she had to have something going for her.’


      The door opened and Deb slipped inside. ‘How’s it going?’


      ‘Slowly. Is it time to swap already?’


      ‘Yep.’ She came over to stand behind Petra. ‘Is that all you’ve done?’


      ‘There were a couple of complicated ones,’ said Petra. ‘Required extra time. I thought it was important that we be thorough.’


      ‘You’re right. Well done.’


      I stood and picked up my coat. ‘My turn then. How much time have we got left?’


      ‘Forty minutes max.’ Deb sighed. ‘That’ll bring us to five-thirty and we can’t risk staying any longer. This is shaping up as a real fizzer.’


      The chill enveloped me as I left, even worse now that I had spent an hour in the warmth. The only area that remained snug was my neck, encased in foam. I thought about running up and down the stairs for a while, but instead simply took up my earlier position on the windowsill. Nothing had changed. No visible signs of injury, say forensic experts. Victim most likely bored to death.


      For about twenty minutes I played with mental floor plans, mostly around the bottom floor of my proposed residence. I thought about how tired I was, which prompted a series of yawns, my chin pressing down into the collar. Then I decided to visit the bathroom before my replacement arrived. The joys of a middle-aged bladder. I had just settled myself when I heard a muffled whoosh, which was a little disconcerting. But the house was almost one hundred and fifty years old so a few idiosyncrasies were to be expected. I wondered what this room had been back then, because it was doubtful that it had always been a ladies room with three stalls, two washbasins and a hand-dryer. It was odd to think that the girl we were searching for had actually lived here at one time, wandered these halls, touched the walls, gazed through the windows.


      The latter thought reminded me that I was supposed to be on guard duty so I finished up, washed quickly and went back to my windowsill. The minutes ticked past slowly, although I had no way of knowing how many. It did seem as if I should have been replaced by now. I decided to count to sixty-nine, because it was three times my favourite number, and then go and hurry them along. I had only reached twenty when the sound of a door opening echoed up the stairwell. I froze, and then leapt to my feet as the stairs creaked beneath heavy footsteps. With my heart hammering, I ran down to the office and pushed at the door. It was locked. I stared at it stupidly and tried again, with similar results.


      ‘Petra! Deb!’ I hissed. ‘Somebody’s here!’


      There was no reply and now the footsteps were even louder. Slow, but relentlessly steady. I looked frantically to my left but the passage ended abruptly just past the Historical Society office. A couple of filing cabinets stood there but I doubted I could cram myself into one of the drawers. Filed under P for petrified. I hesitated another second and then ran lightly back the way I had come, hoping to be able to duck into the alcove. But I had barely reached the last office when a darkened shape hove into view. Both the shape and I immediately stopped, mid-movement. I wondered if it could see me as clearly as I could see it. After a few moments it began to slowly advance up the remaining steps. It reached to one side and light flooded the passageway.


      ‘Nell? Nell Forrest?’


      ‘Oh my god, Will. Oh god.’ I put one hand up to my chest. ‘I thought –’


      ‘What are you doing here?’


      ‘What are you doing here?’ I replied, opting for the attack.


      ‘I came in early. So much to get done. But hey, I work here! It’s not even five-thirty!’


      ‘Really?’ I didn’t know what to say next. Where were Petra and Deb?


      His surprise had turned into a frown. Without saying another word he strode forward, pushed past me and went down to the society office. He tried the door and then fished out his keys and unlocked it. The door swung open but he didn’t enter, instead he looked back towards me. ‘You’ve been in here. It’s still warm.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘What for?’


      ‘I’m sorry, Will, I really am. But it was the only way to finish our – my research. I couldn’t let anyone know because of the risks. After what happened to Sam, you know.’


      ‘Nothing happened to Sam. He was killed by Ned.’


      ‘No, I don’t believe he was. I think he discovered something about Majic, a secret, and he was killed because of it. Ned too.’


      Will stared at me, and then turned towards the empty room again. After a few long minutes, he looked back but his gaze now seemed unfocused. ‘What did you find out?’


      ‘That Petar Majic may have been murdered. That he was married, and the original James Sheridan tried to cover that up. He falsified documents, married the widow. There was a child also and she should have inherited everything. But she was defrauded.’


      ‘They tried to find her!’


      I blinked. Then moved sideways, towards the stairs. ‘How do you know that?’


      ‘I was told,’ replied Will quickly. ‘Sam told me, the evening he died. Before. I just haven’t said anything because, Nell, don’t you realise what this means? If it gets out, the town will be ruined! Majic is made of Sheridans. Sheridan Road, Sheridan Lane, Sheridan House.’


      ‘That doesn’t make it right.’


      Will took a step forward. ‘But who is it hurting? Even if the girl had descendants, they aren’t part of this.’ He spread both arms out wide. ‘They don’t know Majic. And what about this centre? Everything I’ve – we’ve worked for! Do you realise we could lose it all?’


      ‘I doubt it. There might be compensation but this place at least should be safe.’


      ‘But you don’t know that. Are you willing to take the risk? What about the commemoration this weekend? The statue of Petar Majic and James Sheridan side by side? We’d be the laughingstock of the country. Nell, I’m begging you, don’t do this.’


      I stared at him. ‘Did you kill Sam?’


      ‘No! Certainly not!’


      ‘Did you beg him also, and he said no? And my car! Did you try to kill me?’


      Will closed his eyes and sucked in air, then let it out in a sigh that sounded visceral. ‘I just don’t understand. Why couldn’t you leave it alone? Look at everything the Sheridans have done for this town! They’ve provided employment, donated this centre, even sponsored the football team. There’s not a board in town without a Sheridan on it. You can’t trip over a working bee that doesn’t have a Sheridan involved. James is the mayor! Surely they’ve compensated for a mistake made one hundred and fifty years ago?’


      ‘A mistake?’ I glanced stiffly towards the stairs, calculating my chances of making it before Will. They were fairly good. ‘Even if James Sheridan wasn’t a murderer, he was certainly a cheat. That’s a crime, a series of crimes, not a mistake. They shouldn’t be in a position to provide employment, or sponsor teams. And the house wasn’t theirs to donate.’


      ‘This is because of Tessa Sheridan, isn’t it? You’re trying to get revenge.’


      I shook my head slowly. ‘You’re mad.’


      ‘So now what I am supposed to do?’ His voice came out in a querulous whine. After a moment I realised he actually expected an answer.


      ‘It’s over, Will. I’m not the only one who knows all this.’


      ‘What?’ He shook his head. ‘That’s not true. Who? Who else?’


      ‘Me for starters,’ said Petra from the stairwell. ‘And Deb Taylor, who is right now calling the police.’


      I whipped around, as far as the collar allowed. Relief flooded my body, mixing with the adrenalin. Behind Petra was Deb, who was talking rapidly into her phone. I looked back at my sister, just in time to see her eyes widen. Then suddenly there was an arm around my neck wrenching me backwards. The collar took most of the force, but it still hurt. Instinctively I clawed at the arm as I staggered, trying not to lose my balance. My hat flipped forward, covering my face, so that now not only was I being dragged backwards by a maniac but I was also in darkness. I kicked out but my foot caught in the hem of my coat and drove us both sideways, into the wall.


      ‘I’ll kill her!’ he said shrilly. ‘Don’t think I won’t do it! If you don’t –’


      A muffled thud cut his voice off mid-rant and suddenly I was free. I collapsed, my foot still caught in the coat so that one leg twisted beneath my weight. I yelped even as I looked sideways to where Will was now sitting beside me with his hand to his nose. Blood streamed out between his fingers, dripping onto his shirt. He removed his hand for a moment and stared at it in disbelief.


      ‘You bitth! You hit me!’


      Petra was rubbing her knuckles. ‘God, that hurt.’


      I scuttled sideways, away from Will. My neck, which had been feeling better, was now throbbing again. And so was my leg. I tried to straighten the collar but it seemed to be jammed under my left ear. I picked up my hat instead.


      ‘Oh my god!’ Deb loomed into view, staring from Will to me. ‘Are you okay?’


      ‘No,’ said Will, with his edge of whine. ‘I need a ambuyance.’


      I glared at her. ‘Where were you two?’


      ‘Where were you?’ returned Petra accusingly. ‘We heard the heating come on so made a run for it. You were supposed to be on guard!’


      ‘We thought you must have already left,’ added Deb. ‘So after we called and you didn’t answer, we went straight outside. We were running around in the dark trying to find you.’


      ‘I suppose all’s well that ends well,’ I replied forgivingly. ‘Besides, it might not be what we intended, but we’ve solved something at least.’


      Deb grinned. ‘We’ve solved more than that. We found him. Matija’s husband.’


      ‘Really?’ I took a deep breath, let it out. ‘That’s even better.’


      ‘Who?’ asked Will. Blood had formed crimson seams between his fingers.


      ‘Petar Majic’s son-in-law,’ said Deb smartly. ‘Avery Logan. The man who Matija Majic ran away with. And married. And had a child with.’


      ‘No. No.’


      I watched Will’s expression slide from disbelief to despair. I felt a little sorry for him in spite of everything. It had all been for nothing. The jarring sound of the rear door echoed up the stairwell and heavy footsteps could be heard hurrying up the stairs. Matthew Carstairs burst into view followed, of course, by Ashley Armistead. I pushed myself back against the wall, hoping to burrow into the plaster.


      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Ashley, striding forward. He paused beside Deb and took in the scene, then turned to Matthew. ‘Ambulance.’


      ‘It was Will,’ said Deb. ‘He killed them. He tried to kill Nell too. Just now.’


      Ashley stepped over me and hoisted Will to his feet in one movement. Will yelped, and then yelped again as he was firmly manoeuvred down the passageway. Ashley slapped him against the wall and patted him down, ignoring the objections. Matthew had joined him by the time he finished so Ashley left Will in good hands and returned to us. A splatter of blood finished with a smear across his windcheater. He stared at me and took a deep breath.


      I got in first. ‘Before you say anything, can I just say that we didn’t know he’d be here.’


      ‘It’s five-thirty in the morning.’


      ‘Exactly.’


      His gaze remained steady. ‘Where’s your security?’


      ‘Guarding my house. You need to include a lecture at the academy on how not to underestimate a middle-aged woman.’


      An ambulance siren sounded in the distance, rising and falling and getting steadily louder. Ashley looked at Deb. ‘I expected more of you. Breaking and entering?’


      ‘But I have a key. So it’s not breaking and entering. It’s just starting work early.’


      ‘I note you didn’t say you expected more of me,’ said Petra, flexing her hand. ‘I’ll have you know I saved the day.’


      ‘I’d prefer the day didn’t need to be saved at all, but I’m beginning to see that’s a pattern with you lot.’ He gazed at us each in turn, clearly unimpressed. ‘So after we get the ambulance officers to check you out, we’ll go for a little trip down to the police station and you can tell me exactly what happened. Should be fascinating.’


      He turned away to check on the situation with Matthew and Will. Deb was texting on her phone, no doubt to her husband. I reached out a hand and Petra grabbed it, helping me to my feet. I wobbled a little until my equilibrium returned, just enough to make me stable. Then I wrenched my collar around until the dip was under my chin instead of my ear, adjusted my hat and limped with as much dignity as I could muster towards the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen

      


      Hello, my name is Olga and I want companion. You have lovely smile. I am warm and well-developed and just want to be loved.


      


      It was almost nine o’clock before we were able to leave the police station. The clear night had given way to a cloudy morning, with the pale winter sun hanging low above the mountain range across the east. A spidery-fine drizzle shimmied in the breeze and the only relief from the homogeneous grey were the umbrellas that bobbed and weaved along the street.


      A glance in the one-way mirror as we were leaving informed me that my skin was a similar grey, along with bags under my eyes so pronounced that they looked like elderly breasts. Thankfully my hair remained hidden by the hat, which I was growing fonder of by the minute, and I had no plans to remove it until seconds before I crawled into the shower. I was so tired that my bones were yawning.


      Ashley Armistead had departed soon after interviewing each of us, without having regained even a flicker of his usual humour. Another police officer arrived and they transported Will to Bendigo for questioning. A less than enthusiastic Matthew had been left to take our statements, a procedure made even lengthier by his insistence that we do so individually. Deb successfully argued for the right to go first, as she was keen to get back to the community centre before everybody began arriving for the day. Without Will and with the festivities due to commence tomorrow, it was going to be bedlam.


      ‘Home,’ I said with a sigh of relief.


      ‘Coffee,’ replied Petra, staring at the cafe across the road. ‘I can smell it from here.’


      ‘Have you seen what we look like? Let’s get out of here, have coffee at my place.’


      Petra shook her head as she started walking. ‘No-one will even notice. I’m not going anywhere without coffee. The thought of it was all that kept me going in that hellhole.’


      ‘We were there for three hours. And they had armchairs.’


      Rather than answer, she began humming the theme song from The Great Escape. I sighed and then followed her, mainly because I had no car and hadn’t caught public transport since 1986. Petra pushed open the cafe door and spoke to me over her shoulder. ‘Grab a table out here and I’ll get them.’


      There were several people eating breakfast inside so I assumed she was opting for privacy. Personally, I would have preferred warmth. However there was a chrome outdoor heater in the corner so I chose the nearest table, tugged it even closer, and then sat facing the street, leaning back with my arms folded and hat tilted forward. I fancied I looked a little like a 1930s detective. All I needed was a cigarette and a blonde. In other news: Dick Tracy spotted at cafe in main street. Nobody cares.


      A bus heaved into a parking bay on the opposite side of the road, disgorging workers who then hurried in different directions, handbags and newspapers held over heads. An orange umbrella with purple tassels bobbed past and was lowered to reveal Sharon, my mother’s offsider. She stared at me. ‘Nell? Are you in disguise?’


      I sat up a little straighter. ‘No. Just tired.’


      ‘Have you heard the news? Will Akermann was arrested!’


      ‘Good god. How on earth do you know that already?’


      ‘Kat Caldwell told me up at the community centre. Apparently they arrested him before dawn, at the centre. They think he murdered Sam Emerson! And Ned!’


      ‘That’s shocking.’ I swallowed a bemused smile. News travelled fast in this town.


      ‘I know. I can’t believe it. Little Willy Akermann! Just goes to show, doesn’t it?’ Sharon shook her head. ‘I saw him and Leisl only a few days ago. Even shared some gum. Not the actual gum, of course. A stick each. Mint.’ She glanced down the street towards Renaissance. A figure very much like Yen’s was positioning a book display under the awning. Sharon started. ‘Best get to work. Otherwise your mum’ll have my guts for garters.’


      The orange umbrella rose once more, tassels bobbing, and Sharon continued down the street. A car pulled up outside the art gallery and an elderly couple emerged, walking over to the window to examine the display. No doubt today was going to be a big day for business in Majic, and the next three days even bigger. I wondered how Will’s arrest would affect the planning, and I wondered if the mayor had heard yet. How was he going to react to the Discovery? And now ladies and gentlemen, I shall take this opportunity to inform you that my entire family is founded on fraud. So that this statue I am about to unveil is the ultimate in hypocrisy. Rather than celebrated, the name of Sheridan should be synonymous with theft. Theft of life, theft of money, theft of spouses.


      A wave of water rushed towards the gutter as a sedan parked nearby. The occupants had a brief discussion and then all four doors opened simultaneously. I watched with interest, particularly given I had just been thinking about the family, as Edward Sheridan exited from the driver side. He strongly resembled his older brother but where James was intrinsically embedded within the fabric of the town, Edward seldom left his farming property over towards Castlemaine. I wondered what had brought him here this morning, but barely had the thought formed than my eyes widened. He was also Deb Taylor’s father, and therefore Tessa’s. Who was arriving back from Queensland today, with my husband.


      I froze, still staring at Edward, and then slowly, reluctantly, let my eyes track around the group now forming on the footpath. Older woman, no doubt Edward’s wife. Safe. Younger woman, around forty. Not so safe. Generous breasts amplified by a baby-doll top that also hugged a just-rounded stomach. Thin legs, honey-dyed hair, blue eyes. Staring at me.


      ‘Nell? Is that you?’ The last member of the group strode forward and unceremoniously lifted my hat. ‘My god, it is! What the hell are you doing?’


      ‘Do you mind?’ I snatched the hat from Darcy and rammed it back on my head. Bad enough that for a few seconds I looked like a dark-haired version of Ronald McDonald, but even a glance told me that he, on the other hand, was looking remarkably good. Slimmer than the last time I had seen him, a little tanned, a little younger.


      He frowned, and dropped his voice. ‘Nell … you’re not, um, spying on me, are you?’


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘The outfit.’ He waved a hand, finishing with a finger pointed at my hat. ‘Being here. You’re not going to make things awkward, are you?’


      ‘You have to be kidding.’ I drew myself up, bewilderment blossoming into anger. ‘Let me tell you something, bucko. If I was going to spy on you, I would have done it years ago. When it meant something. You know, like when you were sleeping with her.’ I paused to nod my head towards Tessa who, with her parents, had moved back a few steps. I raised my voice to finish the sentence. ‘And the others. Why the hell would I spy on you now? Especially when I’ve just discovered how much fun I’ve been missing.’ I grinned as his face tightened almost imperceptibly. ‘That’s right. And FYI, if I did choose to spy on you, you wouldn’t even know I was there.’


      ‘But then why –’


      ‘Oh, and heaven forbid that I should make things awkward.’


      The cafe door opened and Petra came out, holding a tray with coffee and muffins. She stopped when she saw my face and then followed my gaze. ‘Well, well. If it isn’t Darcy and his paramour.’


      ‘Hello, Petra.’


      Tessa stepped forward to stand beside my husband. ‘Sorry, but I prefer partner, thanks.’


      ‘I imagine you do,’ said Petra, placing the tray carefully on our table and taking a seat. She crossed her legs and smiled up at Tessa. ‘However I suppose that’s the type of thing we sacrifice when we take up with married men. Don’t you think?’


      ‘Hey!’ Darcy held up his hand like a traffic policeman. ‘Stop! I thought we’d moved on from this. I thought, after we all sat down for Christmas dinner, that …’


      ‘It’d be happy families?’ I said derisively. Even as the words left my mouth, I realised that was exactly what he had thought. Or near enough. As far as he was concerned, everything was done and dusted. No residual feelings, no lingering sense of betrayal, no need for guilt. I shook my head in disbelief. ‘God, Darcy, the only thing that simple is you.’


      The older couple had been hanging back throughout the conversation. Both looked like they would rather be anywhere else. Now Edward Sheridan moved forward and laid a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. ‘Tess, love, why don’t we go somewhere else for breakfast? Let these ladies have theirs in peace.’


      Tessa nodded. She looked at me as if she would like to say something but couldn’t find the words. Finally she turned, but not before she made a gesture that, if deliberate, was extremely bitchy – she stroked her belly. I flushed.


      ‘Sorry it was …’ Darcy took a deep breath. ‘I’m just sorry. See you soon.’


      Petra passed over my coffee as we watched them walk down the street. When they continued, I realised they must be heading towards the pub on the corner of Sheridan Lane, which meant they would have to walk past Renaissance. I couldn’t quite make out who was manning the outside sales area but thought it might be Ruby.


      ‘What an idiot,’ said Petra.


      On reaching the bookshop, the group merged into an amorphous lump for about three long minutes before breaking apart again. They rounded the corner soon after and Ruby, who had remained still, went into the shop.


      ‘Do you have her mobile number on your phone?’ I asked.


      Petra fished it out of her bag and set up the message before passing it over. ‘He just doesn’t think, does he? Like he could have invited the girls to this breakfast. Broken the ice.’


      I keyed slowly. Are you okay? My thumbs always felt deformed when I was texting and it didn’t help that my hands were trembling. I glanced back down the street and sighed. ‘He looks good, though. Healthy. Slimmer.’


      ‘Let’s see how good he looks when the baby arrives. That’ll be amusing.’


      ‘Oh yes. Absolutely. I’ll be rolling on the floor.’


      Petra glanced at me sympathetically as she broke a piece off her muffin. Blueberries glistened. ‘If it’s any comfort, as bad as you feel having seen him, I guarantee she feels worse having seen you.’


      ‘Yes, that is a comfort.’


      ‘Anyway, after a while you’ll get desensitised to seeing them. You’ll have to.’


      My stomach twisted. The future loomed; bumping into Darcy outside the council offices, having Tessa pop into Renaissance for a book, passing them as they pushed their pram down the street. Even when I didn’t see them, every trip to town would be framed by the possibility. The mobile vibrated with a message from Ruby. Yes.


      ‘Let’s forget about Darcy,’ said Petra with a flick of her hand. ‘He’s already taken up more than his fair share of our time. Let’s talk about Avery instead. Want the details?’


      ‘Avery?’ I frowned, and then the distinctive name fell into place with a clunk. Avery Logan, eloper of yore, partner of Matija. An excellent distraction. ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’


      Petra took a sip of coffee. ‘Okay. Well, we’d just started to pack up so it was Lew who found him. Avery left Majic in 1884, that’s why it took so long. Anyway, so he was fourteen years older than Matija and he’d also been married before. Had a few kids he’d left behind.’


      ‘That doesn’t sound promising.’


      ‘It isn’t. But there was plenty of detail available because one of the descendants of those other kids is obviously into family history. Anyway, Deb and I jumped back online and between us, we pieced together a potted history. It seems Avery was working as a surveyor in Majic for six months, leaving in October 1884. Then all of a sudden in February he and Matija get married, which suggests they stayed in contact. Personally I think she had daddy issues.’


      ‘Possibly.’ I cut my muffin in half and applied butter liberally. ‘But why did he marry her?’


      ‘What, apart from the fact she was eighteen years old and hot?’ Petra grinned. ‘Funny you might ask. On another website was a short letter written to Mr Avery Logan in March 1885 – by none other than James Sheridan Senior.’


      Now she had my undivided attention. ‘Then he did know where she was.’


      ‘Yes. Not only that, but the letter is clearly a reply. My guess is that Avery thought Matija came with money because that’s what the letter mostly addresses, very curtly. Puts him right in his place. No money, no support. He also says that he, James, considers his duty to an old friend, no doubt meaning her father Petar, ended with her marriage. That she was Avery’s responsibility now.’


      ‘But it was her money!’


      ‘Yes. So anyway, Prince Charming shot through the following year. The next mention of him is in North Queensland in October 1886.’


      I shook my head. ‘I hope he was eaten by a crocodile. What about Matija? Why didn’t she go home then?’


      ‘From the tone of that letter, I don’t think James would’ve let her. Maybe she even tried and he turned her away.’ Petra broke off a piece of muffin but didn’t eat it. ‘She died in November 1888 at the Alfred Hospital in Melbourne. She was registered as destitute. It was typhoid, like her mother. She was twenty-one.’


      ‘That’s … awful.’ A surge of bile-soaked anger brought tears to my eyes. They burnt with injustice. It didn’t matter that she had married a fortune hunter rather than his son, it was her money. Instead she had had a grossly unfair hell of a life and as far as I was concerned, James Sheridan killed her. Doubts might remain over the death of the father, but not of the daughter. The anger receded slowly, leaving a gritty sadness in its wake. Twenty-one. Just a touch older than Lucy.


      ‘You’ve forgotten something,’ said Petra.


      I stared at my plate, where just a tumble of crumbs remained. ‘What?’


      ‘Not that. Remember what Deb said at the centre? There was a child.’


      ‘A child!’


      ‘Yes, but don’t get too excited.’ Petra’s mouth flattened. ‘There’s every chance the child died around the same time, or just after. There’s no death certificate. It was a girl by the way, named Alice May Logan. Born 31 December 1885. New Year’s Eve.’


      ‘How on earth did you lot find all this in – what? Ten minutes?’


      ‘Once we had Matija’s name, everything else just fell into our laps. Her death certificate listed where she died and the cause, and also her issue. Then it was just a matter of looking for Alice Logan, but there was nothing. Well, not yet. Lew said we shouldn’t give up.’


      ‘On what?’ asked Yen, looming across the table.


      ‘Ah, just a distant relative of the Sheridans. We’re doing some research.’


      ‘Really?’ She looked at me searchingly and then transferred her gaze to Petra. ‘And in what way were you two involved in Will Akermann’s arrest?’


      I gaped at her. ‘How did you know that?’


      ‘Actually, I didn’t. But I do now.’


      ‘Why are you wearing that?’ Petra pointed to Yen’s lilac windcheater, which had One hundred and fifty years of Majic! scrawled in silver italics across the chest.


      ‘It’s good for business.’


      ‘Are you sure?’


      ‘Don’t change the subject.’ Yen focused on me. ‘I thought I spoke to you about getting involved in this sort of thing?’


      ‘Yen, I’m forty-seven years old. I can make my own decisions.’


      ‘Thank you for telling me your age, I’d forgotten. It’s not like I was there at the time.’ Her eyes slid briefly to Petra. ‘Now let me tell you both something: I have no intention of having a child predecease me. If anything happens to either of you because of your silly research or whatever it is, I shall be extremely put out. Understand?’


      I nodded, deciding not to point out that if anything did happen to either of us, we probably wouldn’t care if she was put out. ‘Yen, Will’s been arrested. The danger’s over.’


      ‘Don’t be a fool,’ she replied shortly. ‘Anyway, is this research really so fascinating? I mean, the Sheridan family are mostly tedious. Nell, are you sure you’re not doing this because of your ex-husband?’


      I took a deep breath. ‘First, you know his name. Second, we’re not divorced so he’s not technically my ex-husband. And third, no. No, I’m not.’


      ‘So then you admit you’re not sure. Interesting.’


      ‘Huh?’


      ‘By the way, I spoke to Ross Charles – he works at the real estate agency with the shops. He isn’t the actual agent but he said they’ve been on the books for a while and though the seller isn’t strapped for cash, he does want to offload them. He thinks they’ll be quite negotiable on price.’


      ‘Oh, excellent.’ I’d actually forgotten about the shops. The thought gave me a warm feeling, which was doubly pleasant given the outdoor heater wasn’t very effective.


      ‘Now I’d better be off. Some people have to work for a living.’


      We watched her head back down the street towards Renaissance. She put on a burst of speed as a few shoppers stopped to peruse the outdoor display.


      ‘One more coffee,’ said Petra, rising. ‘Then I’ll take you home.’


      I wrapped my coat a little more securely and leant back in my seat. A white van drove past with the Channel Seven News logo emblazoned on the side. It seemed the media were interested at last. The van turned left, towards Sheridan House. I could see Elsa Poxleitner among a group at the end of the arcade. Their heads turned as one to watch the van go past and then, like a flock of excited chickens, followed. I thought of poor Deb, who would be juggling all the final preparations plus the excitement over Will’s arrest, and now the media also. And I wondered whether she knew her sister was back in town.


      I closed my eyes tiredly, but even the lids felt heavy. Will Akermann, murderer. I would never have looked in his direction but that didn’t really mean much. I did seem to be particularly lacking when it came to intuition. And the Discovery was now out in the open anyway, or soon would be, so it was all for nothing. It occurred to me that we had started this journey by searching for Kata, even if we hadn’t yet known her name, and then shifted to her daughter, Matija. Now, it was the turn of her daughter. Alice May Logan. I fervently hoped that there would be more shifts to come, and that she was not the end of the line. Because I wanted a whole reunion of Majic descendants, and I wanted them to flood the town and face up to the Sheridans. After one hundred and fifty years, it was about time that justice was served.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty

      


      A joke for your competition: a middle-aged woman has a near-death experience where God says to her, ‘Go back, my dear, it’s not your time for fifty more years.’ Thrilled, the woman decides that with so much life, she might as well have a makeover. She dyes her hair, has a facelift, boob lift, liposuction, collagen implants. Shortly afterwards she is crossing the road when she is hit – smack! – by a truck and killed. At the pearly gates she says, ‘But, God, you said I had fifty more years!’ ‘Sorry, my dear,’ replies God. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’


      


      I slept for eleven hours, which was a record for the past twenty years. Unfortunately, given I crawled into bed at four-thirty in the afternoon, this meant I woke in the very early hours of the following morning bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Not a common state for me regardless. I lay in bed for a while thinking about Ruby, and whether proffering overseas aid might not be a learning experience for her; or whether those requiring such aid hadn’t already suffered enough. From there it was a smooth segue to Scarlet and Lucy, and how odd it felt to have your babies having babies. I could not imagine either of them with a child, but I suspected that was more my problem than theirs.


      After twenty minutes or so I decided I had not been supportive enough and made a mental note to look at Ruby’s website, then ask the other two when their initial ultrasounds were due, whether they wanted company, what I could do. But the situation was complicated by Lucy. Any impulse to rush out and buy baby outfits or toys or any requisite paraphernalia was tempered by having to avoid insensitivity. And I myself was conflicted; on the one hand I admired her decision and recognised it was a sound one given the circumstances, but on the other I was beginning to realise that I really, really, wanted her to keep it.


      Matija slipped like quicksilver into my head and I wondered how she must have felt, relinquishing her own child. From some research undertaken years ago, for an article on diseases that no longer packed their previous punch, I knew that typhoid was a dreadful illness that got steadily worse over about four weeks. Symptoms were obvious from the first. Even if Matija hadn’t remembered her own mother’s death, she would have known something was seriously wrong. Typhoid outbreaks were common, especially before Melbourne gained a sewage system later that century.


      It must have been agony, not just the illness but the knowledge that soon her daughter would be utterly alone. No father, no family, no support. Postponing hospitalisation as long as possible would not have been an option, as it came with the risk of infecting others. Unless Matija knew someone willing to take the child, it was likely she either relinquished her to an orphanage herself or had the decision taken out of her hands. If I was her, I would then have simply curled into a corner. The agony of the separation, and knowing the bleak childhood in store for my baby, would have made me pray that death came fast.


      The bed was uncomfortable now. I rose and had a slow shower, welcoming a brief respite from the collar. My right leg ached and I guessed I’d pulled a muscle when I’d managed to fall on top of it yesterday. I rubbed in some ointment and watched the flesh wobble, which didn’t help my mood. Finally I dressed and wandered down to my study to turn on the computer. From the flurry of emails that dropped into my inbox, it seemed I had been the only one sleeping.


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Ali Cornish

                Date: Thursday 16 August 2012 4.46PM

                To: Nell Forrest <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: re: updated publicity photo

                
              


              
                	Dear Nell,

                There is a bit of noise down here about a presumed murder-suicide in your lovely little town that may have actually been a double murder? The word is that those involved were members of some secret society and there was a deep dark historical secret? I was wondering if (a) you knew anything about it, (b) thought there might be a feature article there, and (c) had time to write something up quickly. I can send a photographer up tomorrow. Let me know asap.

                
              


              
                	Best,

                Ali

                
              


              
                	Ali Cornish

                Features Editor
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Lucy <free_spirit49>

                Date: Thursday 16 August 2012 6.20PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: Dad

                
              


              
                	I hate him.

                
              


              
                	Love,

                Lucy

                xxxxooxxx
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: ashley.armistead@police.vic.gov.au

                Date: Thursday 16 August 2012 7.05PM

                To: eaf@bigpond.com.au

                Subject: further information required

                
              


              
                	I have tried both your landline and your mobile but neither appear to be functional. Please confirm receipt of this email. We would appreciate if you could attend the station at some time tomorrow to elaborate on a few things in your statement. Just tying up loose ends. Does 11 am suit?

                
              


              
                	Ashley Armistead \ Detective Sergeant

                Northern Metropolitan Region

                Victoria Police
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: d_taylor@majiccitycouncil.vic.gov.au

                Date: Thursday 16 August 7.12AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>; Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Subject: further questioning?

                
              


              
                	Did you get asked to come down to the station tomorrow for more questions???!!! Ashley Armistead just called me and I’m a little freaked out! Not helped by Lew being so distracted by his Alice research that he’d barely notice if I was arrested. But Nell, I’ve never been asked to ‘come down to the station’ in my life. And the timing! Words cannot express the debacle at the centre today, and tomorrow will be worse. Perhaps I will turn to a life of crime. It’s got to be easier.

                
              


              
                	Deb

                PS Awkward stuff but I thought I should let you know that my sister is in town for a week.
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: nemogirl23@bigpond.com.au

                Date: Thursday 16 August 8.26PM

                To: Mum <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: Goodnight!

                
              


              
                	Dad and Tessa told us about the baby. I think I’m going to vomit. We went out to dinner with them. Dad was really mean to Lucy, too. Can I come back with you after the thing in town tomorrow night? I’m sick of it here. Don’t tell Ruby and Lucy.

                
              


              
                	Love,

                Quinn
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au>

                Date: Thursday 16 August 2012 9.11PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: Looking good

                
              


              
                	Why do you even have phones??? Got a call from your lover and he wants to meet up tomorrow. Must be my fatal charm. Sorry about that. I spoke to your real estate guy – looks very promising. He’s going to show us through 10 am Monday. How tired are you? I can barely keep my eyes open!

                
              


              
                	Cheers,

                Petra
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: Darcy <darcy.blake@omegasolutions.com>

                Date: Thursday 16 August 2012 9.43PM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au>

                Subject: What the hell?

                
              


              
                	Why the hell didn’t you tell me about Lucy? What’s going on here, Nell? I know you feel aggrieved and no doubt you have cause, but I thought we were moving on? At least for the sake of the girls! Instead I find you’re playing games. Not impressed.

                
              


              
                	Darcy
              

            
          

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                	From: lewt@iprimus.com.au

                Date: Friday 17 August 1.12AM

                To: Nell <eaf@bigpond.com.au> Petra <pforrest@optusnet.com.au

                Subject: update

                
              


              
                	
                  Good news & bad news. Alice May Logan does not appear in any orphanages etc. But I’ve found another reference to Matilda. She’s mentioned on an 1887 order requiring her to ‘prove by evidence of a medical practitioner that she be free from syphilis’. That means she was working as a prostitute. Her address is given as Little Bourke Street, pretty notorious for brothels then. However there’s a note re a dependent child in Dudley Flats (a slum area of the city), for whom she is paying boarding fees. No other details but little doubt it’s Alice. Best-case scenario is she continued there after M’s death the following year, probably unlikely given it was a business arrangement. Worst is she died off record, not uncommon for a child left without support. Poor little bugger. I’ll keep looking but am running out of avenues. Off to bed now.


                  Lew

                          

                
              

            
          

        

      


      I dropped into the computer chair. Matija, that bright-eyed little girl leaning on her mother’s knee, had become a prostitute. How long after Avery’s desertion had that seemed a viable solution? Was that why she had never returned to Majic, or had she been turned away? What about James Junior, with his heartfelt ‘the door is always open’, why hadn’t she tried knocking there? Or maybe the door had only been open while her purity was intact. It was all so dreadfully sad, even though the main players had been dead for many years. Not to mention infuriatingly unfair.


      My sigh carried the weight of women through history. I went out to the kitchen and made coffee, then sat in the family room. With the lights on, the darkness of the windows framed my own reflection. I looked better a little blurred. I ran my fingers through my hair and watched as the window gave me a halo. Had Matija grown up to resemble her mother, with those batwing brows and pewter eyes? Had Alice? Or perhaps she never had the chance to grow up at all, instead vanishing into the fabric of a society where poverty devoured compassion. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, survival of the fittest.


      I sipped my coffee, trying to concentrate on anything other than Matija and her child. God knew I had enough on my plate. But each time I forcibly moved her to one side, thinking instead about my own offspring, particularly the expectant two and the one who was planning to flit overseas and offer aid, or Darcy, or my father’s shop, Matija slithered back into focus. Touting for custom along Little Bourke Street, staring at the blood on her handkerchief, sitting on the side of a makeshift bed and gazing helplessly at her daughter, trying to weigh up her limited options.


      What a pity she never did the horizontal limbo with young James. If she had, she might have been able to shift paternity. There were no DNA tests back then. At least she would have died knowing the child was secure, even if the elder James was still around. It might not have been moral, but then nothing in this story was. I played with the thought while I made toast and then, midway between the buttering and the eating, it took hold. Once it did, it started to actually make sense.


      Because who was to say that she hadn’t? After all, they were engaged for some time, plus both young and living in the same house. And there did seem to be some level of community disapproval of Matija. According to Betty Rawlings’ grandmother, it was ‘like mother, like daughter’, while the original Svetlana used words like ‘the girl’ rather than ‘young lady’, while clearly sympathetic to the Sheridans. Feelings run high for the family who have long been thought badly used. The key word being ‘long’, suggesting that Matija’s approval rating had been shaky even prior to flight. If this censure had anything to do with a general generosity, then there was every chance she had also been generous with the strapping young lad who was on hand. So to speak.


      I took my toast over to the couch, my depression having been blunted by a bubbling excitement. Matija was property-less, motherless and essentially fatherless; her only currency would have been sex appeal and the discovery must have seemed like power. After a bleak childhood, who could really blame her? Perhaps she was searching for romance, or security, or family – and perhaps, like vulnerable girls everywhere, she was naive enough to think she could trade. All that was needed then was for her to have done so during the few months between Avery Logan leaving Majic and her running away to join him. Perhaps a comparative effort, or a farewell gesture, or maybe they just got wedged in a doorway and one thing led to another. Happens to the best of us.


      Regardless, she herself had not been willing or able to return to Majic. Not before or after her illness. Perhaps it was pride. But pride would count for nothing when measured against the life of a treasured child. If I had been her, in that situation, I would have done anything. Including rewriting history to manipulate the future. The first thing I would have done is write a deathbed confession to James explaining that I had had his child, and I would have moved the birth date a few months to fit the tale. Then I would have told him where she was and that my last wish was for him to raise her. The door is open. All will be well.


      I finished my coffee and toast, thinking furiously. I couldn’t risk Alice being collected directly from those boarding her, because they probably knew her real name, not to mention her father. And what if James didn’t answer the letter or, even more plausible, his father intercepted it? His dislike of me would only be worse since I jilted his son. But there was an alternative with a built-in backup. If I passed Alice to the orphanage, registering her father as James Sheridan II along with his contact details, it would mean that even if he failed to arrive, the authorities would contact him at some stage. Handing her over was a prospect I dreaded but, God willing, it wouldn’t be for long. A small price to pay. All I needed was to obliterate Alice May Logan, the girl with the deadbeat father and prostitute mother, along with her birth certificate, and create a girl with a future. Alice May Sheridan.


      I slumped back in the couch, drained but elated. It fitted; all I required was proof. Young Alice hadn’t disappeared at all, she had simply been reborn. Gusto padded into the room and looked at me with sleepy surprise. He stretched his front legs forward and thrust his butt into the air, opening his mouth in a huge, tongue-curling yawn. I jumped up, reinvigorated by anticipation. ‘Alice May Sheridan, Gusto. That’s who we’re looking for.’


      I hurried from the room with the dog following. Back at the computer I began a search for orphanages around Matija’s area. The major one of the time was the Melbourne Orphan Asylum, founded in 1853. I spent the next hour and a half trying to find online records, being bumped from one archival site to another. Finally I pushed my chair back, frustrated. It was nearly eight o’clock. I drummed my fingers on the desk and then reached for the phone.


      ‘Hello?’ Lew’s voice was sleepy.


      ‘Lew, it’s Nell. I’m sorry to call so early but I need a name checked.’


      ‘A name?’ He yawned. ‘Like … a name? Huh?’


      I hurried on. ‘You said yesterday you’d checked the orphanage records, which must mean you have access. Do you?’


      ‘Well, yes.’ He sounded a little more awake now. ‘But I can’t give it to you.’


      ‘That’s okay. You check it. Alice May Sheridan.’


      ‘Sheridan? But she was Logan’s child. Hang on.’ He paused. ‘I see. Yes, yes it could be. Okay, you’ve got me interested now. I’ll give it a go and ring you back.’


      ‘No, I’ll hang on. And keep my fingers crossed.’


      The phone clunked in my ear. I imagined his wheelchair gliding smoothly towards wherever he had his laptop. Then I counted to twenty, and twenty again. Gusto had curled up by the filing cabinet but as I looked at him, he began to wag his tail in happy sweeps across the floor. It was another ten minutes before Lew returned. He was breathing heavily and I knew before he even spoke. My stomach clenched.


      ‘Nell, you are brilliant! You’re right! She was received 8 November 1888. But her name isn’t registered as Alice May Sheridan.’ His voice contained an undercurrent of glee. ‘It’s Alice Mary May Sheridan.’


      ‘So she threw in an extra name. I wonder why?’


      ‘Think, Nell. I’ll say it again. Alice Mary May Sheridan.’


      I frowned, and then realisation dawned. ‘Oh my god. Of course. Wait.’ I swivelled to stare at the whiteboard containing the Sheridan genealogy. And there she was. ‘My god. Mary May. She was here all along. Why didn’t we see that! Born 1885. Look at the gap between her and the brother! Hell, her father didn’t even get married until 1892! She was seven years old!’


      ‘Right in front of our bloody eyes. Unbelievable. But now we’ve found her. Actually, you found her. How did you know?’


      ‘Guesswork, and a bit of brilliance,’ I said modestly. ‘Hey, what’s her birth date on the orphanage records?’


      ‘23 September 1885. Matilda brought it forward three months.’


      ‘She had no choice,’ I said defensively. ‘Paternity had to be plausible.’


      ‘Yep. And she was released from the orphanage on 21 January 1889. I don’t have the name but can find that out. A hundred bucks says it was young James. Collecting his little cuckoo and taking her home.’ Lew paused and then suddenly bellowed, ‘Well, fuck me!’


      ‘No, thanks. Deb’s a friend.’


      ‘Nell! Don’t you realise what this means?’ He lowered his voice but the excitement still ricocheted through his words. ‘She had no Sheridan blood at all! With the death of her brother, she became the sole heiress and got the lot! There are no fucking Sheridans! The last one died in, what … 1916!’


      I was still gazing at the whiteboard. ‘Then they’re all descended from Petar Majic, not James Sheridan. Every single one. This is unbelievable.’


      ‘And this is a secret worth killing for. Hold on, Nell, my mobile’s going off.’


      I tried to absorb the information but it felt too large to be legitimate. No Sheridans at all. Despite the machinations of that original Sheridan, it seemed that fate had stepped in to ensure that justice was served, eventually. I circled Mary May’s name with black texta and then wiped out the line between her and James II. That gave our discovery both life and clarity. Later on I would rewrite the entire thing.


      ‘Nell, I have to go.’ Lew came back on the line, his voice even more energised. ‘Guess who just called? James Sheridan himself. The mayor, that is. I want to tell him. D’you mind?’


      I shrugged. ‘Go for it.’


      Gusto leapt up, ears pricked, and rushed out. Soon after, he began barking furiously in the family room and I could hear his nails scrabbling against the glass.


      ‘Hey! Stop that!’ I followed quickly, annoyed to have my concentration interrupted. The picture window now glowed with a dappled morning light that sifted through the trees. I walked over to Gusto and peered outside. ‘You silly boy. It’s just a dog.’


      He looked up at me and back towards the focus of his attention. But at least he had stopped barking. I ruffled his fur as I sat down on the armrest of the couch. Lew was wrong; this wasn’t a secret worth killing for, rather it was a secret that could have saved lives. If Will had known this, or Sam been given the chance to uncover it, then he and Ned may well have been spared. Because they had been murdered to protect the Sheridan name and assets, when there was no name and the assets were always perfectly secure. The rightful family had them all along. The irony was tragic.


      I remained where I was for some time, lost in the paradox. I wondered how the mayor had taken the news, that dapper little man so proud of his ancestry. Would he see it as justice prevailing, or unbearably injurious to reputation? Perhaps he would see it as a secret worth killing for. I rolled my eyes. Sometimes my imagination took on a life of its own.


      The doorbell rang and Gusto belatedly switched focus, running out to the hallway and positioning himself at the front door. I rather hoped it was Petra, or at least someone with whom I could share my brilliant powers of deduction. Why should Lew get all the fun? But instead, to my utter shock, particularly given my last line of thought, I opened the door to reveal James Sheridan himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      


      Really enjoyed your column on mothers and daughters last weekend. It reminded me of my favourite Oscar Wilde quote: ‘All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.’


      


      ‘May I come in?’ he asked, his customary smile nowhere to be seen. ‘I’ll only take a minute of your time.’


      I stood back wordlessly. Given the door was already open, it seemed I had little choice. Although it did occur to me, not for the first time, that manners brought restrictiveness with their security. Death before dishonour. ‘Victim invited murderer in for warm beverage’, say police, ‘but it was a cold day, so at least she was polite.’


      He stepped into the hallway, with Gusto sniffing curiously at his ankles. ‘Thank you. How is your injury?’


      ‘Ah, fine, thanks. Just fine.’ I cleared my throat. ‘What can I do for you?’


      ‘Yes, of course. Um, sorry to come by like this unannounced, but … look, I shouldn’t have come at all. I’ll go.’ However he made no move to leave, instead staring at a point just over my shoulder, clearly hoping that I would insist he stayed. The silence stretched uncomfortably.


      ‘Would you like a cup of coffee? Tea?’


      ‘That would be lovely,’ he replied with an earnestness that was reassuring. He followed me into the family room and stood at the bench while I turned on the kettle.


      ‘Which one?’


      ‘Tea, please. White with two.’


      Gusto had now lost interest, returning to the windows to check for intruders of the canine variety. I examined my visitor surreptitiously as I worked. I didn’t even know whether to call him James or Mr Sheridan. He seemed paler than usual, and slightly disoriented, his habitual veneer of oiliness conspicuous by its absence. He picked up the festival flyer from my pile of junk mail on the bench and stared at it.


      ‘Here you go.’ I passed him a mug and wrapped my hands around my own, waiting.


      ‘I was going to visit you anyway, you know. Decided after I heard the news yesterday. Apologise on behalf of the family. Terrible thing Willy Akermann did. Terrible thing. I feel a little responsible.’


      ‘Why would you be responsible?’ I said, surprised.


      ‘Well, he is family. Married to my niece. And, see, after you came to the centre that first day with the broken plaque, we were talking about what it could mean. I said it’d better not be anything too earth-shaking, not on the eve of the biggest thing to hit Majic since the sunset ride. Then I said –’ he paused to pleat a corner of the flyer ‘– that I was relying on him to keep everything in order.’


      ‘Yes, but you didn’t ask him to kill people.’


      He shook his head. ‘I put a lot of emphasis on duty though.’


      ‘I think you’re overestimating the power of your words.’


      ‘And I think you’re underestimating them.’ He smiled, for the first time, but it only lasted a moment. ‘I know I didn’t incite the actual murders, and I know it’s not my fault per se, but I do think I have to take on board the fact Will thought, on some level, he was being community-minded, family-minded. I did fuel that.’


      I nodded slowly. ‘Okay, fair enough. Have you spoken to Lew?’


      ‘Yes.’


      I took a sip of coffee, waiting once more. My nervousness had all but dissipated because this was not a man who was about to kill anyone. Although I would have said exactly the same about Will up to the moment he incriminated himself, so perhaps I wasn’t a very good judge. I pushed that aside and concentrated on James Sheridan. If anything he looked a little paler. ‘Can I take your coat? Would you like to sit down?’


      ‘Yes, please.’


      I hung his coat over a bar stool and led the way into the family room, waving him to the armchair. He did not so much sit as fold into it, his tea swilling. I sat opposite, on the couch. ‘He told you everything then.’


      ‘I can’t believe it.’


      ‘It is pretty amazing. Right under our noses the whole time.’


      He nodded, staring into his mug. ‘I knew there was something there, because Sam rang me that night. But he didn’t tell me. Just dropped hints about a photo. Me finding out for myself.’


      ‘Same here.’


      ‘I just pushed it aside afterwards.’ He shrugged, paused once more. ‘I always knew my grandmother was the product of an earlier relationship, although we thought it was a marriage. She used to talk about how she’d just about brought her brother up, being so much older and her stepmother being delicate.’


      ‘Did she ever talk about her time before? Before she came to Majic?’


      ‘Not that I remember.’ He looked up and frowned. ‘Although I do recall staying with her once as a teenager, after a fierce argument with my mother, and she said, “Be grateful for what you have. The absence of a mother is far more painful than anything you think you’re going through now.” She was right, too.’


      ‘What was she like?’


      ‘Oh, marvellous.’ His smile returned. ‘A bit of a martinet at times and she definitely wore the pants where my grandfather was concerned, but she was terrific with us grandchildren. She used to give us a shilling each and then play poker, win it all back.’


      ‘Was she happy?’


      He gave this question some thought. ‘Yes, definitely. I think she married for convenience, to carry on the line, but they were good together. And she loved this place. My father always said that she was never quite the same after his younger brother died in the war, but that was before my time. She lost her brother in the first war, and then a son in the second.’


      ‘To carry on the line, you said. The irony being …’


      ‘Yes.’ His face stilled. He stared out the window, then sighed. ‘That’s what I’m having trouble with this morning. The funny thing is we’ve always been inordinately proud of my grandmother for saving the lineage. But she wasn’t at all.’


      ‘Actually she was, just not the one you thought. A more worthy lineage, if anything. It doesn’t change your immediate family anyway, or who you are.’


      ‘But that’s exactly what it does. You don’t understand. My entire life has been framed by being a Sheridan. When I was a kid, my father would take me to the cemetery, show me the graves, tell me how my great-great-grandfather created this town. He used the tortoise and the hare analogy. Petar Majic was the hare, flamboyant but impractical, while we were the tortoises. Slow and steady and constructive. The backbone of Majic.’


      ‘You still are.’


      ‘That’s where I was, you know. At the cemetery. I barely slept last night, after the police told me, knowing what he did. This man who was always held up to me as a hero, but who was actually a bastard. And a criminal.’ He pulled his tie out, curled the end around one finger. ‘So I went there this morning, sat by the graves. Don’t know what I was thinking.’ He looked up and laughed, without humour. ‘It’s not like the dead can talk.’


      ‘I’m not sure about that. Maybe the plaque breaking was communication.’


      ‘Yeah, communication from Petar Majic about how my family did him wrong.’


      I leant forward. ‘But, Mr … I mean James, Petar Majic is your family.’


      ‘So then I thought I’d ring Lew,’ he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘I knew by then he was involved in your research. I think I wanted him to say it was all a mistake. Instead he told me that …’


      After a few moments, when he hadn’t finished the sentence, I did it for him. ‘You weren’t a Sheridan at all.’


      He flinched. ‘Yes.’


      ‘But that could be a good thing, given what the founder of that family did.’


      ‘I get that, in theory.’ He paused, trying to find the right words. ‘But in practice I feel responsible. The fraud, the manipulation. The profiting from deception. What we, he, did to those people. That poor bloody girl. Her whole family.’


      ‘Your family,’ I stressed. It suddenly occurred to me that I was being supportive towards the Sheridans. Or, actually, the Majics. ‘Yes, it’s confusing.’


      ‘And we’re about to have this huge celebration, starting this evening. But it’s all a sham.’


      ‘No, it’s not,’ I said insistently. ‘Majic was still founded one hundred and fifty years ago, and it’s still a thriving community. That’s what we’re commemorating. Not the dreadful behaviour of one single man after the event; a man who has no living descendants.’


      ‘What about the statue? Petar and James side by side?’


      ‘Hmm, yes, that’s a little … unfortunate.’


      He fell silent, staring out the window again, curling his tie. Now, every time he let it go, it kinked up at the end as if pointing at me. When he finally looked back, the softness of uncertainty had firmed, just a little. ‘That has to be changed. At least.’


      ‘Will you have time?’


      ‘I’ll make time. It can’t be unveiled the way it is. The hypocrisy is ridiculous.’


      I regarded him thoughtfully. I would never have attributed him with such high principles. Or perhaps he was already, even subconsciously, realigning his commitment.


      ‘And you have to write about it.’ He was now staring at me intently. ‘Yes! That’s what we need to do. Lew tells me you’d already discussed doing an article. That way we have some control over the truth. We can’t have Majic turned into a laughingstock. We can turn this around instead, use it in our favour.’ He drummed his fingers on the armrest. ‘It’s actually a fascinating story, when you think about it. Human interest. This could put Majic on the map. More tourism.’


      ‘I suppose so. But …’


      ‘I’ll give you an exclusive interview. Today. I’ll fit it in somehow. We’ll have lunch.’


      I nodded slowly, my chin sinking into the softness of the collar. My editor was going to be thrilled. Maybe I could get the photographer to take a shot of James sitting at the cemetery, in front of the crypt.


      He jumped up. ‘I need to get to work. So much to do.’


      ‘Yes.’ I rose more sedately and went over to get his coat. Instead of taking it, though, he grabbed my hand and pressed it firmly.


      ‘I can’t thank you enough. Not even sure why I came here except I had you on my mind, what with Will. You know. And I was just up the road. But I’m so glad I did!’


      ‘Glad to be of service,’ I said. His hand was a little sweaty.


      He let go, still beaming, and took his coat. ‘Okay then! Onwards and upwards.’


      I showed him out and then rested against the door. Gusto had padded out to join me and now cocked his head. I smiled at him, bemused. ‘Well, well, well. That was a little unexpected.’


      The article was already beginning to form in my head. It would have a catchy headline, like MACHINATIONS IN MAJIC. AFTER ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS, JUSTICE PREVAILS. I would start with the plaque and then peel back the layers, like an onion. All the ingredients were there: romance, mystery, duplicity, pathos, murder. The irony of the altered genealogy would provide the happy ending, of sorts. I already knew that this article was going to write itself. Which was exactly how I liked it.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      


      I thought midlife was supposed to be a time of rest. I wouldn’t even mind the invisibility thing if it meant I’d also get a break. Maybe some long-service leave from life. Instead I have elderly parents needing help, adult kids needing help, a partner needing help, and a teenager who curls into corners writing dark poetry. Give me invisibility any day. Or help.


      


      The plump man sitting at the table to our left had managed to squeeze himself into a Majic Happens T-shirt, which rather proved its point. He was sitting with friends who had just popped the cork on a bottle of champagne. Laughter ensued as the liquid frothed into flutes. Our table was more subdued. All my daughters were here except Ruby, who was manning Renaissance with Sharon, but Quinn was patently sulking while Matthew Carstairs sat between his new girlfriend and his old, looking uncomfortable, and Yen had barely said a word. The only person relatively upbeat was Petra, who was regaling everyone with the Discovery and managing to sound like she had been an integral part of the entire process.


      I had tuned out some time ago, instead busily rewriting different elements of the article just submitted, even though it was too late for alterations. This was fairly standard for me; I always had difficulty letting go of the larger pieces, especially when they resonated. My photographer had remained in town after our shoot and been gradually joined by a plethora of press. Most set up cameras on the outskirts but some, particularly those more concerned with the human-interest angle, were weaving their way through the crowd and thrusting microphones at random faces. They could clearly smell a story beyond public knowledge, but I was confident that we were in sole possession of the inside scoop.


      The reporters were not the only ones trawling for information. Among the townspeople, Will Akermann’s arrest remained the number-one topic of conversation. There was an array of versions, ranging from Will having been poised on an upper floor balcony and threatening suicide, to him having positioned himself fully armed in the tower, waiting for the town to wake up so that he could take pot-shots from above. I heard he had two machine guns and a grenade launcher, exclaimed a woman by the hotdog stand. Her companion nodded. Always had my doubts about him. Told the wife years ago. You mark my words, I said, that young fellow with the frilly collar is serial-killer material. Fortunately, in the midst of this flurry of rumour and supposition, the role that Deb and Petra and I had played in the events remained obscure.


      For all his rapid transformation from scion to pariah, and the unhappy irony that he was not here to enjoy it, Will had done a marvellous job with the arrangements. Sheridan House blazed with light, smouldering through the mullioned windows and glittering from the thousands of fairy lights draped from the gables. Floodlights also shone from poles that had been set up around the perimeter of the car park, holding sail-shaped tarpaulins in place. Beneath this temporary structure were the tables, each with a battery-operated candle centrepiece ready for when the evening became truly dark, in about an hour.


      We were flanked by Sheridan House on one side and the football oval on the other, crowded with fairground rides that were to remain there for the weekend. A Ferris wheel turned, carriages dipping politely, while nearby an octopus-shaped contraption whipped cages of screaming teenagers towards the ground and then away into the sky. Tinny music floated from loudspeakers, interspersed every so often with announcements about lost children and final tickets for the spinning jenny and admonitions about smoking on the oval.


      It was almost as noisy beneath the tarpaulins. Chatter rose and swelled into clouds of constant sound, buffeted by the music and punctuated by chairs scraping across concrete. Wicker picnic baskets were almost as popular as the curls of beef being sold from a spit that had been set up by an enterprising local farmer. It smelt divine. More food was available inside Sheridan House: Devonshire teas, cheese platters, hotdogs dripping with locally produced mustard. We had not yet eaten, although Petra and I were making serious inroads on the excellent bottle of white that she had brought. It was going down well.


      ‘D’you know what really pisses me off?’ asked Quinn, having clearly given up on silence.


      ‘I send you to school for a reason. Use proper English.’


      She raised an eyebrow, looking for a moment just like her father. ‘Actually, you’ve got no choice. It’s the law. So here’s what really annoys me. I was the one who started the discovery stuff. I found the plaque. Then you,’ she paused to let the emphasis settle, ‘you tell me I can’t use it for my project. So I have to do a stupid thing about his dog instead, which like five other people did as well.’


      ‘Well, it was –’


      ‘And then you go ahead and find out everything! So you get all the credit! When Mr Emerson said he’d make sure I’d get it! How is that fair?’


      ‘Well, he is dead, so maybe that’s his excuse. I also got a very sore neck.’ I tugged on my collar. ‘So perhaps you can look on that as my punishment.’


      She rolled her eyes and resumed her arms-crossed, sulky stance.


      ‘When are you going to get rid of that?’ asked Yen, making it sound as if the collar was a fashion accessory. ‘Are you going to be able to work on Monday?’


      ‘I’ve got a doctor’s appointment that morning so I’ll find out then. But it feels much better, thanks for asking. Oh, and I also have to meet a real estate guy at ten.’


      ‘Really? Well, we shall wait with bated breath to see if you can join us at some stage.’


      ‘So you’ve definitely decided to sell?’ asked Scarlet.


      ‘Not one hundred per cent.’ I sent Petra a brief frown to let her know I wasn’t ready to tell the girls about the shop idea yet. Not until I was sure it was feasible.


      Red turned to her sister and Matthew. ‘Hey, what are you two going to do when the baby comes? Like you’ll get leave, I suppose, so will you be moving in together? Where?’


      Matthew blushed rosily, as if it had been suggested they cohabitate on the footpath. In shades of what I thought might well be their future, Scarlet answered for them both. ‘We’re not sure yet. Depends on which of us gets a transfer.’


      ‘What about you, Luce? Do you even get maternity leave?’


      ‘Of course she does,’ replied Yen with a frown. ‘Why wouldn’t she?’


      Lucy nodded. ‘It’s all organised. Except I won’t need much time after, not like Scarlet.’


      An uneasy silence fell as everybody gazed out towards the crowd or busied themselves with possessions. I drained the rest of my glass and slid it across to Petra.


      ‘I don’t know why everyone’s acting so weird,’ commented Lucy. ‘I’m fine with my decision. You’re the ones who’re making it difficult.’


      I smiled ruefully. ‘I suppose we’re just trying to be sensitive.’


      ‘Well, don’t.’


      ‘You could always form a menagerie da trios with Tessa,’ said Quinn darkly.


      ‘A what?’


      ‘You know, one of those threesome things.’ Quinn frowned. ‘Why are you all looking at me? Haven’t you ever heard of it? It’s when three people, like, join up. God.’


      Petra bent towards the table, laughing. ‘You lot are better than TV.’


      ‘Way to put me off my food.’ Scarlet was grimacing. ‘Now I just feel sick.’


      ‘I’ve been feeling sick since yesterday,’ said Lucy. Beside her, Red was nodding slowly.


      I glanced over at a table to the side, where Darcy sat with Tessa and her parents, along with Deb, Lew and a few others I didn’t know. Tessa was wearing a voluminous and low-cut maternity smock, both aspects entirely unnecessary. I had already noticed, earlier, that the bodice contained darts that peaked stiffly about an inch from where her nipples should be, giving the impression she was either cold or on high alert. She looked ridiculous.


      ‘Well, I’m still starving,’ said Yen suddenly, pushing her chair back. ‘Time for food.’


      ‘Matt and I’ll stay here if the rest of you want to go,’ offered Scarlet.


      ‘Thanks, honey.’ I pulled on my hat and then extracted a twenty-dollar note from my purse, handing it to Quinn. She mumbled something vaguely like gratitude and began typing rapidly into her mobile as she backed away. No doubt informing friends that she had been released from the clutches of family and now possessed money to boot.


      ‘Come on,’ said Petra, standing. We began weaving our way through the table settings and towards the community centre, stopping every so often to exchange greetings with people and add our shock to theirs regarding Will Akermann.


      ‘Have you seen Tessa’s nipples?’ I hissed at Petra as we made our escape from Rita Hurley, who entreated us to watch any medications we were on because she had it on good authority that it had been a bad batch that caused all the recent troubles. Beside her, Uncle Jim looked miserable enough to be in need of medication himself. Every so often he would cast a wistful glance towards Yen, who was on a parallel path to us.


      ‘No, can’t say I have. Nor do I really want to.’


      ‘They look ridiculous.’


      ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Petra stepped onto the kerb and we both paused to stare at the bulky, canvas-covered statue now positioned on the front lawn of Sheridan House. A plinth could be seen at the bottom, along with four limestone boots. Children were clambering up to peer beneath the canvas, giggling. Nearby was a temporary podium.


      ‘God, I hope those four feet don’t belong to Petar and James.’


      ‘I suppose it was a bit hard to fix on such short notice,’ Petra joined the line of people moving gradually towards the front door. ‘Hey, how did your interview at the police station go this afternoon?’


      I shrugged. ‘Just some questions about what Will said. Tying up loose ends, I suppose.’


      ‘Actually, I think they were after something specific. Like someone else being involved.’


      ‘Really?’ I took a few steps forward with her. ‘No, you’re reading too much into it.’


      She shook her head. ‘Think about it for a minute. Willy Akermann? Frilly Willy? What did he do, drape Ned Given over his shoulder and run down the stairs?’


      ‘Never underestimate a man with a purpose. Anyway, what was Ashley like with you?’


      ‘Oh, a little flirtatious. We did that scene from Basic Instinct.’


      ‘Don’t flatter yourself. Seriously, he was really … off during our interview. Curt.’


      ‘I suppose the police get a little peeved when they’re beaten to the punch.’ She shuffled forward again and then looked at me curiously. ‘Speaking of him, what are you planning?’


      I sighed lightly. ‘I thought I might give it a go but now I’m not sure. He’s a bit moody.’


      ‘Liar. You were just looking for an excuse to back off. You’re a chicken.’


      ‘I am not! Just because I don’t want a relationship? Maybe I’m perfectly happy single!’


      ‘Maybe you are. I certainly am. But I didn’t say you should have a relationship. Just that you need to get laid a few times.’


      The middle-aged man in front of Petra twisted around curiously. No doubt he thought it might be his lucky day. He stared at me for a moment and then turned back, which did nothing for my self-confidence. We were now only steps away from the door and it was evident that much of the delay was due to Grace June Rae, who was on door duty and appeared to be insisting on social chitchat with all those trying to either enter or exit, often including introductions between the two groups.


      ‘You just have to accept the fact that your husband isn’t coming back,’ continued Petra. ‘Running away to the Gold Coast and then impregnating another woman was a clue.’


      ‘Hey, Nell, you look just like one of those moles!’ said Kat Caldwell, who had just exited.


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘Word travels fast around here,’ said Petra, amused.


      Kat looked aghast. ‘No! Not like that! It’s the hat with that collar! You know, one of those whack-a-mole things? Where you hit them with a hammer?’


      ‘I wish I had a hammer,’ I muttered, giving Petra a dark look which she totally ignored.


      ‘On another note,’ said Kat hurriedly, ‘did you hear the rider got hit by a car?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The rider. You know, the guy who’s supposed to be Petar Majic. Apparently him and the horse got hit halfway. Well, actually they didn’t so much get hit as run into a parked car. No injuries. But that’s why there’s been a delay. It seems he was drunk. The rider, that is.’


      ‘Maybe he was getting into character.’


      ‘Welcome!’ said Grace as we finally reached the door. She was beaming. ‘Come through and enjoy the fruits of –’


      ‘Yeah, thanks,’ said Petra, pushing her way past. Instead of following, I gave a general wave to both Kat and Grace and headed in the opposite direction. Sometimes my sister could be extremely annoying. A large noticeboard near the podium held a poster calling for Majic Idol nominations, with the singing to commence the following day at noon. I found a pen in my bag and added Petra’s name, along with her mobile number and choice of song: ‘The Time Warp’ from The Rocky Horror Picture Show. After that I felt distinctly better.


      I bought a roast beef and gravy sandwich and wandered over to the fence by the oval, eating it slowly. A uniformed policeman stood nearby, muttering into a walkie-talkie and scanning the crowd. It was now almost dark but the fairground remained a miasma of flashing colour. Some teenagers on the octopus ride lifted their arms as their carriage hurtled towards the ground and then swept upwards again. Their exuberance was infectious.


      ‘What are you smiling at?’ asked Darcy, materialising beside me.


      ‘Just them. Kids.’


      ‘Yeah, lovely. Listen, Nell, I was hoping to bump into you. I wanted to apologise for yesterday. I never wanted things to start that way.’


      ‘No, I expect not.’ I wrapped the remains of my sandwich, still gazing at the teenagers, now poised gleefully in the air as the bottom-most carriages were emptied. ‘Particularly when you want me on side with regard to the house.’


      ‘That’s beside the point,’ said Darcy stiffly. ‘Two entirely different things.’


      ‘Okay.’


      ‘But seeing you’ve mentioned it, have you thought more about selling?’


      ‘Actually, I have. I’ve decided you’re right, it’s time for us to move on.’


      He was staring at me with surprise. ‘Really? Oh my god. I thought you … wow. Okay.’


      ‘In fact, I’ve already made inquiries about another property.’


      ‘Good god. This is unexpected.’ He paused for a moment, as if deciding whether he should push his luck. ‘In that case, would you consider us – me – buying you out?’


      I stilled, and turned to face him as anger rose rapidly. Darcy and Tessa cooking in my kitchen, relaxing in the lounge room, sleeping in my bedroom. Raising a new family. I opened my mouth, the answer fully formed, and then slowly closed it again as insight flared. This was something that Darcy wanted, not Tessa. No doubt he thought it would dramatically increase the odds of the girls visiting, and feeling at home when they did. A win–win for them all. But there was no reason for her to want this. It would never seem like her home, not truly, not when it was thick with memories of me. I played with the concept, turning it to examine all angles, and smiled. ‘Why not? As long as you pay market value, that is.’


      ‘Really?’ He shook his head. ‘You’re amazing. I never thought that you’d actually … God, you’re amazing.’


      ‘So I’m told.’ I smiled slowly, suggestively, and then turned away.


      His own smile faded. ‘Are you trying to tell me something? Are you seeing someone?’


      ‘If I was, you’d be the last to know.’ I propped myself against the fence and looked towards the tarpaulin-covered car park. I wondered if Tessa could see us. ‘It’s none of your business.’


      ‘I suppose not.’ He fell silent for a while. ‘Is that Quinn over there? Who’s she with?’


      I followed his gaze to where Quinn stood with a group of friends, but particularly close to a tall, lanky boy whose long limbs suggested growth was a work in progress.


      ‘That’s Griffin Russo. AKA Griffo. I think they’re keen on each other.’


      ‘Oh, great,’ said Darcy. ‘That’s just great.’


      ‘Glad you’re pleased. Now I’d better go. The horse and rider should be here soon.’


      ‘Okay. Great to see you. And we’ll speak soon, about the house.’


      ‘Can’t wait.’ I examined him as I turned away. He did look good, which didn’t seem quite fair. I threaded my way through the tables until I reached ours and then sank into my seat, reaching for my glass of wine. It was still cold, which was an advantage of winter.


      ‘Where’d you get to?’ asked Petra.


      I ignored her, turning to Scarlet instead. ‘Where’s Matthew gone?’


      ‘Got called in.’ She shrugged. ‘Apparently they’re short-staffed.’


      ‘Mum, guess what?’ Red leant towards me. ‘The rider and horse ran into a car.’


      ‘No injuries,’ commented Yen, rolling her eyes. ‘But they had to get another one.’


      As if on cue, a loudspeaker crackled to life and a voice that I recognised as James Sheridan’s boomed through it. ‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, the moment we’ve all been waiting for … the arrival of Petar Majic!’


      People rose from their tables for a better look, a few clambering onto chairs, while cameramen shouldered their equipment and jostled into position. Scarlet leapt up, followed by her sisters, and they hurried out. I took another sip of wine.


      ‘Did you want to go see?’ asked Petra.


      ‘Not particularly.’


      ‘Then did you want a top-up?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Petra emptied the bottle into my glass and then sat back. ‘Did I go too far?’


      ‘Yes,’ I said again. I frowned at her. ‘You know, sometimes you cross the line. Like the other night when you virtually told the girls about Tessa being pregnant. I told you that in confidence. You have to realise that no matter what, I still have to co-parent with the man. Besides, you’re wrong. I have absolutely moved on. I’m even selling him the house.’


      ‘You are?’


      A cheer rose from those watching the proceedings, accompanied by enthusiastic applause. I guessed the replacement horse and rider had now arrived. The whole sunset angle seemed to have gone by the wayside, given it had been dark for at least half an hour, but doubtless the real Petar Majic hadn’t run into any cars on the way. No, his real danger had lain a few years into the future.


      The camera flashes were like exploding fireflies. A series of rather tinny fake gunshots rang out, accompanied by a few whoops. Clearly someone had watched too many spaghetti westerns. There was another cheer as the horse whinnied and then James Sheridan cleared his throat, the sound reverberating through the loudspeaker. ‘And now I’d like to take this opportunity, on behalf of the local council, to welcome you all to our wonderful town of Majic. Founded one hundred and fifty years ago, it has gone from strength to strength ever since. We have a range of entertainment in store for you this weekend, so please help yourself to a leaflet with all the events and maps and even some special vouchers. Have a taste of Majic for yourselves, especially the delicious local produce, and we’re sure you’ll come back to visit many times.’


      There was a pause, and then an awkward smattering of applause as if people felt compelled to fill the gap.


      ‘But now to another matter altogether. Many of you will have heard about the tragedies that recently rocked our sleepy little town. The death of two of our most valued townspeople has hit us hard and we will always miss them. In their honour, and recognising that both were avid members of our local historical society, the council has decided to establish an annual prize for services to the history of Majic. Despite the short timeframe, we have an inaugural winner this year. To present the trophies, will you please welcome to the podium Mrs Loretta Emerson.’


      Now the applause was genuine, accompanied by a few supportive cheers. I twisted around but could see nothing through the throng of bodies.


      ‘Good evening, Mr Mayor, councillors, ladies and gentlemen,’ came Loretta’s tremulous voice. It was accompanied by a dry rustling that I realised belonged to notes shaking in her hand. ‘Without further ado I would like to announce the first-ever winners of the perpetual Emerson-Given Memorial History Trophy. It is a combined effort. Petronella Forrest, Eleanor Forrest, Deborah Taylor and Bartholomew Taylor.’


      The applause broke out again and heads began turning to spot the winners. I was not at all surprised by the announcement; in fact, I would have been more surprised had it not been us. I took a quick gulp of wine and followed my sister. People patted us on the shoulder as we passed, or grabbed a hand to shake. Congratulations! I didn’t know you like history! Well done! What a surprise!


      The podium was now a focal point of attention, with people crowding in from every direction and a mosh pit of media crouched at the front. No wonder poor Loretta had been shaking. To one side stood the horse, looking bored, and a rider dressed in old-fashioned breeches and a broad hat. I thought I recognised him as Griffin Russo’s older brother.


      There was some confusion as Lew emerged from the crowd and stopped at the podium steps. He raised his eyebrows and James Sheridan looked aghast. He gestured frantically into the crowd and a few of our burlier young locals stepped forward. Lew waited until they worked out the logistics and then shook his head. ‘I’ll just stay here, thanks. No, I insist.’


      Deb, waved on by her husband, mounted the steps. We followed, feeling awkward.


      ‘Huge apologies, Lew,’ James was saying into the microphone. ‘Unforgivable oversight.’


      Loretta stepped forward with a massive silver bowl mounted on a glossy walnut stand. A single shiny plaque was pressed to the walnut with our names crowded in cursive script. Inside the bowl were four jars of her famous mucous-green dill pickles.


      James continued as the bowl was thrust into my arms. It was quite heavy. ‘Of course the trophy will be kept in Sheridan House, on display, but we also have gift vouchers kindly donated by Majic Travel Agency for you each to enjoy.’ He waited while a young girl danced up the steps and passed us each an envelope. Evident confusion resulted from having one leftover until James, with obvious annoyance, waved her towards Lew.


      ‘Sorry, Grandpa,’ said the girl, seemingly unperturbed. She danced off.


      ‘And flowers!’ announced her grandfather grandly. Another two girls flitted from the crowd and deposited a generous spray of native blossoms with each of us. This time they stopped by Lew first. My flowers were laid across the bowl, obscuring almost the entirety of my face. One twig seemed determined to wedge itself in my left nostril. Cameras flashed.


      ‘Given there are four recipients,’ went on James, ‘I won’t ask for speeches, but …’ He trailed off as Lew lifted an arm. I could just see his hand through my flowers.


      ‘I do have something to say, just quickly.’ Lew spoke in a booming voice that did not require a microphone. ‘I want to make a point that I know James here, I’m even related to him by marriage, and I also know he doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. Perhaps a couple that he’s purchased off the internet, mind you, but no mean ones.’ He waited for the laughter to die down. ‘But clearly even he failed to consider my disability here. It happens all the time. Yet when we talk about rights for the disabled, people switch off. This is my life, people. So next time the disabled are mentioned, think of this incident with me down here and them up there.’ He waved a hand towards us. ‘And step the fuck up. Because I can’t.’


      A second of silence was broken by a few claps, which rapidly multiplied. James grinned ruefully as he joined in, and then bent forward to lay a hand on Lew’s shoulder. The two men spoke for a moment before James returned to the microphone.


      ‘Thank you, Lew, quite right. And now, ladies and gentlemen, you’ll want to know what it is that these four intrepid souls did to deserve the award. Well …’ He paused for effect, ever the showman. ‘It is a tale of intrigue and passion, of murder and mayhem, of greed and betrayal. It will also be included in the latest instalment of Abracadabra: The Makings of Majic, nine dollars ninety-nine a copy and pre-orders accepted now.’ He held up a piece of paper briefly. ‘Tonight we just have time for the bare bones. First, I need to explain to our visitors that the town was founded by an intrepid gentleman named Petar Majic.’ He gestured towards the eldest Russo boy, who had just been passed a stubbie of beer by a friend. The boy froze, and then slipped the bottle behind his back. ‘As you can see, our Petar has a variety of props with which to fulfil his role. Anyway, as far as we always believed, Petar died childless – however, through dogged research, and aided by the two after which this award is named, Sam Emerson and Edward Given, our winners discovered this was not the case at all.’ He paused again, but this time a swell of undulating voices filled the silence. ‘Yes, folks, Petar Majic was in fact married and had a daughter, who herself had a daughter. In an odd twist of fate, this daughter was adopted into the Sheridan family and on the death of their only son, inherited the entire estate. All of which means that I stand before you as a living descendant of our founder, as do these young ladies –’ he held out an arm and the flower girls flitted back to the podium, followed more slowly by the voucher one, texting on her mobile ‘– and also many of those in the audience today. The fact is there are no Sheridans in Majic, not a one.’


      The applause came hesitantly, matched by a rumble of disbelief. I could hear questions bouncing around the crowd, but could not see very much thanks to my bouquet. I turned stiffly and slid the flowers into Petra’s arms, on top of hers, and then bobbed down to pass the trophy to Lew. ‘Here you go, Bartholomew. Enjoy.’


      ‘Thankyou, Eleanor. How about I fill this with champagne and we four meet a little later to toast our success?’


      ‘Great idea,’ said Deb and Petra, almost as one.


      A reporter pushed a microphone towards Lew. ‘So what he’s saying is that the adopted daughter killed the son? Is that right?’


      Lew laughed. ‘Not unless she was fighting for the Germans.’


      I stood, my knees creaking uncomfortably. Much of the crowd had formed pockets of fierce discussion and I guessed that many of the Sheridans had already been given some detail. On the outskirts I suddenly glimpsed Ashley Armistead, scanning the throng as if looking for someone. Nearby Amber July, in uniform, was doing the same. I frowned, and tracked my gaze across the crowd. Sure enough another uniformed policeman, the one I had seen earlier, stood on the far side with his walkie-talkie still in hand, while way over to the left was the hatchet-faced detective who had accompanied Ashley to the community meeting. They all seemed to be taking security very seriously. I nudged Petra but before I could talk, James was back at the microphone.


      ‘I will be giving a press conference in half an hour if any of our friends from the media would like more details. And now, last but by no means least, I’d like to unveil our commemorative statue. I give you our beloved Petar Majic, with his best friend and brother-in-law, Mate Dragovic!’


      A few men positioned around the canvas-wrapped statue sprang into action and began tugging on a variety of ropes. The canvas peeled back, caught on a limestone shoulder, and then fell away to reveal a pair of eight-foot-tall, marble-grey men. They were both smiling through bushy beards, almost joyfully, with one holding a spade and the other a book. Clearly the latter had been designed to represent James Sheridan, but a transferral of identity had diplomatically taken place. I wondered if Mate had been a reader.


      ‘Clever,’ said Petra approvingly.


      ‘Congratulations,’ said Loretta. ‘I hope you enjoy the pickles.’


      ‘I always do.’ I smiled, and then let it slide into sympathy. ‘I’m so sorry about Sam.’


      She sighed ‘Yes. Silly man. I always told him not to work so late.’


      I exchanged glances with Petra as Loretta moved away. The wine I had consumed earlier began to make its presence felt. ‘Can you take my flowers over to the table with yours? I’m going to make a pit stop on the way.’


      A long trailer of portable toilets had been positioned by the lane, but even from here I could see that there was a line. I decided to draw on local knowledge and use the public restrooms in the arcade, opposite Svetlana’s Haberdashery. It was a little distance away but the effort proved worthwhile as there was nobody else there. After I finished, I took a moment to enjoy the solitude, organise my thoughts. Then I pushed the stall door open and came face to face with the barrel of a rifle. I froze, my stomach curling in disbelief, before raising my eyes slowly to meet those of Leisl Akermann.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      


      Someone left the paper with your column at Centrelink the other day so I read it coz I was desperate. God, as if we aren’t suffering enough. You remind me of my mother. I hate my mother.


      


      ‘You bitch,’ said Leisl flatly. ‘You absolute fucking bitch.’


      I blinked, trying to absorb this. Then I dropped my eyes again. The barrel was hypnotic.


      ‘Because of you, my Will is in jail.’


      The rifle trembled. I could see her finger on the trigger, the knuckle white.


      ‘Because of you, my life is ruined.’


      Music flared in the distance, overlaying the rumble of voices and laughter. I forced myself to look up, make eye contact. ‘You won’t get away with this. The police are everywhere.’


      ‘Don’t you get it?’ She spat a nugget of laughter. ‘I don’t care! I have nothing left!’


      ‘That can’t be true, Leisl, you’ve got –’


      ‘Oh, you’re right. There is something left. The desire to kill you.’


      ‘That’s not good,’ I said stupidly.


      She stepped back, propping her elbow on the sink but still pointing the rifle at my face. ‘Oh, but it is. Well, it will be. Because if it wasn’t for you, none of this would have happened. You started everything, and then wouldn’t. Leave. It. Alone.’


      ‘But it all turned –’


      ‘To see you up there, getting a fucking prize. Everyone cheering.’ Her hand shook again and I stared at the trigger, my heart throbbing painfully in the base of my throat. ‘No mention of my Will, was there? But who did all the hard work for this? Staying back day after day and for what? To get erased.’ Her eyes shone. ‘I hate them all, the bastards.’


      ‘But Will wasn’t erased! Everyone is talking about him!’


      Her mouth trembled. ‘Yeah, about how he’s a murderer!’


      I took a deep breath, deciding it was probably best not to point out that he was, in fact, exactly that. I concentrated on low, regular breathing, trying to steady my heartbeat. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Or was it the other way around?


      ‘When everything we did was for the town.’ She dipped her head and, to my relief, the barrel dropped also, just a few inches. ‘It’s so unfair. So unfair.’


      I wondered if my collar would absorb some of the impact of a bullet. Then I suddenly realised that if I kept her talking, there was a chance of dissipating her anger and, with it, her desire for vengeance. I kept my voice low. ‘What happened? With Sam and Ned?’


      ‘We had no choice.’ She seemed to be staring at my collar. ‘Will came home and told me that they were still at the centre, and they’d discovered that Petar Majic had a daughter. A daughter! He didn’t seem to realise the implications.’ She looked up and I caught a glimmer of how she had been that night. Agitated, horrified, desperate. ‘I knew we had to stop them before it went too far. I mean, what if there were descendants? What if they took back Sheridan House? What of the Sheridan name?’ Her voice had risen and now she tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling. When she lowered her head again there were tears on her lashes. ‘So we went back to talk to them but they wouldn’t listen. Nothing I said made any difference. They were excited. So I crushed sleeping tablets and put them in their tea.’


      ‘Then … you must have brought the pills with you.’


      ‘No, that’s the funny thing.’ She laughed, a brittle sound. ‘I’d filled a script that day and they were still in the car. Imovane. They’re very effective. Do you sleep well?’


      ‘Ah, probably not so much after this.’


      ‘I recommend them. Really. I used to take Temaze, but these are much better.’


      ‘Um … okay. But, Leisl, that means it wasn’t premeditated! That’s a defence!’


      She grimaced. ‘It probably got a little premeditated after I knocked them out, when I had to convince Will. He knew I was right, though. I mean, what else could we do?’


      ‘Not kill them?’


      ‘And that attitude is the reason you’re here.’ She lowered the rifle and lined up my right foot, then my left, almost absentmindedly. ‘I gave it a lot of thought, you know. Even sat in Will’s office and drew up a list of pros and cons. Then, when it became clear they’d backed us into a corner, I put together a plan of action. Even found that note we used for Ned – it was from when I asked him to help me with my database last month. It’s the six P’s, you know. Prior preparation prevents piss-poor performance. I learnt that in the army.’


      ‘You were in the army?’


      She nodded proudly. ‘Many years ago. I was in transport.’


      ‘Transport?’ I put a hand up to my neck. ‘So you know cars. Which means you –’


      ‘For someone who just won an award, you’re quite slow,’ said Leisl snidely. She lifted the rifle to point it at a kneecap. ‘Yes, of course it was me at the cemetery. Took two seconds to sever your brake cable. Would’ve worked, too, if it wasn’t for that headwind.’


      I stared at the rifle, a little relieved that it was now threatening my knees rather than my feet. They’d been playing up recently anyway. But then limbs in general were preferable to the face. I’d rather use a cane than a balaclava, if I survived. I hiccupped wetly just as a door slammed in the arcade. It was followed by a woman’s voice. Leisl pulled the rifle up and narrowed her eyes. I stilled as I considered my options. There weren’t many.


      ‘And so Sally told me to use custard powder,’ said the latest Svetlana clearly. There was the metallic jingle of keys and a padlock being snapped into position. ‘Of course I said don’t be bloody ridiculous. That’s crazy talk.’


      ‘She can be a little experimental,’ replied Jill Hansen.


      ‘There’s a big difference between experiment and insanity,’ said Svetlana firmly. ‘Speaking of insanity, how about Willy Akermann, hey? There’s a turn-up for the books.’


      My eyes widened as Leisl’s narrowed even more. Her aim was set around the bridge of my nose. I’d heard that was a particularly vulnerable area. Why hadn’t I become a helmet person, rather than just hat?


      The sound of their heels clip-clopping down the arcade accompanied Jill’s reply. ‘I know. I’m still in shock. He always seemed so pleasant. Leisl, on the other hand, now she can be a bit of a bitch. Never know what you’re going to get.’


      ‘Probably another custard-powder fan,’ said Svetlana wittily. They both laughed as the footsteps faded. I guessed they were heading towards Sheridan House and all the festivities.


      ‘I don’t bake,’ said Leisl. Her lower lip was trembling, and the rifle had dropped again.


      ‘Neither do I. Besides, I hate custard.’ I hesitated for a moment and then took a slow step to one side. The rifle immediately jerked back.


      ‘Don’t you move. Don’t you dare move.’


      ‘Okay. Okay.’ I held up my hands. ‘Ah, Leisl, you do know it’s all fine now? That the research turned out to be a good thing, not a bad thing? Sheridan House isn’t under threat, the reputation of your family is intact, and –’


      ‘Who cares? That means nothing to me now. It’s too late.’ She leant against the sink and freed one hand briefly to wipe at her eyes. ‘Anyway I know all that. My uncle told me last night. Do you know he was the only one to ring me? Everyone else is pretending I don’t exist.’


      ‘Maybe they just don’t know what to say.’


      ‘They didn’t seem to have any problem.’ She jerked her head towards the arcade. ‘And your bloody discovery just makes things worse anyway. At least if there’d been other descendants and they’d sued for everything, then I could have said I told you so. That we’d tried. But now …’ She petered off and then gulped moistly. ‘Now they don’t want to know me. After everything we’ve done for this town. One mistake and that’s it.’


      ‘In all fairness, it was a doozy.’


      He eyes narrowed again. ‘Do you have a death wish?’


      ‘I think I must.’ I thought of my girls, especially Quinn, who was still so young, and Scarlet and Lucy, who were going to need me. ‘Leisl, I’m going to be a grandmother.’


      ‘So what? Are you trying to rub it in?’


      As far as I knew, the accepted wisdom around dealing with killers was to personalise yourself, make it harder to be seen as an object. But what did you do when it was personal? My lips were dry. I dragged my eyes from the barrel. ‘How did you know I’d be here?’


      ‘I didn’t.’ She smiled, as if expecting me to share her pleasure at this stroke of luck. ‘I was deciding whether to go scout out the area first or just start shooting – making sure I kept one round for you, of course.’ She kicked at a small duffle bag by her feet and I could see a jumble of black rifle magazines. She ran her hand down the barrel admiringly. ‘This is an SLR. A self-loading rifle. Fires 7.62 rimless NATO rounds. Same as an M60 machine gun.’


      ‘Impressive.’


      ‘Then suddenly I hear someone coming and it’s you! I couldn’t believe it!’


      I didn’t bother replying. If I survived this, I was going to have a catheter inserted.


      ‘But after I kill you, I’m going there. There are a few others who have really pissed me off.’


      ‘Leisl, you can still stop this. It’s not too late.’


      ‘And live while my Will takes the blame? Have people avoid me? Call me insane?’


      ‘What do you think’s going to happen after you shoot up half the town? Isn’t that rather proving the point?’


      ‘Whatever.’ She shrugged, the rifle nodding in agreement. ‘At least I’ll have the pleasure of seeing your brains splatter all over the wall.’


      I flinched. It didn’t sound so attractive to me. I also sensed that my time was running out. There wasn’t much more to say and her resolve hadn’t faltered. But maybe her nerve had, otherwise why was she so willing to talk? She didn’t seem the type for deferred gratification. ‘You don’t want to do this. Not really.’


      ‘Yes, I do. I really do!’ The rifle snapped into position and her finger tightened.


      It was now or never; with no time to think. I leapt to the side and then forward in a smoothly rapid movement that surprised even me. For a moment I caught sight of my face in the mirror behind her head. My eyes were bullet-holes in bleach. Then I was pushing her with all my might and we were staggering sideways. She hit the edge of the porcelain sink with a thud that echoed up her body and the rifle went off.


      The sound was deafeningly loud. Waves of pain ricocheted up my ear canals and into my skull. The recoil had thrown us both further off-balance and I grabbed onto the side of the sink to stop from falling. I could see Leisl’s mouth moving but couldn’t understand. She heaved the rifle up as she straightened so I pushed her again, this time forward, then leapt over the duffel bag and ran for the door.


      Outside, the lights in the distance were like a beacon. I began running towards them before I even thought, but suddenly realised I was leading Leisl, and her self-loading rifle, towards the biggest crowd that had ever gathered in our town. Including everybody I loved. I came to an abrupt halt at the end of the arcade and ducked desperately to the left, down a narrow lane that backed onto the shops. Rubbish bins lined the gravelled kerb, most with their lids back, indicating that they had been emptied that day. I thought about clambering into one but that would require more nimbleness than I had been capable of for many years. Instead I ran past about five shops and dodged into an alcove filled with cardboard boxes. I dropped to my knees and scrambled behind them, heart pounding.


      I twisted myself into a sitting position and pulled my knees up, holding them tight against my chest, nudging the bottom of my collar. I realised I had lost my hat at some stage, probably back in the bathroom, but I wasn’t going back. Dead woman found in arcade. Nice hat. Music floated from the fairground but it seemed like it belonged to another world. Then I could hear her footsteps, hard against the tiled arcade. There was no hurry there, just purpose; each one matched by the throbbing in my ears. They stopped.


      ‘I know you’ve gone down the alley,’ said Leisl conversationally. ‘So you may as well show yourself. Get it over and done with.’


      I closed my eyes, willing my heartbeat to slow. It was so loud. In through the nose, out through the mouth. It took me a moment to realise that there was another sound alongside my breathing, a whispery panting that came from the far corner. I opened my eyes to stare into the shadows and two luminous crimson orbs stared back. My heart did a reverse pike in the closed position. I was about to be devoured by a werewolf.


      Leisl’s footsteps recommenced. ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are.’


      Either devoured by a werewolf or shot by a lunatic; neither of which appealed. A globule of fear surged, only to be swallowed in a gulp. The eyes moved sideways, as if they could also see Leisl, perhaps through a gap in the cardboard boxes. The crimson was fading now, becoming more of a transparent glint than a glow. They returned, settled, and then the creature began to move steadily towards me.


      ‘Come out, come out …’


      It was a dog. Black, with a grey grizzled snout and stocky build. I stared, mesmerised, as it stopped about two feet away and then sat, watching me, panting gently. I recognised it, vaguely, and embraced the awareness that it wasn’t a threat.


      ‘I’m getting tired of this game.’


      The real threat, with its singsong menace, was moving closer. I maintained eye contact with my companion, drawing an odd sense of comfort from its presence. If I could have, I would have wrapped my arms around its neck and buried my face in the dusty fur.


      ‘Hey, you wouldn’t be behind those boxes by any chance, would you?’


      I stiffened, and the dog whipped its head forward and licked my hand, its tongue like damp sandpaper. Before I could react, it leapt to its feet and bounded out. Almost immediately I heard Leisl gasp and the rifle rang out once, twice. I pressed back against the wall, twisting my face away. Cheers erupted in the distance and I realised that the revellers thought it was part of the festivities. Perhaps the rider returning for an encore.


      I needed to concentrate. There was no real space to mourn the animal with the wise eyes who had just licked my hand, because I myself probably only had minutes to live. I was tempted just to remain where I was, accept the inevitable. Instead I forced myself into action one last time. There was only one direction to go. I crawled quickly and quietly and a little frantically into the far corner, from where the dog had emerged minutes ago. It was not until I settled that I became aware of a low, steady growling from the alley. I blinked, and then bent forward to peer through the narrow gap.


      Leisl was on the ground, curled into the foetal position, with trembling hands covering her face. The rifle lay abandoned nearby. Above her stood the dog, emitting that throaty rumble. It was rigid, on high alert, and as Leisl moved one hand, just slightly, its head ducked forward and the growl intensified into a warning. Instantly, she stilled again.


      My wonderment was matched by delight that the dog had survived, and both were quickly followed by the ballooning realisation that I might get through this. It took my breath away. I put one hand against the wall so that I could rise, and then dropped it again as I heard the sound of running footsteps.


      ‘Stop! Police! Stay right where you are!’


      The dog whipped its head towards the voices and waited for a few seconds, as if it wanted the owners to come into sight before taking off. I watched through the gap as it bounded down the alley and then snapped my gaze back to where Ashley Armistead and the hatchet-faced policeman were coming to a stop by Leisl. They too had been watching the dog but now they turned their attention to the woman at their feet. Hatchet picked up the rifle and cracked it open while Ashley knelt to handcuff Leisl. He dragged her hands away from her face and flipped her onto her stomach.


      ‘Leisl Akermann, you are under arrest for murder.’


      My eyes widened. They knew, had already known, and she had been the one they had all been looking for earlier. I kept perfectly still.


      Leisl lifted her head so that she could speak. ‘What about my Miranda rights?’


      ‘You watch too much TV. This isn’t America.’


      Ashley hauled her up and she staggered sideways before he steadied her. Hatchet came over and looked down the alley again. ‘Christ! What was with that dog?’


      ‘I want it destroyed!’ said Leisl in a voice that shook. There was a small piece of gravel embedded in the skin by her upper lip. ‘It could have killed me!’


      ‘We’ll talk about that down at the station,’ said Ashley. He glanced over his shoulder towards Sheridan House and I guessed that he did not want an audience. Leisl tried to jerk away and he tightened his grip. ‘We can do this the hard way or the easy way. Either means you’re accompanying us to the station. Your choice.’


      This was the moment I should show myself. Leap nimbly around the boxes and declare my presence. Hey there, Ash, just passing and thought I’d drop in. Oh, and Leisl here just tried to kill me. Instead I stayed still, not just because the moment of revelation felt daunting, but because I didn’t want to be anywhere near Leisl ever again. Didn’t want to see her, or smell her, or even talk about her. I knew I had to come forward sooner or later, but I’d far rather later. Remaining still wasn’t a conscious decision, but rather a mix of procrastination and avoidance that delayed action until it was too late.


      Between them, the two policemen walked Leisl back up the alley and out of my sight. I knew that they had turned into the arcade by the crisp sound of shoes on tiles, soon becoming swallowed by its own echo.


      I wondered how long I had before she told them of my presence. Maybe they would find my hat in the bathroom. I rather hoped so, because I liked that hat. I’d have to make a statement, explain why I had remained hidden. Perhaps I could say I fainted with fear. Or maybe I could just tell them the truth: that I had been kept in a state of terror for what felt like hours but was probably only twenty minutes, come within a hair’s breadth of being killed, been stalked and shot at, and then witnessed a miracle that I couldn’t get my head around, even now. All I wanted was to return to my family, sit without speaking, listen, nurse a glass of wine, or two, and let my heartbeat steady into something that didn’t hurt when I breathed. I wanted that desperately, almost as desperately as five minutes ago I had wanted to live.


      Nevertheless I remained where I was for quite some time, sitting behind a stack of cardboard boxes in an alleyway, listening to the music and merriment in the distance; unable to muster the physical and mental competencies required. And hoping, also, that the dog would return.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      


      Love your work.


      


      The table occupancy had evolved, as it often did during functions like these. Ruby, Red and Lucy had moved to an adjacent, abandoned setting and were playing some type of bump-the-mobile-phone game with a few friends. They all laughed as Lucy’s pink-covered iPhone juddered its way across the table and then slowly mounted a white flip-top. Quinn was nowhere to be seen but the rides were still in full swing, literally, so I gathered she was at the oval. Yen was also absent, no doubt having infiltrated other company. Only Petra and Scarlet remained as original incumbents of our table, but they had been joined by Deb and Lew. The gleaming silver trophy sat in pride of place, containing two empty champagne bottles that told me how they had been spending their time.


      I stood by a floodlight for a while, watching them. Behind me the podium had now been turned into a dance floor and an energetic band was playing the closing bars of the Bee Gees’ ‘Stayin’ Alive’, which seemed quite apt. All they had to do was follow with ‘I Will Survive’. Instead they launched into a slow song and the gyrating couples either moved together or wandered from the dance floor, laughing. Two of those remaining, I now realised, were Yen and Uncle Jim. I wondered how his wife felt about that.


      It all felt a little surreal, almost sacrilegious, having so recently made eye contact with death to be now in the midst of a swirl of light and sound and gaiety. Leisl would be sitting in one of those echoing interview rooms, staring into a future so removed from my present that it was near impossible to imagine. No doubt she was also full of resentment for having not shot me when she had the chance. I shivered.


      ‘Nell!’ Petra was waving her arm.


      I took a deep breath and began to weave my way among the tables.


      ‘Where the hell have you been?’


      ‘You’ll never guess.’ I sank into a chair and smiled at Deb and Lew. His cheeks were shining. ‘Hello, you two. Celebrating the award?’


      ‘We stopped celebrating that one bottle ago,’ said Lew as he poured me a glass. ‘Now we’re just celebrating life.’


      I took the glass and held it up. ‘I’ll drink to that.’


      ‘Where’s your hat?’ asked Petra.


      I put a hand up to my head, ran a hand through my hair. ‘I must have dropped it.’


      ‘So what won’t we guess?’ asked Scarlet, leaning forward.


      ‘Is it what I think it is? Is that how you lost your hat?’ Petra grinned, and then glanced at her watch. ‘Although you’ve been gone for quite a while. That seems a little, well, indulgent.’


      Deb raised her eyebrows. ‘This sounds interesting.’


      ‘Nothing like that,’ I said shortly. I took a sip of wine and then another. When I put the glass down they were all still looking at me.


      ‘Well?’ prompted Petra.


      ‘Ah, I went to the bathroom …’ I let the words tail off, not sure how to start. Or whether to start at all.


      ‘Breaking news,’ said Scarlet.


      ‘All this time?’ questioned Lew. ‘What the hell did you have to eat?’


      Behind us, Red broke into peals of laughter that faltered into a snort, and then the rest of her table joined in. I had another drink.


      Petra was frowning now. ‘Spit it out.’


      ‘Not literally,’ added Lew, pretending to recoil.


      ‘I went to the bathroom and then saw Leisl Akermann leaving with the police.’ I looked around the table and was rewarded by their expressions. ‘They arrested her.’


      ‘Oh my god,’ said Deb.


      Lew nodded slowly. ‘Yep, makes sense. I’m not that surprised.’


      ‘I told you he couldn’t have done it by himself!’ Petra sat back with a satisfied smirk. ‘I said he didn’t have it in him.’


      ‘And you were right.’


      Deb pushed back her chair. ‘You’ll have to excuse me. I’d better go tell James.’


      ‘Did she put up a fight?’ asked Scarlet. ‘Resist arrest?’


      I shook my head. ‘I couldn’t see much from where I was but it didn’t look like it.’


      Scarlet began telling a story about a young woman in Fitzroy who had resisted arrest and ended up being charged with that rather than the original crime. Laughter continued to erupt at the nearby table and she kept glancing over, as if torn between them and us. Poised between youth and adulthood. She finished her story and gave in, scraping her chair over the concrete to squeeze between two of her sisters.


      ‘What a mess.’ Lew spoke in a low voice. ‘All for nothing. A bloody waste.’


      ‘I actually feel a little sorry for her,’ said Petra. ‘For them both. Despite everything.’


      Lew nodded, staring at his wine. Then he pushed his wheelchair away from the table. ‘Enough of this. We’re supposed to be having fun. Who wants to dance?’


      Petra grinned. ‘Dance?’


      ‘Yes, bloody dance. What, you think I can’t? Is that because I’m white?’


      She laughed. ‘But of course. So how about you prove me wrong?’


      And just like that I was alone. I refilled my glass and sat back, drinking in the ambience along with the wine. In the far corner, Darcy’s table was empty but for the centre candle, which still flickered fitfully. But it didn’t matter and I didn’t mind. There was too much else to look forward to. On Monday I would be given the chance to look through the shops, and I fully expected the rooms themselves to tell me whether we were a good fit. On Monday I would also be ringing James Sheridan, now that we were buddies, and suggesting something more to commemorate Sam Emerson and Ned Given. A perpetual trophy, even if it could double as a punchbowl, was not enough. I also wanted to find out what was happening about the cemetery, and the fact Petar was still alone. On Monday, finally, I would be getting rid of my collar. No doubt by then I would have paid yet another visit to the police station to give my latest statement beneath Ashley’s disapproving gaze. But when all was said and done, and being laboriously typed by Matthew, that was his problem, not mine. Ninety-eight per cent of people impressed as local woman ties up loose ends of baffling case. Uses double knot.


      This last police statement would also free me from direct involvement in the case. No doubt I would be called as a witness if Will and Leisl pleaded not guilty, which I rather suspected would be the case, but we were no longer playing hunt-the-killer. I didn’t know where I stood with Ashley, or even if there was anything on the table. Perhaps my recalcitrance had put him off. If it hadn’t, and the table was cleared (preferably in one grandiose sweep, just like in the movies), then I wasn’t even sure that I wanted more than a repeat of the other morning. Or maybe he himself was a complication best avoided. After all, I was about to become a grandmother and my moral compass should probably be lifted accordingly. Either that or it could stay where it was, relatively steady with just the occasional surge, and the grandkids, both the one who I would definitely see growing up and the one which I fervently hoped I would, would just see me living life. Grabbing opportunities with both hands.


      The band switched to ‘We Are Family’, and I hummed along for a while, my foot tapping to what I thought, with my chronic tone-deafness, was the beat. I twisted to glance at the adjacent table. I loved seeing my girls together like this, joyful, without bickering. I hoped, as they got older, they would realise they had an instant support system in place. As annoying as Petra could be, she was also my closest friend and had been most of my adult life. My girls possessed that times four. It was a gift; one that each of them would need greatly at different times in their life. Ruby needed it now, and Lucy would need it soon.


      I turned back and played with the stem of my glass. Over on the dance floor, people were clapping along as the band thumped out the lyrics. We. Are. Fam-ily. I’d nearly died tonight. Somebody wanted to kill me. The words tasted bizarre. I should find Grace June Rae and ask her what her black dog had looked like, the one she had been feeding. Had it been stocky, with a greying snout and perceptive eyes? Had it looked just like the one in the photo, standing beside Petar Majic and Mate? And the one that was part of a family portrait a few years later, after he had gone, with Matija’s hand resting lightly on its grizzled fur?


      I wasn’t going to ask her, though, because I didn’t want to know. I preferred to believe, as incredible as it seemed, that Petar Majic’s dog had returned to guard his legacy. My life was saved as a favour, given I started the ball rolling. I knew it was fanciful, but so incredibly comforting. Not least because after the last two weeks, with all the unfolding research, I felt like Petar was family himself. Which was ironic, since I was probably one of the few people around that he wasn’t related to.


      Then there were Kata and Matija. Both had resonated, in very different ways. Lives that had been lived over a century ago. Their stories didn’t really matter anymore and yet they had come to matter a great deal. Perhaps because their fates had been peeled back to reveal the same vulnerabilities that had plagued women throughout time. I knew them well. Yet they had balanced loss with strength, misfortune with resourcefulness. I was going to get a copy of their portrait and have it framed for my own home. My new home. Somehow the thought that I had done right by them, after all this time, meant that everything would come right for me too.
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        This book is dedicated to Andrea (Angie) Storm, my BFF before the term was even invented, and to Nikki and Cassie, who could do a lot worse than take after their mother.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      
        There are secrets in the sleepy town of Majic, where the past trips over the present. And then looks the other way.


        Ilsa Evans

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Epilogue

      


      The plane dipped one wing, as if paying respect, and Norfolk Island was revealed in all its panoramic glory. A narrow frame of frothy white rimmed the island, caressing the jutting outcrops and tossing against cliffs. Pine trees were everywhere, blanketing some areas and studding others as if holding them in place. The juxtaposition of vibrant colours was an assault on the senses. Sapphire seas patched with azure, coffee cliffs, puddles of emerald grass, forest-green pine.


      I sat back as the plane straightened. It was going to be a week of relaxation, sampling the local produce, hiking up Mount Pitt, a little bit of fishing, a little bit of sightseeing, a little bit of sex. Probably not in that order. An unforeseen benefit had been the information, courtesy of my mother, that a few of our ancestors had been among the first settlers here, before being unceremoniously uprooted and sent to Van Diemen’s Land. But I planned on doing a bit of research while I was here. Taking some photos of the original habitations for the girls, along with a sense of their history.


      ‘Penny for them,’ said Ashley, proffering a bag of cashews.


      I took two and chewed thoughtfully. ‘The island’s so beautiful that I was just wondering how willing my ancestors were to leave. Maybe they always thought they’d return but were prevented by fate. Or the authorities. Maybe they even left traces, like a –’


      ‘Note left in a secret spot? Written in code?’


      ‘Ah, not quite.’


      ‘Oh god. Please don’t tell me we’re going to spend the week playing detective. Looking for a mystery.’


      I snapped on my seatbelt and then shrugged. ‘In all honesty, I don’t actually spend a lot of time looking for them. I don’t have to. They just seem to find me themselves.’

    

  


  
    
      
        About Nefarious Doings: A Nell Forrest Mystery

      


      Nefarious Doings: A Nell Forrest Mystery by Ilsa Evans


      


      Welcome to the sleepy town of Majic, where neighbourhood watch is a killer …


      


      For Nell Forrest, life in the little town of Majic is not going smoothly. One of her five daughters has just swapped university for fruit-picking, another is about to hit puberty, while a third keeps leaving aggrieved messages on the answering machine. On top of all this, her mother is infuriating and it’s only been a matter of months since Nell lost her husband of twenty-five years. It’s no surprise, then, that she is even struggling to write her weekly column.


      


      But the floodgates of inspiration are about to swing open, almost knocking her out in the process. Murder and mayhem, arson and adultery, dungeons, death threats and disappearances are just around the corner. Despite Nell’s abysmal aptitude for investigative work, she manages to shine the light on the local Richard III Society and that’s when things really start to heat up. Throw in some suspicious widows, nosy neighbours, a canine witness, plus a detective who is getting a little closer than he should, and it’s clear that nefarious doings are well and truly afoot. 


      


      Nefarious Doings is the first book in Ilsa Evans’ new Nell Forrest Mystery series. The second is Ill-Gotten Gains.


      


      “Funny and heartwarming, Nefarious Doings kept me turning the pages until its surprising but entirely satisfying conclusion, when I found myself sad to leave Nell and the town. I'm eagerly looking forward to the next instalment.”


      - Di Blacklock


      


      For more information, please visitmomentumbooks.com.au/books/nefarious-doings-a-nell-forrest-mystery/.
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