
  
    
      
        About Ilsa Evans

      


      Ilsa Evans was born in the Dandenongs, east of Melbourne, in 1960 and enjoyed a blissful childhood that has provided absolutely no material for writing purposes. Fortunately adulthood served her better in this regard. After spending time in an eclectic range of employment, from the military to health promotion to seaside libraries, she returned to tertiary studies and completed a doctorate on the long-term effects of domestic violence in 2005. She has now settled into an occasionally balanced blend of teaching, public speaking and writing and lives in a perpetually partially renovated house, not far from where she was born, that is held upright by a labyrinth of bookshelves.


      Ilsa is the author of eleven books in a variety of genres, including two murder mysteries in the Nell Forrest Mysteries series. She also contributes to several newspapers and online journals on social issues and won the Eliminating Violence Against Women (EVA) Award for online journalism in 2011.

    

  


  
    
      
        About Nefarious Doings

      


      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 NellForrest Mysteryseries. The second is Ill-Gotten Gains.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter One

      


      I am emailing to thank you for your wonderful Middle-aged Spread column – especially the last one about how the meaning of the term ‘wee hours’ changes over time. Boy, can I relate! But my husband and I have missed your occasional ‘Notes on Marriage’. Very funny. Please bring them back!


      


      The fire was just a crimson fingerprint on the horizon, with a glow that leaked across the pre-dawn gloom. At this distance it had a warmth reminiscent of campfires, or the cast-iron depths of pot-belly stoves. Even the scent seemed rather benign, just lacing the breeze with a hint of burnt toast. Sourdough preferably, a crusty piece that poked against the toaster elements, calling for ridged curls of butter, and maybe honey, or farm-fresh raspberry jam.


      The kettle began to shriek, cutting across my reverie. I let it go for a while, simply because I could, and then closed the living-room window before padding barefoot into the kitchen to make coffee. Elixir of the gods. As an afterthought I pulled out the toaster and dropped in two pieces of fat white bread. I glanced back towards the window while I waited, trying to calculate how far away the fire was. Nine or ten kilometres perhaps, maybe a little more.


      With breakfast in hand, I propped myself on the armrest of the couch. It was a little awkward, but the view was an excellent source of inspiration. A canopy of gums curving down towards the town of Majic; manna gums, scribbly gums and the towering blue gums among which I would sometimes spot a lone koala feeding lazily. And I needed inspiration, soon, to build a column around. Something, anything, otherwise all I had was the joys of solitude and I was pretty sure I’d written about that already, at least once. The stupid thing was that this was one of the easy-column weeks, not like the monthly segments which included a carefully selected smorgasbord of reader responses. Those required a significant investment of time; this piddly five hundred words should have been accomplished in my spare time. Especially with all that joyous solitude.


      I took a sip of coffee and willed my mind to go blank; something that always seemed effortless when I was in the supermarket, or standing at the ATM, or trying to come up with a perfect retort to put offspring in their place, but impossible when required. Instead, thoughts churned like butter: must ring Lucy about her exam, must defrag computer, must check Quinn’s uniform, must put a bra on, must decorate the Christmas tree, must find out what defrag means, must write bloody column.


      The distant glow was fading now, consumed by the gluttonous orange-yellow of the rising sun. I wondered if the fire was in bushland – hopefully under control – or somebody’s house. And this latter thought was followed by the oily realisation that somewhere, perhaps, right this very moment a family was being devastated. Clustered on the nature strip, faces streaked with ash and worry. Or counting heads, coming up short and being torn asunder, from the inside out.


      I felt my eyes glisten, stupidly, even as they slid across to our most recent family portrait. All dressed in white against a crisp burgundy background, everyone laughing. My gaze lingered on Darcy, his hand resting on my shoulder. There was something I could write about: the heaviness of absence, like saddlebags. I could tell how yesterday, while trying to decorate the Christmas tree, I’d been sucker-punched by an image of him testing the tangled lights last year. Or maybe I could simply discuss how illusionary it was, that absence was a presence in itself; so much so that I might as well set it a place at the dinner table.


      But I wouldn’t write about any of that. I transferred my gaze to the still-naked tree and forced myself to also recall how much he’d grumbled about the damn lights. How I'd had to postpone my own tasks in order to become his assistant, a job that primarily called for the provision of intermittent praise, coffee, and a captive audience for his lecture on primary prevention. I’d thought then, as I often did, that next time it’d be easier just to do it myself. I closed my eyes, then swallowed the memory and turned away. Perhaps that’s what started the fire over there. Christmas lights, incorrectly stored, the owners paying the price for a laissez-faire attitude to the principles of primary prevention.


      I shivered instinctively before transferring my mug so that I could reach down to rap my knuckles on the wooden coffee table. Coffee slopped across my toast, instantly transforming Loretta Emerson's Gourmet Seeded Raspberry Jam (75% fruit!) into something more at home in a pathology lab.


      ‘Shit.’ I put the plate down and used the front of my baggy T-shirt to dab at the bottom of the mug. The doorbell rang and I started, soaking my cleavage with hot coffee that instantly spread to bracket both breasts. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’


      The doorbell rang again and I rose, holding my clammy T-shirt away from my skin. I could now see bare breasts streaked with shiny coffee rivulets, just above a rounded belly that jiggled cheerfully as I began walking towards the front door. I looked away, not just because the sight wasn’t particularly appealing, but with the way my luck was running I’d probably walk straight into a doorjamb and knock myself out. Middle-aged woman found unconscious. Police suspect foul play.


      The grandfather clock in the hall confirmed my suspicion that it was a little early for callers so I stood on tiptoe to peer through the brass peephole that was set about fifteen centimetres too high. On the porch was a girl, slim with a mess of brown bed-hair, her back to the door as she stared towards a puffy plume of smoke. The crimson glow had now all but vanished, drowned by daylight.


      ‘Quinn!’ I threw the door open for my youngest daughter. ‘What on earth?’


      She turned, grinned. ‘Sorry, I forgot my key. You weren’t asleep, were you?’


      ‘No, but that’s not what I meant. You’re supposed to be up the road at Caitlin’s.’


      ‘Yeah, I woke early. Got bored.’ Quinn pushed past me and dropped her backpack beside the grandfather clock before heading towards the kitchen. She continued talking, her voice floating over her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, I left a note. Did you see there’s a fire somewhere? What’s for breakfast?’


      I shut the front door and followed. ‘You can make toast if you want. For me too.’


      Quinn was already slipping bread into the toaster. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Are you, like, practising for a wet T-shirt contest?’


      ‘I spilt my coffee.’ I plucked my T-shirt forward again and fanned it, which accomplished very little.


      Quinn worked briskly, putting together a hot chocolate to go with her toast, cleaning as she went. Sometimes I couldn’t quite believe she was mine, with her efficiency, her sufficiency, her equilibrium. This thirteen-year-old girl, the last of five, the afterthought, who seemed to have taken the best of each. The confidence and capability of the eldest two, Scarlet and Ruby, along with the diligence of Red and the mellow empathy of Lucy. And while she certainly wasn’t the favourite – because there were no favourites – even so her personality, her supportiveness, the ease of her upbringing made Quinn … special.


      ‘Where d’you reckon the fire is?’


      I took a plate of buttery toast and preceded her into the living room. ‘I don’t know. Hopefully not near Majic. Apart from anything else, the newspapers will fall over each other coming up with smartarse headlines. Like Flames Lick Majic. No, skip that one, it sounds a little … off.’


      ‘Or how about – Majic explodes!’


      ‘Hopefully not.’ I smiled, accustomed to our town’s name drawing more attention than the town itself. There was even a business on the main street whose stock in trade was the address, which they rented out to others. Apparently there was something very appealing about buying candles, or an online psychic reading, from a place called Majic. Ironically, the origin of the name was not mystical at all, but from a wealthy Ukrainian gentleman whose eccentricity had verged on madness. Legend had it that around the time of the gold rush, he rode out from Bendigo after a liquid lunch vowing that he would build his house at whichever spot he reached when the sun set. Construction took almost three years, with the enormity of the project resulting in the evolution of a town near the building site. When the man called Majic died only a few months after taking up residence, possibly due to his fondness for liquid lunches, the town called Majic continued regardless.


      ‘I reckon it’ll be over towards Axedale. Probably like an empty warehouse or something. Maybe squatters.’


      ‘Maybe.’ I nodded, eating toast slowly as I imagined the squatters huddling around a fire for warmth, only to fall asleep from exhaustion as the fire licked across the earthen floor.


      ‘I don’t think it’s going to catch on.’


      ‘What?’


      Quinn nodded towards my original plate, where the toast had now disintegrated. ‘Coffee and toast combined. Efficient, but it looks feral. LOL.’


      ‘Very funny.’


      ‘That’s what I said.’


      The conversation was halted by the sound of the doorbell ringing again. I frowned as I put down my toast but this time I didn’t bother checking the peephole as I have a robust theory about post-sunrise and nefarious doings, which holds that safety progresses along with the morning. I pulled the door open and then stared at the barefoot young woman standing on the doorstep, a wheeled duffel bag by her side. ‘Lucy!’


      ‘Hey, Mum.’ Lucy grinned and pushed forward to press herself against me briefly. ‘Sorry I’m early but my lift needed to be in Bendigo first thing. I brought you a present!’


      I took the little gift bag from her without dropping my gaze. ‘Thanks, but why are –’


      Lucy made fleeting eye contact before sliding her gaze to somewhere over my right shoulder. She had the same eyes as her father, a light blue-grey that appeared almost sightless when lost in thought. Now, however, they just looked furtive. ‘Yeah, well, something I need to tell you. Can we talk inside?’


      ‘I suppose –’


      ‘Great.’ Lucy flashed another grin before picking up the duffel bag and surging forward, striking my knee with a wheel as she passed. ‘Sorry, Mum. Hey ya, Quinn! Is that toast?’


      By the time I reached the living room once more, my second-youngest daughter was ensconced in the armchair, one leg hooked over the armrest, eating a piece of my toast. Her blonde hair was caught up in a messy bun, displaying an underside of streaky lilac. She was wearing what looked like pyjamas, with the top indicating a devil-may-care attitude towards support which, I thought grimly, she would regret in about twenty years. The same with the splash of colour visible around her ankle region; red and green, with thorns.


      ‘Hey, Mum, do you want me to decorate the tree for you?’ She waved towards the corner. ‘And how do you like your present?’


      Something was definitely up. I opened the gift bag and removed a lump of white tissue that unfurled to reveal a tiny toby jug, complete with gold-leaf rim. ‘Oh, Luce, it’s lovely.’


      ‘You can put it in the house.’ Lucy gestured to my doll’s house, sitting atop an antique tea trolley in the far corner. It was a Tudor-style residence of four cantilevered levels, with the uppermost set among the eaves. I had begun renovating it about seven months ago and the living room had been the latest room reveal, with fresh carpet, wallpaper and even three tiny ducks flying up one wall. And now a toby jug for the mantelpiece, between the two brass candlesticks. All that was needed was a little screen for the fire. Perhaps an embroidered one, with a walnut frame to match the skirting.


      ‘So how come you’re here?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘Yes.’ I turned away from the house and folded my arms. ‘You have that make-up exam tomorrow. First thing.’


      ‘Listen.’ Lucy straightened, the tattoo disappearing. ‘And just keep an open mind till I’ve finished, then I know you’ll understand.’


      ‘Want to bet?’


      ‘Five dollars,’ said Quinn, nursing her hot chocolate. ‘That she won’t. Actually, make it ten.’


      ‘Thanks. Very supportive.’


      ‘What can I say? I’m an entrepreneur. Nothing personal, Luce.’


      ‘Enough!’I took a deep breath. ‘Now –’


      ‘My best friend has breast cancer!’ announced Lucy. She nodded at our shocked expressions and then continued, looking grim. ‘That’s right. Breast cancer. She’s got a mammogram on Thursday.’


      ‘Oh my god, that’s awful.’ I took a step forward, put a hand on Lucy’s shoulder, and then pulled it away. ‘Hang on, a mammogram’s preliminary – has she actually been diagnosed?’


      ‘Not quite, but it’s a given.’ Lucy held out her fingers to make a circle the size of a dinner plate. ‘Like you should see this lump.’


      ‘Really?’


      She brought her fingers in, reducing the plate to a saucer. ‘No lie.’


      ‘What’s her name?’


      ‘Um, Melanie.’


      ‘I’ve never heard you mention a Melanie. And you’re always talking about your friends.’


      ‘Well, she’s more the friend of a friend. A best friend. But that’s not the point.’


      ‘Let me recap.’ I lowered myself onto the couch and crossed my legs. ‘The friend of a friend has found an anomaly that she will be getting checked out later next week. And this has had a negative impact on your ability to sit one single make-up exam tomorrow, without which you will fail your entire first year of university. Is that right?’


      Lucy frowned. ‘Well, yeah, but you make it sound stupid.’


      ‘Good lord, how on earth did I do that?’


      ‘What does the lump look like?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘Well, it’s sort of – I’m not quite …’ Lucy glanced towards my chest as she spoke, as if hoping for inspiration. She frowned, and then leant closer. ‘Mum, is your T-shirt wet? D’you know, I think I can see your nipple.’


      ‘Oh, vomit,’ said Quinn, nevertheless staring in that direction.


      I jumped up, tugging my T-shirt forward, which was rather unfortunate as it had, at some point, managed to adhere itself to my skin. I glared at Lucy, pain escalating my irritation. Mother of five culls offspring. Jury of her peers refuses to convict.


      ‘D’you want to get changed, Mum? I can’t concentrate with your top like that.’


      Further discussion was curtailed by the doorbell, again. Still holding the T-shirt away, I did a mental tally of remaining daughters. Scarlet – on duty in Melbourne; Ruby – most probably still asleep in the unit they shared; Red – halfway through an internship in London and due home for Christmas in two weeks. I grabbed a chiffon scarf from the hat stand and flung it around my neck, ensuring the ends draped over my chest, before pulling the door open. Police.


      My heart froze, solidified, and then sunk; my mouth opened, but no words emerged.


      ‘Eleanor Forrest?’ asked a young, ruddy-faced policeman with a blonde buzz-cut, his finger still on the doorbell. His older companion was a stocky fellow whose belly strained against his blue shirt.


      I nodded, stared.


      ‘I’m Constable Matthew Carstairs and this is Constable Drew Reynolds. Are you –’


      ‘My daughter’s a police officer,’ I blurted, as if this would make a difference. ‘Scarlet Blake-Forrest. She’s a constable as well, but in Melbourne. Tall, brown hair, looks a bit like Ana Ivanovic. You know, the tennis player?’


      The older one cleared his throat. ‘Are you the daughter of Mrs Lillian Forrest? Of Small Dairy Lane?’


      My eyes widened as I registered the implications. Relief surged upwards, like bile. The girls were okay, it was my mother. ‘What’s happened? Is she all right? Is she …’


      Lucy gasped from behind me. ‘Grandma?’


      ‘She’s okay,’ said the young policeman hurriedly. ‘That is, apart from some smoke inhalation. They’ll keep her in hospital for a while, to monitor her breathing, but she should be fine. See, there’s been a fire.’


      ‘A fire!’ And I knew. Not Axedale after all.


      Quinn pushed forward and waved towards the right, where the plume of smoke had now disappeared. ‘Was it the one over there? We saw that!’


      ‘God.’ I took a deep breath, picturing that fingerprint of fire, so distant, but so close. My mother. ‘But she’ll be okay. Do you know what caused it?’


      ‘Not sure yet but I’m afraid there’s been substantial damage to the house. And …’ He paused, exchanged glances with his partner. ‘Well, I understand your mother is widowed but does she, um, have a … companion?’


      I stared, stunned. For a moment I had a widescreen image of my mother – being companionable. I grimaced and shook my head. ‘Hell, no.’


      ‘You’re sure?’


      ‘Absolutely. Why?’


      ‘Well, it seems your mother wasn’t the only other person on the premises when the fire took hold. A man? Tallish? Uncertain of the age just yet.’


      ‘If you’re uncertain of his age,’ I said slowly, ‘does that mean …’


      He nodded. ‘We haven’t been able to talk to your mother yet but as soon as she’s up to it, we’ll be asking a few questions to ascertain his identity. In the meantime, could you let us know if you’ve anything to add?’


      I took the card the sergeant offered and stared down at the Victoria Police crest. ‘So … she could have died.’


      ‘Yes, it was very fortunate that a neighbour spotted the fire, rang 000, and got her out through a window.’ The older policeman dropped his eyes for a moment and then blinked.‘Yes. Very fortunate indeed.’


      ‘But not for the –’


      ‘No, afraid not.’


      After promising that I would get in touch with any information, I closed the door behind the two policemen and then stared at Lucy and Quinn while I tried to process everything. 


      ‘So, the guy’s dead?’ asked Lucy, breaking the silence.


      ‘Yes, it seems that way. Whoever he was.’


      ‘Like, I don’t know what’s most shocking,’ said Quinn, taking the business card and examining it. ‘That we just had the police here, or that Grandma’s house burnt down, or that she had a boyfriend. Or that he’s dead.’


      ‘Perhaps it was the sex,’ added her sister. ‘You know, like sparks flew. Ignited.’


      ‘That’s enough.’


      ‘Or maybe he spontaneously combusted. It can happen.’


      ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘And I suppose you have a best friend who had a friend who spontaneously combusted, which is another reason you’re here instead of studying for your exam.’


      ‘Mum, really?’ Lucy shook her head. ‘Is now the time for sarcasm? With your mother in hospital? Homeless? And by the way, that scarf is see-through so I can still see your nipple.’


      I resisted the urge to look down, not wanting to know. ‘Don’t think I’ve finished with you. We’ll talk later. For now just go put on some shoes. And, Quinn, brush your hair. Quickly.’


      As the girls left, I hurried to my bedroom where I tugged jeans and a shirt from the wardrobe. I knew that the man, the dead man, was not my mother’s partner, or boyfriend, or whatever anyone wanted to call it. I knew this as surely as I knew that my mother was not a widow either, never had been. I also knew that it was unlikely he was a welcome visitor, as my mother, despite belonging to several social groups, was not a fan of inviting people over. ‘Thank you, but I don’t do guests,’ she had said only last week, emphatically, when one of her grandchildren suggested that she entertain for her upcoming birthday.


      I took a moment to sponge the coffee from my breasts and then dressed, only slowing when I caught sight of Darcy smiling at me lopsidedly from our wedding picture on the dressing-table. I stared, wanting, needing to make contact, before dragging my gaze towards the mirror. I looked pale, so pale that my dark, stupidly curly hair seemed even darker and my eyes looked huge. A little Botticelli, or a middle-aged Rembrandt. Certainly my figure was more Renaissance than contemporary anyway, so it matched the whole theme. Who knew shock could be so flattering? This last thought reminded me that my mother was in hospital, and a man was dead. ‘Thank you, but I don’t do guests,’ she had said. Which was just as well, given the circumstances.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Two

      


      Your ‘Bite Me’ column last week on the sandwich generation resonated so much that I stuck it on the fridge for inspiration. But then one of the kids tore off the heading to use on a ransom note and my father used the rest to jot down a phone message. Which I suppose says it all …


      


      My mother was a woman thwarted by life. Coming into the world just as her parents were hit hard by the Depression, she had been raised with all the responsibilities of money but with little of the benefits. Ironically, being home-schooled by her father gave her a superior education to what was offered to her peers, but it counted for little when she eloped with the son of the local butcher. It was probably the only time that Lillian Antoinette Forrest nee Milner let her heart rule her head and was regretted soon after. The marriage, always a bad fit, lasted for six long years and resulted in two daughters and a lifelong aversion to red meat.


      She christened me Eleanor Aquitaine, after a woman dead for nearly nine hundred years. It was a little intimidating to have a namesake who was one of the most beautiful, learned celebrities of her day, as well as queen of France and England, one after the other, and who birthed ten children, of whom three became kings, two queens, two dukes, two countesses and one duchess. So far I hadn't even managed to get one through university. And by all accounts she had lovely smooth hair. An overachiever, my father declared, choosing instead to call me Nell. The name stuck even though he didn’t, eventually leaving not just his family but also the country, and putting optimum miles between us by moving to the other side of the world. He was very much alive when last heard from, married to a Cornish lass named Edie and the father of numerous offspring with sensible, single-syllable names such as Bob, Dave and Jane.


      My mother, left to raise two children, rose to the task by sinking all her spare energy and capital into a bookshop in town. Nowadays, having expanded into the shop next door, Renaissance was not just a new and second-hand purveyor of books but a cafe and a place to buy local produce. It also hosted various book and reading groups as well as committee meetings for my mother’s two personal favourites, the local chapter of the Richard III Society and the Majic Women’s Guild. Despite nearing seventy, she was showing no signs of slowing, still spending every day at the shop alongside her staff, as well as having her finger in so many local pies that she seemed an essential ingredient.


      Which was why I was taken aback to find her looking so small, so diminished, in the hospital bed. It is one thing to know somebody is incapacitated, but quite another to see them that way. She was asleep when we arrived, snoring through a transparent oxygen mask, her short white hair splayed across the starchy pillow. Her skin was pale, powdery, with deep folds around her neck. I sat beside her, washed by an unexpected wave of emotion, and smoothed the hair from her forehead. Her skin felt like tissue paper.


      ‘Yen?’ I whispered, using the derivative that 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 incision that would occur. By the time she realised that she had traded a comfortable, cosy moniker for a unit of Japanese currency, it was too late.


      Lucy sighed. ‘I am so glad that I –’


      ‘Don’t even start,’ I replied, taking care to keep my voice low and pleasant. ‘And you should start looking up trains, so you can get back in time.’


      ‘There’s no point. Because I’ve dropped out. When you realise something’s wrong, you should act on it. You always taught us that.’


      ‘Crap,’ I whispered furiously. ‘I never taught you any such thing.’


      ‘YOLO, then. I’m thinking of getting that on a tattoo. It’s my motto.’


      ‘That’s old,’ said Quinn. ‘Like even Zac Efron has that one.’


      ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I looked from one to the other, fury bubbling at the base of my throat. ‘Yo what?’


      ‘YOLO,’ replied Lucy. ‘It stands for You Only Live Once. So you see, when I heard about the breast cancer, you know with Melanie –’


      ‘Melinda,’ said Quinn. ‘That’s who you said before, with the lump.’


      ‘Melinda then. Whatever. So when I –’


      ‘Actually you were right the first time,’ put in Quinn. ‘I was just testing you.’


      Lucy stopped, stared at her sister. ‘You are really starting to piss me off. And boy, you’re lucky it’s me and not one of the others.’


      Quinn nodded. ‘True.’


      ‘So …’ Lucy swept her gaze back towards me. ‘As I was saying, it’s not really about the name, but the message. The suddenness, you know? Like one minute you’re just coasting along with heaps of time, and then the next it’s all taken away.’


      ‘You mean when I throttle you?’


      ‘Against the law,’ said Quinn, as if that alone was stopping me.


      ‘Mum, you’re not listening. I hated it down there, and I hated my course too.’


      ‘So you couldn’t sit this one exam to get first year under your belt, just in case?’


      ‘Just in case what?’ Lucy stuck her chin out. ‘I’m not going to change my mind. And I am an adult, you know.’


      ‘Then start acting like one,’ came a husky voice from the bed.


      I snapped my head around. My mother’s eyes were open now, alert, and she had lowered the oxygen mask. But she still looked ill, and very tired. ‘Yen! You’re awake!’


      ‘Bit hard not to be with you lot bickering by my bed.’


      ‘Grandma!’ Lucy pushed forward. ‘I’m so glad I’m here! If I’d still been at uni, I would have been devastated. Just devas–’


      ‘Oh, put a sock in it.’ I sent her a brief, irritated glare before picking up my mother’s hand, feeling the skin slip. ‘How are you? How are you feeling?’


      ‘Been better.’ She closed her eyes for a second. ‘Couldn’t you have done your hair?’


      ‘Actually, I did.’


      ‘Next time try a brush. Have you seen the house?’


      I opened my mouth to revisit the hair issue, but then changed my mind. The woman could have died. ‘Not yet, we came here first.’ I paused. ‘I’m afraid the police said there was a lot of damage. Do you know what started it?’


      Yen shrugged wearily, then pulled her hand away and tucked it beneath her coverlet. ‘No idea. One minute I was sleeping, and the next smoke alarms were shrieking and Jim Hurley was breaking my window.’


      ‘Lucky he was there.’ In the cubicle next door I could see another elderly woman, sleeping, with her hand being held by a man sitting in an armchair. I turned back. ‘Yen? Ah, this may seem like a really weird question but, last night, were you, um …’


      ‘Alone?’


      I stared. ‘How did you know what I meant? Unless – you weren’t?’


      ‘Vomit,’ said Quinn, under her breath.


      ‘Grandma! You’ve got a boyfriend! High five!’ Lucy grinned as she stuck her hand up in the air, just above her grandmother’s recumbent body. Everybody turned to stare at her so she frowned, and then finally followed her statement through to its conclusion. Or his. Her eyes widened as she lowered her hand, taking a step away from the bed.


      ‘Good one, Luce,’ said Quinn. ‘Real sensitive.’


      I looked back down at my mother. ‘But who was he?’


      ‘No idea.’ She used the side rails of the bed to hoist herself up. ‘I’d only picked him up that night. Never asked his name.’


      My mouth dropped open. I heard Quinn suck in air beside me but all I could think about was my mother, my mother, picking up –


      ‘Ha, you should see your faces!’ Yen started to laugh, but the sound fractured into a series of raspy coughs. A young nurse came over and rubbed her back as she readjusted the oxygen mask. She gave us all a disapproving look.


      ‘How about we try and keep things a little calm, okay, folks?’ She waited a moment and then smiled. ‘D’you remember me? Emily Martiner. I went to school with Scarlet. What’s she up to nowadays?’


      I blinked, trying to replace the image of my mother cruising for talent with some memory of the girl standing before me. ‘Hello, Emily, of course I remember you. Scarlet’s in the police force down in Melbourne. Doing very well.’


      ‘Really? Well, who would’ve thought. Tell her I said hi.’ Emily ran her hand across the coverlet, smoothing the ripples. ‘And now if I leave you alone, you must promise you’ll keep the excitement to a minimum. Okey-dokey?’


      Yen watched her leave and then plucked the mask away. ‘Condescending little cow. I hope our Scarlet wasn’t a friend of hers.’


      ‘Who cares. You picked up a man? Didn’t even ask his name? God almighty!’


      ‘You’re being ageist,’ said Lucy sanctimoniously. ‘Sexual intercourse is a basic human need for everybody. No matter who they are.’ She paused as we all turned to stare at her again. ‘Does Uncle Jim know about all this?’


      ‘What the hell has it got to do with him?’ snapped Yen, suddenly cross. ‘Besides, it was just a joke. Haven’t you ever heard a joke? I’ve got no idea who the man was, or why he was in the damn garage.’


      ‘The garage?’


      ‘Well, that’s where the police said he was found. Must have got in through the back; I always leave that door open. Probably thought he could get into the house that way. Idiot.’


      ‘So you’ve already spoken to the police?’


      Yen nodded, the mask wobbling in her hand. ‘A policewoman. She was here for a bit before Little Miss Irritating over there chased her off. Apparently he was wedged behind the Christmas decorations. I suppose I’ll have to replace them now. Wonder if I can sue?’ She narrowed her eyes for a moment. ‘I’ll ask the policewoman tomorrow. She’s going to come speak to me after I’m discharged. I gave her your address.’


      ‘Maybe they’ll have identified him by then. The garage, hmm? Interesting. That means he could be any – hang on, you gave her my address?’


      ‘Well, it’s not like I can go back to my house and your sister’s in Montrose at the moment, that’s two hundred odd kilometres away. I’d have to leave at oh, say five, five-thirty to make it for work in the morning. But if you think having me to stay is too much, then I’m sure I’ll cope. It’s only time, after all, and I’ve got plenty left.’


      ‘No, I didn’t mean that.’ My stomach sank, rather unnecessarily flattening my bladder. ‘Of course you’ll be staying with me. Until we sort things out, get you back on your feet.’


      ‘So has anyone thought to tell your sister? Fill her in on what’s happened?’


      ‘Well, not –’


      ‘And I’ll need you to go to the shop this afternoon and let the Richard III committee in. They’re finalising the preparations for the Christmas function next Sunday. Make sure you check off names while you’re there. Let’s see if everyone is pulling their weight.’


      ‘But I –’


      ‘Why would some random man sneak into your backyard, Grandma?’ asked Quinn, who had clearly been thinking this through. ‘Like, there’s a gate there. And did he know that your back garage door would be open? It doesn’t make sense.’


      ‘Yeah.’ Lucy frowned. ‘And what was he doing out there anyways? Just wandering?’


      ‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’ Yen snapped the oxygen mask back on and looked grumpy, as if she resented sharing the limelight, even with someone recently deceased.


      ‘That’s right,’ said Quinn. ‘Grandma lives way out from town, and even if you catch a bus, you have to walk past a couple of houses to get to hers.’


      ‘Maybe it wasn’t random.’ I leant forward, forgetting momentarily about the Richard III committee, and my mother’s demands, and her impending visit. ‘Hey, Yen, was there a car outside your place last night? After the fire?’


      She pulled the mask forward again. ‘Oddly enough I forgot to check, being so busy trying to breathe. But I’m sure if there was a car there, then it’ll still be there now. After all, if your theory is correct, then the driver is now otherwise occupied. You know, being dead.’


      ‘How can you not be more interested in all this? A man died! In your garage! The girls are right: this definitely sounds like nefarious doings.’


      ‘Nefarious doings?’ repeated Yen. ‘Are you even listening to yourself? Have you been watching too much Murder She Wrote?’


      ‘Of course not. I just can’t work out why –’


      ‘Oh, I see! You’re channelling your detective!’ She grinned, laughed, and then turned to her granddaughters. ‘Have you seen your mother’s book? The one she published before she started all that column stuff? With the sleuth called Sherry Holmes? Sherry Holmes.’


      ‘I’ve read it,’ said Lucy loyally. ‘And I liked it.’


      ‘I didn’t.’ Quinn grimaced to emphasise her point.


      ‘Well, that’s because it didn’t have any vampires,’ I said, a little crossly. I met my mother’s gaze, held it. ‘But unfortunately you weren’t alone; that’s why my fiction career was so short. Thanks, Yen, for bringing that up.’


      ‘Sherry Holmes,’ said Yen again, chuckling. ‘It still makes me laugh.’


      ‘Well, do make sure you don’t laugh too hard. You might choke.’


      ‘Don’t get snippy, Nell. You’re the one with the cliché, and the nefarious doings.’


      ‘And you’re the one with the dead body in your garage,’ I retorted. ‘So you win.’

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Three

      


      If your going to put my letter in your stupid letters to nell section then don’t include stuff I didn’t say. You didn’t even spell it rite. Sick is spelt SICK not SIC you idiot. I put the link on my facebook page now so everyone can see how stupid you are.


      


      If there had ever been a Large Dairy Lane, or even a cluster of different-sized dairies, then they were long gone. All that remained was Small Dairy Lane, which was no longer even a thoroughfare for the singular, sprawling dairy that existed at the far end. Instead, separate egress had been constructed about twenty years before to avoid the growing residential area. This new entry met the highway about a kilometre away, on the far end of a long curve that eventually swung around to pass first Small Dairy Lane and then Lincoln Court, right beside each other, before heading in a fairly straight line to the centre of Majic itself.


      My mother’s house was the third from the corner, on the left; a single-storey weatherboard with a garage nestled against one side, beneath a bushy gum whose branches once trailed scratchy leaves across the tiled roof. But not anymore. I stared, stunned, as I let the car cruise to a halt by the kerb, dragging my eyes away only to avoid rear-ending the police divvy van in front. This van was one of a line of vehicles, plus a white Holden Commodore that was parked at the end of the driveway, over the footpath. Beside it stood a gaggle of neighbours who were now staring at me, as if I had some answers. Several of them should have known better.


      But it was the house that demanded my attention. It was like a dragon had spewed fiery breath through one half, leaving just a charcoaled gash behind. A blue canvas bandaid partly hid what was left of my mother’s Honda, beside a jagged torso of crow-black pine tree. Oddly, the other end of the house, away from the garage and the bedrooms, remained almost untouched. Shrubs hugged the creamy weatherboards, lace curtains fluttered at the windows, buoyed by a soft breeze. This was where I had grown up, along with my sister. Sleeping in a bedroom that was now hidden from view, climbing a tree that had become a blackened stump, having sleepovers in a garage that was no longer there.


      I got out of the car, immediately discovering that the soft breeze also carried an ashy, coal-laced smell that went way beyond burnt toast. I stared, then closed one eye and tilted my head, so that all I could see was the good side of the house. It was like nothing had happened. There had been no dragon, no fire, no death, and my mother wasn’t in the hospital, heading my way.


      ‘Mum!’ hissed Quinn. ‘What’re you doing? You look retarded!’


      ‘Don’t say retarded,’ I replied, opening my eye. The damage swam back into view, clear and vicious, and now I could also see that there was red and white crime-scene tape strung from the remains of the gum, right around the front of the house and past the letterbox. It emphasised the fact that a man had died here, overnight.


      ‘Smells like barbecue,’ said Quinn. ‘I’m hungry.’


      ‘Frigging hell,’ breathed her sister. She walked over to the tape and, after a moment’s hesitation, slipped underneath and then stopped. As if it was important for her to challenge the rules, but only just. She dragged out her iPhone and began taking photos.


      ‘At least the lounge’ll be okay,’ said Quinn, waving towards the undamaged side. ‘And the kitchen. Where do you suppose everyone is?’


      I didn’t need to ask what she meant by this last statement. The number of cars suggested quite a crowd and yet there was a single overall-clad man working in the debris beside the blue canvas. In fact, despite the destruction and the smell and even the cluster of neighbours, there was a balmy peace to the neighbourhood. A magpie swooped down beside the Commodore and regarded me beadily.


      Suddenly, with almost surreal inappropriateness, the voice of Riff Raff from The Rocky Horror Picture Show rent the air with ‘The Time Warp’. The magpie shot skyward and the overall-clad investigator stared at me in surprise. I scrabbled in my bag, trying to find my mobile before bringing one’s knees in tight was followed by the actual pelvic thrust. ‘Jesus Christ! Hello?’


      ‘No, just me,’ said my sister. ‘But I’m happy to ring back if you’re expecting him.’


      ‘Oh, very funny. And you can change that stupid ringtone you put on here too. You just embarrassed the hell out of me. This is why I don’t usually turn the damn phone on.’


      ‘Don’t dis the Time Warp. You’ll have Frankenfurter come down on you big-time.’


      ‘Do you want to rephrase that?’


      ‘No. It’d probably do you good.’ Petra’s tone changed. ‘I just spoke to Yen. I’m in shock. Why didn’t you call me earlier?’


      I turned away, lowered my voice. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been one thing after the other. I’ve only just got to the house. And it’s bad, Pet, really bad.’


      ‘God. Do we know who the guy was?’


      ‘No, but I might get some answers after I speak to someone here. In fact, why don’t I ring you back in half an hour or so? I’ll know more then.’


      ‘All right, but don’t forget, okay?’


      ‘Okay.’ I rang off and turned the phone to silent, storing it in my bag. I would have preferred to throw it in the nearest bin, but it had been a birthday present from my offspring last year. Apparently I had to be contactable at all times, just in case.


      ‘I think they were expecting, like, a flash mob,’ commented Quinn, nodding towards the neighbours. ‘Or at least, a choreographed step to the right.’


      I followed her gaze to the group that was made up of Edward Given, Rita Hurley and two other people I didn’t recognise. Edward immediately beckoned me enthusiastically and my heart sank. Edward was one of three people remaining on the lane from when I was a child, and the only one who was my peer. His parents and siblings had moved on, albeit to different destinations, leaving Edward with the house, his movie collection, and an addiction to food that had seen him grow from a stocky, unpleasant child to an obese, unpleasant man. His appetite for eating was matched by his appetite for gossip. If a bloke was seen having a drink at the pub two days running, then he was an alcoholic by the time Edward got to tell the tale, or if a woman smiled a little too cheerfully at the milkman, then it was clear the transaction was about much more than just milk. And given half a chance, Edward would provide the details, licking his lips and leaving them just a little too moist.


      ‘My golly gosh, what a turn-up for the books, hey?’ Edward began talking before I even reached him. ‘Exciting times!’


      ‘Except for the bloke who died.’


      ‘Oh, of course, of course.’ Edward schooled his expression. ‘And your poor mother! How is she? Recovering well? I expect the Richard III committee meeting this afternoon has been called off then?’


      I nodded. ‘She’ll be fine. Thanks.’


      ‘Glad to hear,’ said a younger man standing off to the right. ‘You’re Nell, aren’t you? I’m Mark Tapscott, and this is my wife Trudy.’


      ‘They’re from opposite,’ added Edward, waving to the neat brick veneer across the road. ‘The old Canter place.’


      ‘You’re the writer,’ stated Trudy, a slim, rather pregnant blonde.


      I nodded again, because I never knew how to answer this without sounding self-promotional. ‘And these are my daughters, Lucy and Quinn.’


      ‘Hi. D’you know, I’ve always meant to write too. Just haven’t got around to it, I suppose. How does it work? Like, I mean, how did you get a regular column?’


      ‘Ah, well, I was already working as a journalist.’ I felt a little defensive. ‘I’d done some work for the Sunday paper that prints the column now. So I just pitched the idea.’


      Her brow cleared. ‘Oh I see. It’s always who you know, isn’t it?’


      ‘Should you be over there, Lucy?’ called Rita Hurley, the fourth member of the little group. ‘It is a crime scene, you know.’


      ‘What isn’t?’ asked Lucy, perhaps making an existential statement.


      I dragged my eyes from Trudy Tapscott to give Rita a reassuring, albeit tight, smile. It might be a crime scene but it was our house, and Lucy was my daughter. Rita, called Auntie Rita throughout my childhood, had lived next door to my mother for as long as I could remember, maintaining a friendship which probably relied more on proximity than personality. Along with her husband, who I could now see exiting their front door. My smile softened, because I was very fond of this man. Tall and thin, where his wife was short and plump, with Buddy Holly glasses and a grave air. Once my father’s best friend.


      ‘Uncle Jim.’ A bandage swathed his right hand. ‘I don’t know how to thank you. What an incred–’


      ‘Then don’t.’ He stopped by my side and surveyed the damage.


      ‘Uncle Jim, you’re a hero,’ said Quinn, moving closer. ‘You saved our only functional grandparent from certain death.’


      I frowned. ‘Functional grandparent? So are the other three in an iron lung or something?’


      ‘A ménage à trois,’ said Lucy from the other side of the crime tape. ‘With echoes.’


      ‘I meant functional as in here,’ explained Quinn. ‘Not somewhere else.’


      ‘Ah, the egocentricity of youth,’ said Jim. He waited a few moments. ‘How’s Lilly?’


      I looked at him fondly. I don’t know when he first developed his crush, whether it was before or after my father left, when he was helping pick up the pieces. I also don’t know why, but that’s a different story. What was pretty common knowledge, for anyone who saw the way he looked at my mother, was that he thought the sun shone from her gimlet eyes. Which would have been fine if not for the fact he had a wife, who also had gimlet eyes. ‘Fine, thanks to you. She’s just being kept overnight for observation, then she’ll be coming home with me until we sort this out.’


      ‘Excellent idea,’ interjected Rita. ‘You’re such a good daughter.’


      ‘Might pop around and visit later.’ Uncle Jim cleared his throat. ‘Old friend. Flowers.’


      ‘Not today,’ said his wife quickly. ‘You’re otherwise occupied, my man.’ She turned back to me. ‘Now, Nell, the details can wait but could you keep in mind our side fence when you start dealing with the insurance? The palings past the garage. They’re dreadfully burnt.’


      Jim frowned at her. ‘Time and place, woman!’


      ‘Certainly, Rita.’ I nodded, feeling disproportionately cross. Over by the crime-scene tape Lucy was now texting, fingers flying, no doubt updating her Facebook status. I wondered if it was acceptable practice for me to go inside the house, use the bathroom. Surely they had some sort of policy or procedure in place? I turned back to the group. ‘Could anybody fill me in on what’s been happening this morning? Any word on what started it all?’


      ‘Well, you just missed the news crew,’ said Edward enthusiastically. ‘They even filmed us! And they had one of the investigators on air. Apparently it’s definitely suspicious.’


      ‘Maybe I’ll have a go at writing while I’m stuck at home with the baby.’ Trudy Tapscott was looking pensive. ‘No offence, but I think I’d rather write a book though.’


      ‘And you’d be good at it too, honey,’ said her husband. He turned back to me. ‘They think some form of accelerant was used.’


      Edward took over again. ‘And of course they’ve moved the body. He’s long gone.’


      ‘Long gone?’ repeated Quinn, staring at him. After a moment she turned back to me. ‘Mum, I’m hungry. Can I go inside and get something to eat?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Maybe I should make snacks,’ said Rita worriedly. ‘Offer them to the police and all. I think Lilly would appreciate that.’


      ‘Hardly,’ said her husband, demonstrating his superior knowledge of my mother.


      ‘But where are they all?’ I looked over at the single investigator, who was now writing industriously inside a foolscap folder. Beside him, the blue canvas swelled in the breeze. He paused to poke at something with his pen and then began writing once more. It occurred to me that he might just be an enterprising novelist, looking for inspiration. After all, writing books was so easy.


      ‘In the back,’ said Edward. ‘They were all in the garage area earlier but then most went out back. Odds are they found something dodgy.’


      ‘Like, apart from the fire? And the accelerant? And the long-gone body?’ asked Quinn. She turned to me before he could answer. ‘I’m going over to stand with Luce.’


      Edward, who had opened his mouth to reply, frowned as he watched her go – perhaps trying to work out if she was being rude or not. I could have answered that.


      ‘Iced VoVos,’ said Rita. ‘Maybe some sandwiches.’


      ‘A couple of police went into the Craigs’ house a while back,’ added Mark in his quiet way. ‘But I think that might be about something separate.’


      ‘Oh, yes!’ Edward turned back, dismissing Quinn. ‘The wife came out all wailing! They bustled her back inside quick-smart. Bet it’s about that … husband.’


      Silence met this statement because everybody present had an excellent notion of why Beth Craig might need the police. Even I knew that Dustin Craig treated his young wife and two little daughters as if they were subjects of his personal fiefdom.


      ‘They had another argument last night,’ added Edward. ‘He was cursing and all that.’


      ‘Pfft,’ said Rita. ‘What else is new? That’s why we have our TV set loud.’


      Mark shrugged. ‘Didn’t hear a thing for once. I was out.’


      ‘I don’t know why the investigation is taking so long,’ said Rita, changing the subject. ‘I should think it’s perfectly obvious. Homeless man, accidental fire. Could have been any of the houses.’ She waved an arm. ‘I blame the council.’


      ‘But what was a homeless man doing out this way?’ asked Trudy, a little nervously. ‘And why would he have lit a fire?’


      ‘Maybe you should write about it,’ I suggested. ‘Put it in your book.’


      Just then the Craigs’ front door banged open. A young policeman emerged, along with a suit-clad older man who immediately frowned at Lucy and Quinn. Impressively, both girls scrambled back under the crime tape without a word being spoken. I recognised the uniformed policeman as one of the two who had visited me this morning and tried to dredge up his name. Michael? Andrew? Carson?


      ‘It’s that Matthew Carstairs,’ hissed Lucy, loud enough for the owner of the name to hear. He glanced in our direction and then said something to his companion, pointing straight at me. The suit-clad man turned and strode towards us, looking grim. As he neared, his eyes flicked to my hair and I put a hand up self-consciously, and rather ineffectually, given even the lightest breeze was wont to increase the volume exponentially. He dropped his gaze.


      ‘You’re Lillian Forrest’s daughter? Eleanor Forrest?’


      I could feel the energy emitting from Edward beside me and guessed he was on the verge of answering so I nodded. ‘Yes, that’s right. And could I ask if I –’


      ‘If you don’t mind, how about over there?’ He gestured towards the remains of the garage and then nodded at the other group members, presumably to soothe their feelings. After lifting the crime tape for me to pass beneath, he led the way to the bricked side fence in front of the Commodore. He put his clipboard down on the bricks.


      From this vantage point I could now see past the blue tarpaulin and into about three-quarters of the backyard, including the periphery of the investigatory activity that seemed to be taking place near the fence shared with the Craigs. There were more men in overalls here, along with a policewoman who wore a fluoro vest over her uniform. Straight ahead, through the remains of the garage and over the back fence, I could see the elevated, partly enclosed veranda that belonged to Leon Chaucer, owner of the Majic Art Gallery. I thought I could also see his silhouette, and reflected that he had the best seat around.


      My companion stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead.’


      ‘Nell Forrest,’ I replied, shaking politely. The detective had a nice grip, which complemented his air of authority. And he was rather good-looking in a well-used, Law and Order type of way. Not quite NCIS, but close.


      ‘Mrs Forrest, I –’


      ‘Actually it’s Ms Forrest.’ I suddenly realised that sounded like I was trying to let him know that I was single. ‘But never mind about that – just call me Nell.’ Now I’d just made it worse. ‘Or whatever you like. Bloody hell. Look, am I allowed to go inside the house?’


      ‘I’m afraid not at the moment. I’ve got a few questions if you don’t mind. Just trying to get a bit of background.’ He opened his clipboard and then put his hand down to protect the contents from the breeze. ‘First, though, how’s your mother doing?’


      ‘Better, thanks. She should be discharged tomorrow morning.’


      ‘Good to hear, good to hear. She’ll be going home with you?’


      ‘Yes,’ I replied, trying to sound enthusiastic. I noticed that the young uniformed policeman had stopped beside my two daughters and was now being shown something on Lucy’s iPhone. He began laughing and then stopped, glancing our way.


      The detective sergeant ignored him. ‘Best thing for her, I’m sure. Nothing like family. Now I wonder if you could tell me what sort of relationship she had with the gentleman from next door, Dustin Craig?’


      I stared at him, and then blinked. Had? ‘Oh my god. You mean it was … the body …’


      ‘Well …’ He regarded me evenly. ‘We have to wait for dental records but yes, it does seem that the deceased was your mother’s neighbour. His wife has identified certain items of jewellery. He was found in the garage.’


      The last statement was left hanging in the air, like a question. I stared over his shoulder, trying to replace my image of the homeless man with that of Dustin Craig. Behind the Christmas decorations. Words floated from the youthful group by the crime tape, given clarity by the temporary silence. ‘Really?’ said the policeman admiringly. ‘You’ve just spent the last two weeks fruit picking? A little thing like you?’ Lucy was now simpering as if auditioning for a Jane Austen novel. I filed the information away and forced my mind back on track. Dead man, garage. Dustin Craig. ‘That makes no sense. They hated each other.’


      ‘I see. Was there a reason for that?’


      ‘Yes, he was an arse. Do you think he started the fire, then got caught?’


      ‘Why would you think that?’ He looked interested, as if expecting me to now produce a confessional letter written by the guilty party, with a timeline of events and the odd illustration.


      ‘It’s the only explanation that makes any sense.’


      ‘Hmm. Let’s go back to him being an arse. In what way?’


      ‘For starters he is – was an abusive husband. Ask anyone.’ I waved towards the neighbours, who were all gazing at us. Edward waved back. ‘Always yelling, drinking, even his kids avoided him. A real bully. And he used to toss rubbish into my mother’s backyard. She rang the police a few times.’


      ‘I see. About him?’


      ‘No, about the weather,’ I snapped, instantly regretting it as the detective’s eyebrows shot up. I continued mildly. ‘And about him.’


      His eyes creased, just slightly. ‘So you’d categorise their relationship as … acrimonious?’


      ‘I think he proved that, don’t you? By lighting the fire!’


      ‘Well, that’s by no means certain, Ms Forrest. Let’s get back to their association.’


      I opened my mouth to comment, and then closed it again. Beyond my mother’s backyard, Leon Chaucer emerged from the enclosed section of his veranda and leant against the railing to watch the activities taking place below. He was also a good-looking man, but in a very different manner to the detective. About fifteen years younger, tall and thin, with fine-boned features accentuated by a mop of floppy, Hugh Grant-style hair and a taste in clothing that had long raised questions about his sexuality. I dragged my eyes away, to the man still working in the remains of the garage. He had his back turned now, revealing the word Forensic across his overalls. It occurred to me that I was trying to convince the police that the relationship between my mother and the man whose body had just been discovered on her property was so bad that he might consider doing away with her. Local woman helps police with their inquiries. Implicates elderly mother.


      ‘Ms Forrest? Nell? Mrs Craig tells me there was an argument between her husband and your mother last night, and we know that the police attended at ten-twenty pm. Has your mother spoken about any of this?’


      ‘No, but if there was any arguing or whatever then you’re better off speaking to the neighbours. I don’t know much more than what I’ve said – that they didn’t get on.’


      ‘Any examples of this you might have witnessed? While visiting your mother?’


      ‘Oh, I hardly ever visit her.’ I realised how this must sound. ‘That is, I do see a lot of her, believe me, just not here. My mother isn’t really into visitors. Can’t stand them.’


      ‘I see. So does she get … angry?’


      I stared at him. ‘If you mean is she likely to bop them on the head and stash their bodies in the garage, then no. Otherwise she would’ve run out of room years ago.’


      He smiled, softening his face, and picked up his clipboard. ‘Thanks for your time, much appreciated. I might go have a word with the neighbours now, as you suggested. And could you let your mother know that I’ll need to schedule a chat? I’ll ring tomorrow.’


      ‘Sure. Ah, positive I can’t dash inside? Just to grab some things for my mother?’


      ‘I’m afraid not. But probably tomorrow.’


      I refrained from informing him that if I had to wait until tomorrow, he’d have two bodies on his hand. I tightened my pelvic floor as he led the way back over to the crime tape, holding it high for me to pass underneath. He handed me a card as we parted company, him to head towards the group of neighbours, and me to join Lucy and Quinn. These latter two were still deep in conversation with the young constable, but broke off as I approached. No doubt discussing the merits of canned versus fresh fruit. He smiled at me even as he backed away, then said his goodbyes and escaped. 


      ‘Hey, Mum, Scarlet and Ruby are coming up. Should be here in an hour or so.’


      ‘Here?’


      ‘I mean home.’ Lucy watched as the detective separated an eager Edward from the group by the footpath. ‘Not sure that’s a good idea.’


      ‘Oh well, it’ll save us needing to supply all the background. Speaking of which, did you discover anything with your canny interrogation of the constable?’


      ‘Huh?’


      ‘I’m hungry,’ said Quinn. ‘Can we get fish and chips?’


      ‘No. Now, I have to ring your aunt, and then I have to find a toilet.’ I squatted gingerly to scramble through my bag, quickly locating my mobile but not before both Lucy and Quinn had their own phones in hand and were already deep in texting conversations. I entered Petra’s number and then waited for some time before it was answered. The roar of traffic formed a backdrop.


      ‘Half an hour, my foot,’ said Petra. ‘Liar.’


      ‘I was caught up with the detective. You’ll never guess who the dead bloke is!’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘Dustin Craig! From next door!’


      The reaction was all I could have hoped for, with a gasp from Petra and open mouths from both girls, whose fingers paused mid-text.


      ‘You mean that Neanderthal loudmouth? With the little girls?’


      ‘That’s the one. Apparently they had a fierce argument last night, and the police were even called. Then suddenly he’s dead and the house is on fire.’


      ‘So – Grandma killed him?’ asked Quinn, eyes wide.


      ‘Of course not.’ I glanced over at the neighbours; Edward was lecturing the detective. ‘My theory is that he set the house alight and got trapped.’


      ‘Unbelievable,’ said Petra. The background roar increased, then faded, as if a truck had driven past. ‘But I’d better go. I’m not supposed to be parked here.’


      ‘You’re driving? Ah … where to?’


      ‘To Majic, you twit. As if I’d stay down here and let you lot have all the fun. But I’ve only just left so it’ll be a while, and I suppose I’d better go to the hospital first. See you soon!’


      I pressed end and dropped the phone into my bag. Both Lucy and Quinn were back in texting mode, no doubt regaling their social network with the latest developments. Status update: homicidal grandmother culls neighbourhood. I turned back to the house, thinking. So Scarlet and Ruby were on their way, plus my sister. And clearly Lucy had burnt her university bridges at least two weeks ago. I closed my eyes briefly and took a deep breath, letting it out as I gazed from pristine weatherboard to blackened cavity. It appeared I was about to have a full house. Unlike my mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Four

      


      While I find your column amusing, I do find it sad that you clearly don’t appreciate the joys of your children. Children are a blessing from a bountiful God, and each moment with them is a precious gift. Besides they grow up so quickly, and then you’ll be fucking sorry.


      


      When I was a teenager, a family friend gave birth to a baby boy that she named Jamie. Now this would have been unremarkable had she not already had a daughter called Amy, a situation which I found rather fascinating. I even asked her once whether the choice had been deliberate, and she replied, a little wearily, that she simply never aligned the two names until it was too late. How bizarre, I thought, never imagining that a few years later I would do much the same thing.


      We had names chosen for our first child pre-conception: Scarlet Lillian for a girl and Nicholas Darcy for a boy. It was the second pregnancy, following so quickly, where the problems began. Darcy favoured Tara, which I thought made it sound like we were trying to recreate Gone With the Wind, while I had my heart set on Bronte, after my favourite set of authors. When labour began without resolution, and the end result was another girl, a little brown button who looked remarkably like her predecessor, a compromise was required. Inspiration was found in the colour of her cheeks. Ruby.


      We submitted the forms post-haste, thrilled to have found a name we both liked. And by the time we realised that we now had two daughters who were a shade of red, it was a done deal. Nevertheless it would have been balanced out by the trio to follow had not the next child, already named Bronte Tara, not emerged with a full head of gingery fuzz that resulted in the immediate nickname of Red that persists to this day.


      All of which meant that I had daughters named Scarlet, Ruby and Red. But we held firm with the next – despite a surfeit of helpful suggestions like Rose, and Cherry, and Vermilion (the latter courtesy of my sister, who felt it held admirable potential for diminutives) – and gave her the nice non-colourful name of Lucy, after Darcy’s mother. The fifth and final we named Quinn, because this seemed clever. It even suggested that she may have been a little planned, instead of such a shock that we had barely recovered the ability to speak by the time she was born.


      But that was over thirteen years ago and now the unwitting cause of that particular angst was holding forth in the living room, describing the condition of her grandmother’s house to her sisters. Scarlet was sprawled across one armchair and Ruby the other, while Lucy was nestled neatly in the corner of the couch. Quinn herself sat cross-legged on the floor. ‘So it was, like, totally trashed, the whole garage and all that side of the house. The passage, the bedrooms, the –’


      ‘Wardrobes,’ added Lucy, rather unnecessarily. ‘Hey, Scar, do you know a constable named Matthew? Or Matt? Matt Carstairs? He’s tallish, blonde. Sort of big-boned. Blue eyes.’


      ‘Believe it or not I don’t know everyone in the police force. Sounds cute though.’


      ‘And there was a big blue canvas thing over the garage area,’ continued Quinn. ‘Where the body was.’


      Scarlet hooked one long leg over the armrest and let it swing. ‘We’ll go look tomorrow before we visit Grandma. But, Mum, then we’ll have to head off. I’m on nights.’


      ‘Well, it was nice of you to come up. Your grandma will be pleased.’


      Ruby was frowning at Lucy. ‘Didn’t you have a big exam tomorrow?’


      ‘Really, Rube?’ Lucy avoided glancing in my direction. ‘Is that important, considering?’


      ‘She’s dropped out,’ put in Quinn helpfully.


      ‘What!’


      ‘She’s dropped out. She thinks it’s a waste of time because life’s too short and she might get breast cancer. Her friend had to have an anagram. YOLO, you know.’


      ‘Huh? I mean – huh?’


      ‘She means a mammogram, which is ridiculous,’ said Scarlet dismissively. ‘She’s just using it as an excuse. Besides, even if our family was prone to breast cancer, she’d be the last one to get it. Look at her chest. No boobs.’


      ‘Stop staring!’ Lucy folded her arms across her chest. ‘And I do so have boobs! Just because you’ve got them coming out your arse!’


      Scarlet started laughing. ‘Awkward much! Thank god I don’t want kids – can you imagine breastfeeding?’


      ‘Just to be clear …’ Ruby cocked her head. ‘When you say she’s got boobs coming out her arse, do you mean they’re sort of fixed there, one either side? Or do you mean it’s like having worms, where someone has to shine a torch for them to pop out?’


      ‘You do a lot of that do you?’ asked Lucy smartly. ‘Shining torches on people’s arses?’


      Fortunately the pizzas arrived before this conversation could continue, heralded by a rapid trio of hoots in the driveway. The delivery boy was already on the threshold by the time I opened the front door, with a finger poised at the doorbell. I paid him, thanked him, and carried the stack of boxes into the living room.


      ‘Mine’s the margherita!’ Quinn scrambled to her feet with the urgency of a youngest child.


      ‘There’s plenty for everyone.’ I lowered the boxes onto the island bench. ‘One ham and pineapple, one Aussie, one margherita and one meatlover’s.’


      ‘And mine’s the margherita,’ muttered Quinn, already prising lids open.


      Scarlet jumped up, grinning. ‘Not if I find it first!’


      ‘Or me!’ Ruby grabbed Quinn and twirled her around so that she deftly swapped positions, then leant from side to side, blocking her sister from regaining ground.


      ‘Thought you wanted the margherita?’ asked Scarlet, locating and then lifting the entire box from the stack. ‘You’d better hurry!’


      Quinn’s voice rose. ‘Don’t you take my pizza!’


      ‘Well, I hate to say this but I need the margherita.’ Lucy stretched, and got to her feet. ‘All the others have meat.’


      I fetched a plate and selected a pizza slice from each of the remaining boxes. I left them still bickering, and complaining, and teasing, and retired to my bedroom. I put the plate on the dressing-table, beside my wedding photo, then sat on my side of the bed and flopped backwards until I was staring straight at the ceiling. A segment of spider web dangled from the cornice, wafting. From the living room Quinn’s voice could be heard, getting higher, and I knew that the eldest two were going that bit too far. As usual. It was hard to believe that one was a fully fledged police officer while the other was almost halfway through teacher training. I had a sudden image of her holding an armful of lunchboxes just out of reach, children scrabbling at her knees, and then I pushed it aside with more pressing matters surging in to take its place.


      I knew that Dustin and Beth Craig had moved into Small Dairy Lane about five years ago, just before the birth of their second child, as part of a tree-change move. He had spent some of his childhood around the area and was at least ten years older, an engineer who was often absent with work. Apparently at those times their house thrummed with music and running feet and high-pitched giggles, while at others it was quiet, brooding, the sight of his car an effective do not disturb sign. And always, about once a week, there would be an eruption.


      Even so, I would not have thought him capable of setting fire to a neighbour’s house. With questionable efficiency. I levered myself up and took a piece of pizza. It was the first food that I’d had since the morning toast, but tasted like ham and pineapple cardboard. I stared at myself in the mirror while I ate. The Botticelli muse of this morning was gone, if she had ever existed, and in her place was a middle-aged woman with tired eyes. I chewed slowly, which only served to add guinea pig cheeks to the equation. What were the statistics on women my age re-partnering? Getting laid? Being noticed?


      I swallowed, and forced myself to focus on the important things. For starters, I needed to talk to Lucy at some stage, and I also needed to discuss logistics with my mother. Not just about staying here but about the repairs, and the insurance. The whole bureaucratic tangle that would no doubt tie me into knots also, by the time it was through.


      And there would be more afternoons like this one just gone, where I twiddled my thumbs in the corner while the Richard III Society committee spent thirty-six minutes arguing over whether Mrs Emerson’s cheese puffs sufficed as a vegetarian option for the Christmas function. For the record, Mrs Emerson voted yes, while Grace June Rae and Fiona Ramage voted no. The branch president, who also happened to be the husband of the cheese puff aficionado, sat on the fence, a location which he might have cause to regret when he got home. Several members didn’t show, including Edward Given, who was no doubt still standing outside my mother’s house hoping for another interview.


      ‘Mum!’ Quinn’s voice had an urgency that had me instantly on my feet. ‘Quick! Grandma’s house is coming on after the break! Hurry!’


      I tossed the pizza crust onto the plate. It bounced and landed in a bowl of ancient potpourri but I continued on to the living room. On the television, tucked into the corner beside the unadorned Christmas tree, was a smooth-faced brunette displaying an inappropriate amount of excitement over washing powder.


      ‘After the break,’ explained Scarlet, ensconced in the armchair with a box of pizza.


      Leaning against the same chair was Quinn, with her own pizza, so clearly fair and equitable distribution had been achieved. I got a drink of water in the kitchen, keeping an eye on the television from over the island bench, and then came back to sit on the couch beside Lucy, who was eating an apple. She smiled.


      ‘Fond of fruit, are you?’ I asked.


      ‘Well, yeah. I am a vegetarian.’


      ‘Ssh! It’s on!’


      ‘Welcome back,’ said the middle-aged male newsreader. A small picture behind him showed my mother’s house, barely recognisable, beneath the words Murder in Majic. ‘In breaking news, police have revealed that a man whose body was found in the burnt-out garage of a house in the town of Majic was murdered. Larissa Wheatfield has the story.’


      The screen flashed to a young woman standing outside my mother’s house, microphone in hand. The blue canvas was in place behind her but surrounded by many more people. Firefighters in their bulky uniforms and police with fluoro vests and several men in coveralls sifting through the rubble, masks over mouths. The reporter began talking. ‘Thank you, John. Yes, an overnight fire has destroyed much of this house in Majic, near Lake Eppalock, and left a family distraught.’ The camera panned out and a crowd of neighbours could be seen on the footpath, looking suitably distraught. There was a fire engine there as well, plus a darker station wagon that might well belong to the coroner. From the edge of the screen, Larissa Wheatfield continued. ‘An elderly woman rescued from the house during the height of the inferno has been taken to hospital in a stable condition, but sadly the body of a male was found after the fire was brought under control.’ The camera switched to a panorama of the house, from good to bad, finally pausing on the remains of the garage. The voice continued, but this time without Larissa’s image, and I guessed that this section had been added later. ‘Preliminary investigations indicate the fire was deliberately lit, and that some type of accelerant was used. And in news just in, police have confirmed that the man was already dead at the time of the fire, and they are now treating the case as homicide. As such, they are asking for anyone with information about this Majic murder to come forward.’


      I was still staring at the television as the male newsreader filled the screen once more, having segued to the obesity levels of teenage girls. I blinked, but the words echoed. The man was already dead … was murdered.


      ‘Fuck me,’ said Ruby, and then whipped around. ‘God – sorry, Mum!’


      I nodded, because for once she took the words right out of my mouth.


      Scarlet was nodding as well. ‘Homicide! That’s really serious!’


      ‘Is that your professional opinion?’ asked Quinn. ‘Thank god we’ve got you!’


      ‘Shut up, shortie. Mum? Did you know about this?’


      ‘Not a clue.’ I took a deep breath, let it out. ‘Well, well, well.’


      ‘I’m confused.’ Lucy leant forward. ‘Does that mean Grandma did kill him? How?’


      ‘Exactly,’ said Ruby. ‘It’s impossible. I know she can be, well, a bit of a bitch, but she just doesn’t have the physical strength to kill a grown man … does she?’


      ‘It was the wife,’ said Quinn emphatically. ‘Not that I blame her. But then … how did she get the body over the fence? She’s not very big.’


      ‘Unless she had outside help.’ I recalled the earlier conversations at the house. ‘They had an argument last night. Dustin and his wife. Apparently he had a fight with your grandmother too. The police even came and spoke to them.’


      Scarlet nodded. ‘Aha! That also means there was no-one else there, not then. So unless someone else came along later, to give the wife a hand, then one of the neighbours must have helped. Or she wasn’t involved and the neighbour did it all. Get it?’


      ‘Wait … what?’


      ‘Otherwise it makes no sense,’ continued Scarlet. ‘I mean, some random wouldn’t kill a bloke and then cart his body into his neighbour’s garage and set it alight. For starters they wouldn’t even know the area, or that only an old woman lived there, or that the garage had a back door which was open.’


      Ruby asked the question for us all. ‘But then, which neighbour?’


      ‘That I don’t know. Perhaps one who also had a grudge against Grandma. But …’ Scarlet scrambled to her feet, pushing the pizza box aside. ‘We can narrow it down. Back in a sec.’


      On the television the newsreader was now flirting with the weather girl. I wondered if he had a middle-aged wife at home, watching this. I reached for the remote control and turned the TV off just as Scarlet returned, along with the large whiteboard from the wall of her room and a handful of markers. She propped the board in front of the television and then drew what looked like two large penises.


      ‘Vomit,’ said Quinn succinctly.


      ‘Is that one on the left circumcised?’ asked Ruby, leaning closer. ‘It’s got a helluva –’


      ‘Shut up, you idiots.’ Scarlet drew a connecting line between the two penises. ‘This is McIvor Highway and these two are Lincoln Court and Small Dairy Lane. And now we’re going to fill in the houses with occupants and motives. We’ll have this solved in no time.’


      I sat forward. ‘Good idea. Let’s start with Lincoln Court, because it’s least likely.’


      ‘Not necessarily.’ Scarlet swapped the black marker for a green one and then drew the plant nursery on the corner of Lincoln Court and the highway, which went almost all the way up the left-hand side of the court. ‘Okay, next?’


      ‘Next is a vacant block, I think it belongs to the nursery, and then at the top of the court is the Russo place. Michael and Lyn. Do you remember the eldest, Jackson, went out with Red a few times?’


      ‘And Griffin’s in my year,’ put in Quinn.


      ‘Okay, so that’s Quinn’s boyfriend’s place then.’ Scarlet filled in the outline of the house with tiny writing. ‘Next!’


      ‘He’s not my boyfriend!’


      ‘Next door is Kat Caldwell and she has kids as well. I think the eldest is a friend of Quinn.’


      ‘No he’s not! And Griffin Russo isn’t my boyfriend!’


      ‘So far we can mark these houses by their relationship to Quinn,’ said Ruby. ‘A boyfriend here, a boyfriend there. Which means Quinn is moving up the list of suspects. What’s next?’


      ‘Mum! Make her stop!’


      ‘Enough.’ I spoke without taking my eyes off the board. ‘Now here’s where it gets interesting, because these next three all back on to houses on Small Dairy Lane. First is Berry Pembroke. She lives alone, bit older than me. Remember the lady we bought guinea pigs off when you were little? Her house backs on to Jim and Rita Hurley. Then there’s Leon Chaucer, who owns Majic Art Gallery in town.’


      ‘Yum,’ said Scarlet.


      ‘Gay,’ said Ruby.


      ‘Could be. Besides, I'd prefer you both stick to guys on your side of thirty. Now back to the task in hand.’ I pointed to the outline that Scarlet was now drawing. ‘His house backs on to Grandma’s. And then last of all, on the corner opposite the nursery, is the double block owned by the Nightingales, but they’re ancient.’


      Scarlet made a few notations. ‘Okay, now to Small Dairy Lane. We have old Mrs Fletcher on the corner, next to the Nightingales. Or is she dead?’


      ‘Not quite. But she’s in a retirement home now so I think that house is empty.’


      ‘Then next door to her are the Craigs,’ put in Quinn. ‘But because of the Nightingales’ double block, they don’t have a house behind them.’


      ‘Which is a shame,’ said Ruby. ‘Because someone might have heard something.’


      ‘Can’t be helped.’ Scarlet drew a neat tennis court on the end of the Nightingale land, behind the Craig house. ‘So then we have Grandma, and the Hurleys and that’s it.’


      ‘For that side, anyway,’ I said. ‘We have three houses opposite. I’m not sure who lives in the end house now, but next door are this young couple I met today. Mark and Trudy Tapscott. He seems very pleasant but she’s a fool. Of course at the corner we have Edward Given.’


      ‘Somehow I doubt he did the deed,’ commented Lucy, grinning. ‘You know, I can’t quite see him scaling fences and whatnot.’


      ‘If he did, he’d blab real quick. And that woman’s name is stupid. Trudy Tapscott. She sounds like a cartoon character, one of those damsel-in-distress types with massive boobs.’ Quinn picked up a red marker. ‘Can I write in the alibis, Scar?’


      I tried to recall the size of Trudy’s chest but it hadn’tmade much of an impression, even with her advanced pregnancy, which suggested it was nothing to get excited about. Figuratively speaking. The doorbell sounded, then repeated with an insistency that suggested it was my sister, Petra, who had spent the afternoon with our mother at the hospital. I glanced around the room, settling on Ruby.


      ‘Okay, okay.’ She bounced to her feet, smoothed down her jeans, and went to answer the door. Moments later I could hear her voice, rising, falling. I got up to put the kettle on.


      ‘I heard that Tapscott guy say he was out last night,’ said Quinn, kneeling down so that she could write neatly.


      ‘His wife too?’ asked Scarlett.


      I shook my head. ‘She’s about seven months pregnant. Your grandmother would be more capable of doing away with Dustin than she would.’


      ‘Well, thanks for the vote of confidence,’ said my mother from the doorway.


      I whipped my head around to stare at her, and then narrowed my eyes at the person who stood behind. In all fairness my sister did look apologetic, but also a little amused. She was dressed beautifully, as usual, with a pair of dove-grey slacks and a cream cowl-necked top. People always commented on how alike we were, but I knew that Petra was actually always a little more, a little less. A little taller, a little slimmer, a little more chest. Her hair a little tamer, her eyes a little wider, her life a little easier.


      ‘Grandma!’ Scarlet came across the room to embrace her grandmother, a trifle awkwardly because we were not a particularly tactile family. Especially with the matriarch.


      ‘But what are you –’ I spared a moment for another glare towards my sister. ‘That is, Yen, I thought you were staying in overnight?’


      ‘You could at least pretend you’re pleased to see me.’


      ‘I’m just concerned, about your health.’


      ‘If you were that concerned you’d be insisting I sit down, offering me a sherry. Did you get those names for me? From the society meeting?’


      I took a deep breath. ‘Yes, and I’ve emailed it. So sit down, relax. I’ll get you a drink.’


      As our mother made her way across the living room, Petra came over to the island bench, propped herself on a stool. ‘Sorry about this, Nell. She insisted on being discharged. There was nothing I could do.’


      ‘What about bloody ringing?’


      ‘Well, yes, maybe that,’ she conceded, then gave me a wide smile. ‘But I was just so looking forward to getting here that –’


      ‘Oh, put a sock in it.’


      ‘Good lord, Nell, are you still working on that doll’s house? I wouldn’t have thought you had so much spare time. And what’s this chart then?’ Yen was now staring at the whiteboard. ‘That’s my neighbourhood. Why have you written “too old” on my house?’


      Scarlet frowned at the chart, and then flung her little sister to the wolves. ‘Quinn did it.’


      ‘It wasn’t personal!’


      ‘It doesn’t get more personal,’ commented her grandmother. She turned to Lucy. ‘How are you? Diagnosed any malignancies lately?’


      ‘Any what?’


      ‘Yen, Quinn only wrote “too old” because we were trying to work out who would be most likely …’ I suddenly realised that she wouldn’t have heard the latest. ‘Oh, the news! It seems Dustin Craig didn’t die in the fire at all!’


      ‘Well, that should surprise the coroner. I do hope they realise before they start the autopsy. Could be awkward.’


      ‘No, no.’ I waved my hand impatiently. ‘I mean he was already dead. The police have confirmed it – they’re treating it as a homicide.’


      Now it was Petra’s turn to look stunned. ‘Really?’


      ‘Really. And the fire was deliberately lit, they used an accelerant.’


      ‘I see.’ Yen hesitated, glanced over at the whiteboard. ‘Yes, I see.’


      The kettle started to whistle shrilly. I turned it off and poured a small glass of sherry, taking it over to my mother on the couch. She took her eyes from the chart to stare at it suspiciously, then up at me. ‘Sherry?’


      ‘You said sherry!’


      ‘No, I said I’d appreciate being offered a sherry, not that I’d accept. I’d prefer scotch. Neat, on the rocks.’


      I took a deep breath. She’s old, I thought, and sick. In shock. ‘Coming right up.’ I carried the sherry back over to the kitchen where I drained it in one gulp.


      ‘Don’t let it get to you,’ murmured Petra, settling herself on the stool. ‘You should have seen her at the hospital. I think that’s why they agreed so readily to her being discharged.’


      ‘I bet.’


      ‘But if you’re getting drinks anyway, could I have a wine? Red if you’ve got it.’


      I opened the fridge and removed a bottle of chardonnay, held it up. ‘This, or nothing.’


      ‘This then.’ Petra looked towards the whiteboard. ‘So he was murdered? Hell, even the word sounds extreme. Murder.’


      ‘Sally Roddom and her husband are away,’ Yen was saying, staring at the diagram again. ‘Visiting one of their daughters interstate. They live in that house you’ve got blank, beside Mark and Trudy Tapscott.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Come on, who’s marking this in?’


      Quinn scrambled up, probably eager to compensate for her ‘too old’ notation.


      ‘You can also write that Edward Given’s too useless, and the Tapscotts are too boring, and the Nightingales are too decrepit. That’s what happens when you play tennis – it’s the court surface. Quinn!’ she suddenly shouted, causing everybody to jump. ‘For god’s sake, you don’t need to write that down. It’s just extra information. Now, hmm, it might be that Chaucer fellow who lives behind me; he’s a slimy piece of work. Or Berry Pembroke, she’s neurotic. All those damn rodents. Or one of those teenagers from up Lincoln Court. If you heard the music they listen to, you’d know they’re capable of anything.’


      ‘What music?’ asked Lucy with interest.


      ‘All tits and arse,’ Yen replied promptly. ‘Fuck this, fuck that.’


      It was a measure of how well we all knew her, and the occasional shock tactics she used to retain attention, that nobody batted an eye. I finished the drinks and started putting together a platter of savouries.


      ‘And here, write this in: Maud Fletcher from the corner’s been institutionalised.’


      I paused from cubing cheese. ‘Yen, she has not. She’s moved into a lovely retirement home, and by all accounts is very happy there.’


      ‘Same thing.’ She was frowning at the whiteboard. ‘Of course the most logical … Oh, this is stupid. Nell, why do you have a nude Christmas tree? It looks ridiculous. And where’s my damn scotch?’


      Rather than answer I sent another glare in Petra’s direction and then resumed working on the platter. Woman uses food as therapy. Becomes two-hundred-kilogram blimp.


      My mother started lecturing Quinn, who had just used the red marker to draw a smiley face on her arm, about carcinogenesis. Scarlet and Ruby were watching silently, no doubt reluctant to draw attention to themselves. Lucy was keeping quiet also, probably for the same reason, but there was no avoiding the confrontation she would be having with me, sooner or later. Fruit picking, my arse. I thought about the column, due tomorrow, and a full day of work at the bookshop, also due tomorrow. I thought about finding space for all these extra people, and bedding, and breakfast. And I thought about the fact that Petra would be escaping, as would both Scarlet and Ruby, but my mother would be staying on. Then I poured myself an extra dollop of scotch, because I was going to need it.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Five

      


      I just wanted to let you know that I enjoyed your column ‘Why middle-aged women shouldn’t use trampolines’ so much that I now have a suggestion for a new column – ‘Why middle-aged women shouldn’t laugh too hard’. Keep it up!


      


      I spent every Monday at Renaissance, serving customers mostly, but also facilitating a small reading group that concentrated on Australian women writers. Literary authors like Hooper and Tranter, but also lighter reads like Blacklock, Heidke and Evans. I had been working at my mother’s bookshop for as long as I could remember, in exchange for pocket money as a child, for pin money as a young mother, and for social contact as a writer. It was especially valuable nowadays, because otherwise I spent a large part of my entire working life on my own, at home, staring at a computer screen, talking to myself. Often answering as well. And while I loved my job, some diversion was necessary – plus the occasional requirement to get dressed.


      This morning, however, I didn’t approach the shop with quite my usual bounce. It had been a late, noisy night, with – despite Scarlet’s promise to ‘have this solved in no time’ – no real progress having been made. Except that we now had a dot-pointed list of reasons why each of my mother’s neighbours were annoying. All of which provided motive for her to perform mass murder, not highlight a culprit for the deed already committed.


      One bright spot was that, aided by a few glasses of chardonnay, I managed to convince my sister to accompany Yen for the day. First she would be acting as secretary for a list of phone calls, such as insurance, newspaper delivery and police, and after that they were off to outpatients for a quick check-up, then to the house to survey the damage, and then to arrange a hire car, and finally to the bookshop to ascertain all was running smoothly. A communal lunch was scheduled for one pm, when we could exchange information.


      Mondays were traditionally a quiet day at Renaissance. Tourists to the area had either departed on Sunday or, newly arrived, were heading for the bigger attractions like the museums in Bendigo, the spa treatments in Daylesford, or the water sports at Lake Eppalock. Most of the locals, despite having had six-day-a-week trading for many years, still treated Thursday and Friday as shopping days and kept away during the early part of the week. But today was different. From the moment I unlocked the double doors at the front of the bookshop, there were customers aplenty. Each of them had watched the news the night before, or heard it from a neighbour/relative/friend, and each had a vital piece of hearsay to slip into the conversation. All of which concerned the victim, and the varying ways in which he got exactly what was coming to him.


      Mrs Emerson, who was an academic before she retired to concentrate on Richard III and the merits of cheese puffs, popped in to announce that it was almost certain Dustin Craig suffered from a personality disorder. No, said Caitlin’s mother Jill, selfishness was not a disorder. Roz Gupta, dropping by on her way to get supplies for the primary school canteen, had heard that there’d been moves to get counselling for the older girl, but the parents had been resistant. Fred and Elsa Poxleitner had it on good authority (aka Fred and Elsa Poxleitner) that parents who acted that way should be charged with criminal negligence. Mrs Emerson agreed, however she felt Beth Craig should shoulder responsibility for having stayed in the relationship. And Lyn Russo, the centre of attention for the twenty minutes she was there, thought she might have heard raised voices on the night of The Murder, but there was a possibility that could have been her own kids.


      At eleven am, always late on Mondays, the cafe opened its doors and immediately drew some of the heat. My mother’s offsider began work also; this was Sharon, a buxom redhead whose favourite colours were purple and orange and who felt compelled to wear a portion of each every single day. Strangely, it worked. She took one look at the milling customers and cancelled plans to begin inventory, thus allowing me to escape for some much-needed coffee.


      One Christmas about five years ago, after noticing that the main street was looking a little bedraggled in the festive department, the town council had launched a Best-Decorated Shop competition and then, soaked in the spirit, expended a great deal of money on new street decorations. Regrettably, their choice had not been as inspired as their intention. The local teenagers soon detected the possibilities inherent within the cluster of oversized ornaments, and trimmed them back so that each now contained just one elongated pinecone and two Noddy-type bells. The result was that every lamppost up and down the main street, and a little way out from either end, was decorated with what looked like festive genitalia. Nevertheless, each year the council optimistically erected them again, usually with the addition of a newly purchased candy-cane or holly sprig that was removed the very first night, leaving just the basics behind. It had become a town tradition.


      The competition had also become an annual rite, with shopkeepers the length and breadth of the street vying with each other for the prize of two movie tickets and a photograph with the mayor. Unfortunately, all subscribed to the philosophy that bigger was better, resulting in a cornucopia of festivity that was inflated, often literally, and turned the main thoroughfare into an obstacle course that saw several shoppers injured every year.


      Avoiding our own cafe, and a giant plastic Santa with disturbingly narrow eyes, I strode up the gaily decorated Main Street to a small hot bread shop that had recently opened in the arcade beside Svetlana’s Haberdashery. Majic Bakery: for all your majic bread! I ordered a chocolate mud muffin and a skinny cappuccino and took them through the arcade to the football oval out the back. Just across from here was the mansion that had spawned the entire town, now named Sheridan House and used as the community centre. It made a picturesque backdrop, with panels of red brick within creamy render and fat, forest-green domes crowning an assortment of rounded rooms on the second and third floors. I found a bench under a plump pine and settled for a brief hiatus, perhaps even some inspiration for my column, now due in under six hours.


      ‘Well, well, if it isn’t Nell. Look at that, I’m a poet! Responding to poetry in motion.’


      ‘Or sloth,’ I replied, shading my eyes to glance up at Leon Chaucer. He was looking very dapper today, in a snowy-white shirt with a light and dark blue diagonally striped tie.


      ‘You wouldn’t be hiding by any chance, would you?’


      ‘If so, I’m not doing a very good job.’ I smiled to take the sting from my words because I quite liked Leon. He was a relatively late arrival to the town, having established the Majic Art Gallery about four years ago. The gallery focused on Australian art, local in particular, with an exhibition each summer that generated reviews even in the major city papers.


      He sat beside me, leaning back with his hands laced behind his head, squinting into the sunshine. ‘To think I moved a little way out because I thought it’d be more peaceful.’


      ‘Your mistake was shifting behind my mother.’


      ‘I blame the conveyancer. It should have been part of due diligence.’


      I turned to him curiously. ‘Leon, how well do you get on? Does she give you any grief?’


      ‘Does she give me any grief?’ he repeated, clearly giving the matter some thought. ‘Not really. But she doesn’t like me much. Doesn’t like my music, doesn’t like my outside light, and certainly didn’t like my dog.’ His voice changed with this last, just slightly.


      ‘What happened to your dog?’ I vaguely recalled a hyperactive schnauzer that had spent the occasional day at the gallery.


      ‘Poison,’ said Leon flatly. He unlaced his hands and folded them on his lap. ‘Some bastard poisoned him while I was at work last year.’


      ‘Seriously? My god, that’s awful!’


      ‘I know. I reported it but …’ He shrugged. ‘He was only a dog, wasn’t he?’


      ‘Do you know who did it?’


      ‘I have my suspicions.’ He flashed me a rapid glance. ‘One of the teenagers up the end maybe. Or that fat fool on the corner.’


      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I took a sip of coffee. Yen had complained about that dog, and its barking, but would she …? Surely not.


      ‘How is your mother?’ asked Leon, as if reading my thoughts.


      ‘Oh good, good. Heading over to the house this morning to check out the damage.’


      He nodded sympathetically. ‘It’s a mess. You know, I was sitting on my veranda last night, having a drink, thinking about how quickly life can change.’ He hesitated, blinked. ‘Especially for poor Dustin, of course.’


      ‘Of course. Did you know him well?’


      ‘No, thank god. I’m sorry to speak ill of the dead, but that guy was a bastard.’


      ‘Yes, that seems to be the general consensus.’ I took another sip. ‘Do you sit on your veranda most nights?’


      Leon laughed. ‘Or, in particular, was I sitting on my veranda the night before last? And did I happen to see anything going on in, say, your mother’s backyard?’


      ‘Well … yes.’


      ‘Sorry, but no.’ He shot me a look of amusement. ‘The police already asked. That is, I was out there earlier in the evening and I even saw Dustin on their decking having a few drinks. He was in one of his bully-boy moods. Got the oldest girl to demonstrate her gymnastics. Handstands and all that. When Beth tried to stop it, he started carrying on about how he was paying for the lessons so had a right to see if he was getting his money’s worth. That was about nine or so.’


      ‘Were you still there when the police came?’


      ‘Nah.’ He shook his head. ‘I saw your mother come storming out, so I went inside. To be honest, I didn’t want to get involved. I mean, Dustin Craig and your mother? Do I look masochistic?’


      ‘No. Can’t say I blame you.’ A breeze washed across the oval, enveloped us for a moment, and then continued on. ‘I hear you’ve been promoted to president of the Wine and Cheese Society. Congratulations.’


      ‘I think it was a case of me being the slowest to say no.’ He stared at me. ‘I’ll find it hard to fill Darcy’s shoes, that’s for sure. We miss him there.’


      I nodded, as always unsure how to respond. Should I apologise? Promise I’d do better next time?


      Leon had lifted his gaze to my hair. ‘Have I ever told you I love your hair? It’s so … so wild. So unrestrained.’


      ‘Oh good. Unrestrained is exactly the look I’m after.’


      ‘Don’t sell yourself short.’ He dropped his eyes back to my face. ‘You have a lot more going for you than you realise. And sometimes … well, sometimes we have to lose something to set ourselves free.’ He reached out, clasped my hand briefly, and then rose in one fluid movement. ‘I’d best be off. Otherwise Fiona will start doing purchases and turn the Majic Art Gallery into the Majic Crap Gallery.’


      I smiled, feeling a little foolish, my hand still tingling from his touch. I watched him stride away across the little gravel car park and into the arcade. Only after his tall, slim figure vanished did I turn away. A pigeon hopped across the grass, its head bobbing to search for abandoned crumbs. It was the type with an erect crest on the top of its head, which my offspring endearingly called ‘dickhead pigeons’.


      ‘Well, wasn’t that a nice thing to say?’ I asked the dickhead pigeon. It cocked its head, crest now diagonal. I rolled my eyes. ‘Okay, okay, yes, it was a little odd. But still nice. He meant well.’


      I broke off a piece of muffin and threw it to the pigeon before storing the remains in my bag. Then I threw my empty coffee cup into the bin on the way back to work, keeping my head averted to avoid low-hanging decorations and conversation with passing locals. I only glanced up as I passed the Majic Art Gallery, but Leon was nowhere in sight. Instead his assistant Fiona, a blonde beanpole of a woman, was in the window pulling a male sculpture into position. Leaning forward and tugging the curve of the sculpture into her own body, she looked more like she was trying to mate than manoeuvre.


      Back at the bookshop, Sharon was holding the fort with remarkable skill, although all eyes swivelled to me as soon as I entered. And that set the scene for the next hour and a half, just as it had before my break. Karen Rawlings from the community centre exemplified matters when she cornered me by Autobiographies & Memoir to describe how she once heard Dustin Craig call his wife a lazy bitch. ‘In full view of the entire supermarket, too! We were flabbergasted!’


      Was that why you didn’t intervene? I wanted to ask, because you were so flabbergasted? Why you slipped into the next aisle, as fast as possible, and didn’t say anything, or call security, or pass her the phone number of the community centre itself, where there were pamphlets on domestic violence, and counsellors, and information on how Beth Craig could extract herself from a situation that, if a brief glimpse left fellow shoppers flabbergasted, must surely have been hell on earth? But I didn’t say anything, because neither had I.


      At one pm, Sharon stuck a sign on the door and closed the shop, then slid shut the dividing door from the cafe. She leant against the counter and regarded me silently, waiting for a comment.


      ‘My mother’s not going to be happy,’ I said obligingly.


      ‘Tough. It’s showing no signs of letting up and you’re off to lunch in a minute, so I’m buggered if I’m going to run the show by myself for an hour.’


      ‘Fair enough.’ I watched an elderly couple try the door handle and then peer, surprised, through the glass. I shook my head and pointed to the sign.


      ‘It wouldn’t be so bad if they just came for a gander and then left, but they’re all hanging around. There’s a few been here as long as I have!’


      ‘Well, you might as well have lunch too. Then we’ll just reopen at two. But I may have to leave early – what with everything else, I’ve still got my column to do.’


      While Sharon was tallying the cash register, I got my bag from the cupboard and headed towards the sliding door. The cafe was also doing a roaring trade, with many of the bookshop customers having taken their conversations next door. Kim, the waitress, rolled her eyes as I passed, then concentrated on balancing a tray of bruschetta. I held the fly-strips aside to pass through and almost collided with my mother, coming the other way.


      ‘Why is the shop closed?’


      ‘Because of this.’ I gestured with my head towards the crowded cafe, and then kept moving forward, forcing her onto the footpath. ‘Plus Sharon would have struggled without me there, and she really needed a break. Be reasonable, Yen.’


      ‘When am I not reasonable?’


      ‘Nell’s not suggesting that you make a habit of it,’ said Petra, standing to one side. ‘Just that it might be advisable on this occasion. Besides, that creepy Santa there is going to put off more customers than closing the shop for an hour. I swear his eyes are following me.’


      ‘I think he’s designed to deter loiterers.’ I took a step away from the shop. ‘Anyway, I’m starving, so let’s go eat.’


      ‘Half an hour,’ Yen said grudgingly. ‘Then I’ll come back and get things on track. Too many customers? That’s a funny complaint.’


      ‘You’ll see,’ I muttered, leading the way up Main Street. The bookshop cafe was obviously out of the question so we continued past the council chambers to a nice little tavern that specialised in pasta and risotto, tucked away in an alcove. After ordering we settled in the back, behind a conga line of red-nosed reindeer. I fetched a carafe of water from the bar and poured glasses while Petra positioned her bag on the spare chair, with the Jimmy Choo label facing out.


      ‘Fake flowers,’ said Yen, fingering the verdant leaves of the carnations in the centre of our table. ‘So tacky.’


      ‘Yen, I was thinking … you know how you’ve always wanted to go to England? Maybe now would be the perfect time to do it.’


      She regarded me steadily. ‘Two weeks before Christmas? The perfect time?’


      ‘No, after Christmas of course. And it was more about you not having anywhere to live. I mean of course you can stay with me as long as you like. Naturally. I just meant … ah, something to think about, that’s all,’ I petered off, then turned to my sister. ‘Pet! What’s happened then? Any news?’


      Petra was smiling. ‘Well, insurance all went well. Under control. Plus the other bits and pieces. Oh, and Yen got the all-clear from the hospital.’


      ‘I can talk for myself you know.’ Yen moved the carnations to an adjoining table.


      ‘Okay then, how did you go with the police? What did they ask you?’


      ‘Just some daft questions about my sleeping patterns. I have very little faith in their ability to solve the issue. That Armistead man in particular seems to have decided it’s either me or Beth. Or perhaps us both, in cahoots. Stupid man.’


      I nodded, not wanting to commit myself. ‘Do they know how he died?’


      ‘Cute though,’ said Petra musingly. ‘In that rugged, competent type of way.’


      Yen ignored her. ‘If they did, they’re not telling me. But it seems to have been around midnight or so, because that’s the time they’re most curious about.’


      ‘My guess is that he was killed in our backyard,’ added Petra, ‘because according to Edward Given, that was where they were concentrating their manpower, while there was nobody next door, at the Craigs’.’


      ‘Of course!’ I stared at Petra, remembering the activity around the shared fence. ‘So there was no dragging the body over the fence! He must have climbed over himself!’


      ‘Yen’s theory is that he threw a full bottle over when he was having his tantrum, after the police came, and then ran out of beer later. So he was trying to retrieve it.’


      ‘Yes … that makes sense.’


      ‘Don’t sound so surprised,’ snapped Yen. ‘Is this salt shaker made of plastic? Maybe they’re going for a theme here. Op shop 1950.’


      A waiter came over, bearing two bowls of Bombay risotto and one of lamb’s fry with bacon and scalloped potatoes. Petra and I stared at the lamb’s fry, and then exchanged an expressionless glance that spoke volumes. Like oh my god she’s driving me nuts you have no idea what this day has been like, and could you do me a little favour and sleep with the insurance people and/or the builders, so that they fast-track things?


      I folded the parmesan through my risotto, and looked up. ‘Yen, could it have been her, do you think? Beth Craig?’


      ‘No.’ She sprinkled salt generously over her dish, paused, and then added more. ‘I’ve given it a great deal of thought, and decided it’s not possible.’


      I waited for her to continue but she didn’t. ‘Uh, why not?’


      ‘Well if you must know, because the police attended at ten-twenty, spoke to Beth Craig inside the house, Dustin Craig on the decking, and then came over to my house to speak to me. I suspect Beth took that opportunity to put her girls to bed and then, if she followed her usual behavioural pattern, went to bed herself. Her idiot husband remained outside, flinging the occasional bottle into my backyard. He often did that; settle down for hours, just drinking. She would certainly not have gone outside to engage him. That would be ridiculous.’


      Petra poured more water. ‘But what if he called her out? Insisted?’


      ‘It would have been unusual, but it’s still a far leap to having the two of them in my backyard, her killing him, and then dragging the body into my garage and setting it alight.’ She took a bite of the lamb’s fry, grimaced.


      ‘I still think she’s the most obvious suspect.’


      I nodded. ‘Me too.’


      ‘Then you’re both fools.’ Yen laid down her cutlery and stared at her food.


      ‘But don’t you see that if it’s not her, then …’ I tried to find the right words. ‘Well, then the next most likely is –’


      ‘Me, of course. Which doesn’t change the fact that she didn’t do it.’ She stood, placed her serviette across her plate. ‘This food matches the theme here. Shabby shit. I’m going back to the shop, maybe do some business. Just for something different.’


      I watched her leave, and looked down at my own food. ‘Actually, I thought the risotto was delicious.’


      ‘Me too.’


      ‘What are we going to do about her?’


      ‘Tie her up, leave her in the backyard, and hope it’s a serial killer?’


      I laughed, and then slapped a hand to my mouth. ‘Pet, that is so inappropriate.’


      ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ Petra leant across and lifted the abandoned plate. An inch wide circle of salt remained. ‘Although she’s probably on borrowed time anyway.’


      She put the plate down and we ate for a while, in silence. I wasn’t looking forward to returning to work, mainly because Yen was no doubt there to stay for the afternoon. She wouldn’t risk leaving Sharon and I alone now, just in case we did anything underhand like close up again. I took a deep breath and sighed.


      ‘Nell?’ Petra was staring at me, no smile visible now. ‘Do you think maybe … she did it?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ I toyed with a sliver of chicken, pushed it beneath the rice. ‘I don’t see how she could have. I mean, he was a biggish guy.’


      ‘Unless they did it together.’


      ‘Yes, unless they did it together.’ I thought this through, and then frowned. ‘But if that was the case, why not just leave the body in the backyard? Why drag him into the garage and set it alight? And then go to bed and wait to be rescued? It makes no sense.’


      ‘But neither does it make any sense to have a random neighbour do away with him in Yen’s backyard, and then try and murder her while they’re at it.’


      ‘And me.’


      Petra laughed. ‘You?’


      ‘Yes. Maybe that was it all along. It’s a plot to do away with me, because if I have to live with her for an extended period of time, then I’m going to fling myself off a cliff.’


      ‘Nah, you wouldn’t do that. You’re scared of heights.’ She pushed her bowl away and regarded me closely. ‘How are you anyway? Things getting any easier?’


      ‘Yes. And no.’


      ‘You need to get laid.’


      I picked up the menu, examined both sides. ‘They don’t seem to have it listed. Perhaps it doesn’t go with their theme.’


      ‘I’m serious. You have to stop mucking around with that bloody doll’s house and get out more. Because you can’t really break the ties, move on, until you sleep with someone else. It’s like drawing a line in the sand.’


      ‘Yes, because the phone’s been ringing off the hook.’ I put the menu down, straightened the edges. ‘All those blokes. So persistent.’


      ‘Confidence. That’s the trick. And some effort on your part.’


      ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I stood my fork in the leftover risotto, and then watched it slowly keel over. ‘In the meantime, I might just concentrate on staying sane.’


      ‘Well, don’t forget I’m here for you.’


      Ah, but you’re not, I thought, even as I smiled, because I knew she meant well.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Six

      


      Could you please settle a bet? My friend insists that you are the same Eleanor Forrest who wrote a murder mystery called Midnight Only Strikes Once, published about twenty-five years ago. I say that you can’t be because that writing is so clichéd, not like your column. But she won’t take my word for it. A three-course dinner is riding on this!


      


      I finished early, leaving soon after the book club dispersed. It had been an enjoyable session despite all, with talk of the fatal fire having segued neatly into that week’s reading choice of Kerry Greenwood and inner-city murder. And the club gave me a chance to absent myself from the main bookshop, where my mother was milking her audience for sales. There was something about her in trader mode, with beaming smile and sticky sweetness, that was even more unpleasant than bitch mode. Where at least what you saw was what you got.


      I stopped on the way home and stocked up on basic supplies, then staggered into the house bearing an armful of bags. Silence swelled within, lending the rooms an airy peace. The whiteboard had been moved to an armchair, indicating that the television had been used at some stage. I stared at the map and notations, but they didn’t tell me much more than I already knew. There were two main culprits, and neither made sense.


      After putting the groceries away, I turned on the computer and settled for the remainder of the afternoon. I started with a game of Tetris to loosen up before dealing with my emails, and then bought a miniature tri-fold fire screen and two copies of Midnight Only Strikes Once from eBay. I had the book on permanent saved search and my plan was to eventually buy up every copy in existence. However, for a book that had sold a mere thousand copies twenty-five years ago, the damn thing seemed to be reproducing itself.


      After one more game of Tetris, I worked my way around to the column, staring at the screen until it became a fluorescent blur with the cursor blinking accusingly in the corner. I opened my bits and pieces folder, where I stored aborted attempts and culled fragments, and perused the list of titles. Middle-aged spread, gender disparities at backyard barbecues, husbands who do the dishes once a week and think that equates to shared housework. I highlighted the last, and then poised my finger over the delete button for a moment before changing my mind. Let it stay.


      Maybe I could write about the Christmas function I had been pressured to attend last week, in town. Where I was the oldest female present and all the middle-aged male journalists seemed to gaze straight through me, like I was made of glass. I might as well have been wallpaper; a situation made undoubtedly worse by the fact that my carefully chosen burgundy and beige dress was the exact same colour as the wallpaper. But there was something else at play beyond bad luck. I had never been a raving beauty, by any means, but I’d always had my fair share of male attention. This invisibility was something new, or perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps it had been sneaking up for some time but I’d never noticed. Until this year.


      I shook my head, took a deep breath. What about what was happening right now? Surely I could extricate something from the debris of the last two days. I spun my chair, left to right and back again, then one full circle. That was when I noticed the little red answering machine light blinking on the phone by the filing cabinet. Possibly because my mobile was still set to mute, and likely to remain that way until I remembered to have someone change the ringtone. I pushed off backwards, rolling over to the filing cabinet, and pressed talk. The machine whirred, clicked, and began.


      ‘Hello, Nell? It’s Edward Given. Ned. Look, I just thought you should know there’re some ugly rumours flying around here. About your mother. And Dustin Craig. Thought I should pass them on, being old friends and all. Give us a ring and I’ll fill you in. Cheers.’


      I sagged a little in my chair. The machine clicked over but this time the caller hung up. Probably Edward again. The third call, however, was Uncle Jim, his deep voice distinctive enough to provide identification, because he certainly didn’t.


      ‘The hospital tells me your mum’s been discharged. Nell? Thought I might pay a visit?’


      There was a pause, as if he rather hoped someone would pick up, and then the call ended. Another click, and the next message issued forth in a throaty male voice.


      ‘You’ll get what’s coming to you, bitch, just wait and see. Both of you.’


      The machine clicked again, whirred, and continued.


      ‘Hey, Mum, it’s Red. Just thought I’d touch base and see if anything exciting’s happening down under. It’s freezing here, but no snow yet. I’m stuck at a conference in Bristol for the next few days. Bor-ing. Looking forward to coming home for Christmas. Love you.’


      The words slid cheerfully in one ear and straight out the other because there was no space. I stared at the machine as it rewound, finally reaching the end with the light changing to a steady red. After a moment I stretched out one finger and pressed play again. But the husky voice was identical, as was its message. And I still felt like being sick.


      ‘Mum! Hey, Mum?’


      I leapt up, shooting the chair backwards. It shot across the floor to rebound off the desk and then settle by the door. My heart was beating so fast it felt like I’d been the one doing something wrong. You’ll get what’s coming to you, bitch … Both of you. I took a breath, dragged it deeper, let it out.


      ‘There you are.’ Lucy appeared in the doorway, beaming. ‘Guess what? I’ve got a job!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I’ve got a job! Full-time and I start tomorrow! See, I told you it’d all turn out!’


      I stared, trying to process this. ‘What about uni?’


      ‘Mum, I’ve been telling you. Uni’s over. It’s no good. It’s not me.’ She shook her head. ‛I have to be true to myself.’


      ‘True to yourself? That sounds like your daft YOLO crap. Nothing but a cop-out.’


      ‘Oh, Mum. No, it’s not. I only wish it was.’


      ‘Ta-da.’ I swept one arm through the air, adding a flourish at the end. ‘Wish granted! All this rubbish is just another way of giving yourself permission to do exactly what you want.’


      ‘Instead of what you want? Is that what you mean?’


      All thoughts of the phone message had now been swept aside by frustrated fury. ‘What I want? Really? Okay then, yes, I do want you to get a degree, and I do want you to get a good job, and be successful, and financially secure. How amazingly selfish of me. So yes, you’re right. Clearly it’s all about what I want. It always is.’


      Lucy regarded me evenly. ‘I’m not going to talk to you when you’re like this. But before I go, I’d just like to say thank you. Thank you for being so supportive, and congratulatory, and for taking my buzz –’ she held up one hand, laid flat with the palm uppermost, then curled it into a fist ‘– and crushing it.’


      ‘Oh, and I’m not going to talk to you, either.’ I pushed the words past clenched teeth. ‘But before you go, I’d just like to say you’re an idiot.’


      Instead of answering she stared at me for a few moments, which was actually more effective. Then she turned and left, with a dignity that I would have found rather admirable if not for the fact I was so furious. What I wanted? Nothing at the moment was what I wanted. Half a childhood house, a mother who was the prime suspect in a neighbourhood murder, a sister who had conveniently relocated just far enough that she couldn’t quite be relied on, and now a twenty-year-old uni drop-out who no doubt planned on moving back home. Oh, and of course a husband who … my mind reared like a skittish horse, then galloped away. And no column. And anonymous threatening phone calls. And –


      ‘Did you really call Luce an idiot?’ asked Quinn from the doorway. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’


      I nodded. ‘I know.’


      ‘Like, if we’re not allowed to call you an idiot, then you shouldn’t call us an idiot.’


      ‘I know.’ I took a deep breath. ‘How come you’re late, young lady?’


      ‘I told you I was going to Caitlin’s to study. What’s the point of me leaving messages on your mobile if you don’t ever check them?’


      ‘I do. I did. Whatever. Anyway, how was school?’


      ‘Yeah, okay. Griffin Russo says his mum says she’s too scared to sleep at night. What with a psychopath in the neighbourhood.’


      ‘Can I say that Lyn Russo is an idiot?’


      Quinn grinned. ‘Yeah. What’s for dinner?’


      ‘Crumbed fish. I’ll get it started in a moment, I just have to make a phone call.’


      As soon as Quinn left, I went out to the entry and rummaged through my bag until I found the card for Detective Sergeant Armistead. Plus a handful of crumbled blueberry muffin. I used the phone in the study, shutting the door as I dialled. It rang incessantly before his voice kicked in, requesting callers leave a message after the beep. I obliged, making sure my voice was level and the details succinct. Menacing message, possibly a disguised voice, unknown provenance. As an afterthought, I sent a quick email to my editor, asking her to let me know whether there had been any nasty letters received at their end. Perhaps it was something to do with one of my columns.


      Out in the kitchen, I separated the fish fillets and began the crumbing process. There was nobody else around, although the television was now on. The news started so I found the remote control and turned the volume up a little, in case there were any developments. I felt a little ill, not just because of the nasty phone call, but because of Lucy. My children might infuriate me at times, but arguing with them was always disagreeable.


      ‘Are we having chips with them?’ Quinn wandered in, eyeing the fish with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.


      ‘Yes.’ I pulled a bag of frozen chips from the freezer and dumped half onto an oven tray.


      ‘Has Grandma’s house been on again?’


      ‘Not yet.’


      Quinn flung herself down on an armchair in the living room, giving me a flash of purple knickers beneath her school dress. I slid the tray into the oven, turned it on, wondered if the detective sergeant would call back tonight or tomorrow.


      Lucy came in and stood at the end of the island bench idly straightening some catalogues. Finally she looked at me. ‘Do you want a hand?’


      ‘No, thanks. All under control.’


      ‘Oh. Well, you know I could set the table.’


      I shrugged, dragging a fillet through beaten egg. ‘If you like.’


      ‘Ssh!’ Quinn held up a hand. ‘It’s on again!’


      The house was centre screen, although it seemed to be the same footage as yesterday with the flurry of investigation taking place. The male newsreader’s voice came over the top. ‘Investigations continue into the homicide and house fire at Majic, in country Victoria, yesterday, with police confirming that the victim was already dead at the time of the fire.’ Then Detective Sergeant Armistead filled the screen, with his name on a caption beneath, wearing the grim expression that seemed to be his default. Larissa Wheatfield thrust a microphone at him. ‘Yes, the deceased has been identified as Dustin Ronald Craig, aged forty-five.’


      ‘And can you tell us whether Mr Craig was known to the occupants of the house that was burnt?’


      ‘Yes, he was a neighbour.’


      ‘So the two incidents are connected then?’


      The detective stared at her for a moment. ‘Well … yes. That would be our assumption.’


      ‘And do police have any leads?’ asked Larissa intently.


      ‘We’re being helped in our inquiries by a number of people. And we also urge anyone with relevant information to ring Crime Stoppers. We would particularly like to speak to the owner of a dark-coloured sedan with a number plate beginning with W.’


      Detective-Sergeant Armistead and Larissa Wheatfield vanished, replaced by the male newsreader. The picture behind him now showed a small town with encroaching flood waters. Quinn picked up the remote control and turned down the volume, then turned to me. ‘That means they have a suspect! The guy with the dark sedan!’


      ‘Yes,’ I replied slowly, wondering if this meant our theories had just been destroyed. Maybe it had been an outsider after all. I picked breadcrumbs off my fingertips thoughtfully.


      ‘Finished the table, Mum.’ Lucy waved towards the meals area, where a neatly set table even boasted a pot plant as a centrepiece. ‘Anything else?’


      ‘Yes, some board. Now that you’re employed. I take it you plan on staying here?’


      ‘Well, yeah.’ Lucy looked stunned. ‘I was … like, I thought …’


      ‘Clearly.’


      ‘Of course I’ll pay board,’ she said stiffly. ‘Just name your amount.’


      I got out the salad bowl and began tearing lettuce, flinging it in. ‘So what’s this job then? Picking apples? Pears? Cherries? Or have you moved on from fruit?’


      ‘When’s dinner?’ asked Quinn. ‘I’m starving.’


      Lucy was staring at me. ‘How did you know?’


      ‘I know everything.’ I sliced the top off a red onion and started chopping.


      ‘I was just taking time out, working out what I wanted to do. Trying to fi–’


      I held up my hand to stop her, which worked because it was also the hand holding the knife. ‘If you say “find yourself”, I swear to god I’m going to blindfold you, drop you in the middle of the desert, and then see how you really go about finding yourself.’


      ‘In all fairness,’ interjected Quinn, ‘if you dropped her in the middle of the desert then it wouldn’t be herself that she’d have trouble finding, it’d be –’


      Lucy sniffed. ‘Well, I’m sorry you feel that way. But it worked for me.’


      ‘– civilisation,’ finished Quinn. ‘Which is entirely different.’


      ‘So tell us then: who the hell gave you this wonderful job?’


      ‘That would be me,’ said my mother from the doorway. She put a carrier bag down on the floor with her handbag, and came over to the island bench. ‘Is something burning?’


      ‘Shit.’ I pulled out the tray of chips and tossed them around, removing one that had fallen against the element. I replaced the tray and faced Yen. ‘You gave her a job.’


      ‘Yes. Why not?’


      ‘Because maybe it would have been nice to speak to me first? See how I felt about it?’


      She shrugged. ‘Lucy’s an adult. She needed a job, I offered her one.’


      I opened my mouth, and then closed it again. Anything I said now would no doubt be regretted later as I was so angry I could barely think straight. Instead, I got out the electric frypan and drizzled some olive oil, then laid the fillets in a neat row. I watched them sizzle, little bubbles frothing at the edges. Elderly woman felled by skillet. No witnesses.


      ‘Has Auntie Pet left?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘Yes. And I don’t know why you’re so annoyed, Nell,’ said Yen, in the same tone of voice she used when I was five. ‘I’m doing you a favour. You should thank me. Good lord, are you crying?’


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I was chopping onions.’


      After a few minutes of silence, Quinn turned the volume back up on the television. The weatherman was now on, pointing industriously to a series of charts. I turned the fish and added some carrot and feta to the salad bowl.


      ‘Grandma, did you know the police have a suspect now?’ Quinn swivelled around in the armchair. ‘They’re looking for a guy in a dark-coloured sedan.’


      ‘Well that should narrow the field down.’ Yen sat down on the armchair, stared at the television and then back at Quinn. ‘Any other developments?’


      Yes, I thought to myself, tossing the salad vigorously, we now have a threatening caller and you’re a controlling bitch.


      ‘No, but your house was on the news again. So was that detective Mum spoke to.’


      ‘He said they had several people helping them with their inquiries,’ added Lucy.


      ‘That’s what they always say,’ said Yen dismissively. She watched me plate the fish. ‘Are Scarlet and Ruby coming back up this weekend?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      She drummed her fingers on the armrest. ‘Your sister is. Just to see how things are going. See if I need anything.’


      ‘Dinner’s ready.’ I poured the chips into a large bowl. ‘Quick, while it’s hot.’


      ‘Crumbed fish,’ said Yen, rising. She came over to the bench and took the plate with the smallest fillet. ‘How nice.’


      Lucy sniffed appreciatively. ‘Yum.’


      ‘I thought you were vegetarian?’ Quinn extracted a single lettuce leaf and deposited it on her plate, before covering it with chips.


      ‘I am. Fish is different. And Mum’s cooking makes it special.’


      I passed her a plate and then picked up the salad bowl and chips and took them over to the table, placing them either side of the pot plant. As everyone was settling themselves around the table, I went back to the kitchen and covered the remaining fish with cling wrap.


      Quinn was watching me. ‘Aren’t you eating?’


      ‘Later.’ I washed my hands briskly. ‘I’ve got to finish my column first.’


      I could feel Yen studying me as I strode past the table but I schooled myself not to glance in her direction. Instead, I went straight to the study and shut the door. Then I wheeled my chair into position, tapped the computer out of hibernation and typed in the title for my new column. ‘Power, control and the manipulative mother’. After that the column wrote itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

      


      I wonder if you realise that you have written three columns in the past six months around the theme of the joys of solitude. Not sure what’s going on in your life but methinks the lady doth protest too much?


      


      I’m not sure when I first decided to do a little bit of investigating myself. It may have been at around three in the morning, when I thought I heard someone creeping up the driveway. For the third time that night. Or it may have been a little earlier, when I could have sworn somebody was using a glass cutter on the windows in the living room. Which would have made for a rather intrepid villain, as those particular windows were a good five metres off the ground and didn’t even have ledges. Or it may have been even earlier, as I played the answering machine tape about six or seven times, trying to get some clues from those fourteen throaty words.


      I would have spent some time on the doll’s house, which had become my routine for sleepless nights, by my mother’s presence thwarted even that. Instead, I tossed and turned and thought. I decided it was very doubtful that the threatening phone call was about one of my columns, as I rarely wrote about issues deep enough to generate that level of wrath. Nor was it likely to be about my personal life as I was fairly law-abiding. The worst thing I had done recently was park in a parents-with-prams bay outside the local supermarket and even then, strictly speaking, I did own a pram, albeit an old one. The sign hadn’t stipulated that it actually had to be in the car. It was most likely, however, that the phone call was connected to the dead body recently found in my mother’s garage. Otherwise it was far too coincidental.


      All of which left one burning question: why? Actually it left several other questions also, but it seemed better to concentrate on one at a time.


      By the morning my mind was made up, and even sand-in-the-eye weariness was not enough to dissuade me. At the very least, investigating the case would be a distraction, and I needed a distraction. Besides, as a middle-aged woman, it seemed that I possessed a highly desirable trait for sleuthing: invisibility. Might as well make use of it.


      I slept in until past eight, which was unusual, and by the time I made it to the kitchen everybody had already left. There was a note on the bench – Gone to school. Love, Quinn – and fresh coffee wafting from a percolator that hadn’t been there when I went to bed. I poured myself a mug and was pleased to discover that it tasted as good as it smelt.


      The thing was that whichever way the situation was examined, my mother seemed to be involved. Even if the unidentified sedan owner was the culprit, there must have been a reason that he dragged the body into her garage and set it alight. Perhaps he had decided to kill two birds with one stone. So to speak. Regardless, my mother’s involvement gave me a legitimate reason for asking questions. And those questions, plus answers, might give me an angle that – I let the half-formed idea peep out for just a second – could be used for a book. Perhaps fate had given me a second chance at writing a murder mystery. Perhaps, despite all recent evidence to the contrary, fate was on my side.


      It was a beautiful morning, with an airy balminess that was more spring than summer. I drove with the windows down, singing along to Jimmy Barnes and just reaching the climax of ‘Working Class Man’ as I turned into Small Dairy Lane and parked by the kerb. The house was deserted now, no other cars, no investigators; just crime tape and blue canvas fluttering in the breeze. I ducked beneath the tape and walked towards the remains of the garage. The damage to the house itself was boarded over, but the garage had been so badly burnt that there was little recognisable there. Except the blackened shell of my mother’s Honda.


      I pushed at some coal with my foot and stared at the black smear across my sandshoe, then made my way gingerly through the debris. In the backyard I could see the section of blackened fence that Rita Hurley had been talking about, but all else looked untouched. The borders still bloomed, the grass glistened, and the trees spread leafy shade with a welcoming generosity that was a little ironic, given their owner. I crossed to the Craig side fence and was thrilled to see, immediately, that a section of garden had been all but destroyed. There was also some damage to the lawn nearby, as if something had been dragged for a short distance, perhaps about a metre. Otherwise, the lawn remained pristine, apart from scattering of possum poo, all the way up to the garage remains.


      From here I could see the top half of the Craigs’ house and I guessed that if someone had been sitting on the decking over there, I would have been able to see the upper half of them too. I swivelled towards the back fence where, because Lincoln Court was set on a slight rise, Leon Chaucer’s entire veranda was visible, with three-quarters enclosed behind rippled green perspex. Next door was Berry Pembroke’s house, but only a large corner window faced my mother’s yard, lined with white net.


      ‘Nell! Thank goodness it’s you!’


      I turned a little more and there was Rita, peering over the top of her fence. The burnt section spread from below her chin, like an amorphous charcoal body. ‘Yes, just me. I thought I’d come check things out.’


      ‘Though I’m not sure if you should be back there. The tape is still up.’


      ‘If they were that fussed, they would have left a guard or something.’ I crossed the yard towards her. ‘Listen, Rita, do you have any theories? About what happened?’


      She blinked. ‘Um, no. That is … no.’


      But I knew, just by the way her eyes slid from mine for a second, that she did indeed have a theory, and my mother had a starring role. I waited, hoping that she would feel compelled to fill the silence.


      ‘You look tired, Nell. Not sleeping well?’ She paused as I shrugged, and then continued in a rush. ‘So, is your mother going to rebuild?’


      ‘Yes, of course.’


      ‘Oh, I just thought she might take the opportunity to, well, downsize. Maybe even one of those nice villages, like the one they’re building out near the lake.’


      ‘You mean the retirement village?’


      ‘Well, yes. Not that I’m suggesting she retire,’ added Rita rapidly. ‘Just that this might all be sort of serendipitous. Do you know what I mean?’


      ‘Oh, exactly. And it was terribly sporting of that Craig bloke to be part of the serendipity. You don’t often find that sort of generosity in a neighbour.’


      Rita frowned. ‘Um, that’s not quite –’


      ‘I know.’ I took pity on her, despite her clumsy attempt to turn the situation to her advantage. Which was probably understandable in itself.


      ‘The police have been around, asking questions,’ offered Rita. ‘Did we hear anything, that sort of thing. I told them we just turned the telly up when the arguing started, tried to mind our own business.’ She hesitated. ‘They took Jim to the station to make a statement.’


      ‘I see. Ah, did they mention the car? A dark-coloured sedan?’


      ‘Yes, they did, but we weren’t any help.’


      ‘Naturally. And I don’t suppose you know how Beth Craig is? How she’s coping?’


      ‘Oh, I dropped in yesterday.’ Rita looked pleased to report that she’d done something proactive. ‘Took her a casserole. She’s struggling, poor thing.’


      ‘I’m heading over there now. Offer my condolences and all that.’


      ‘Well, pass on my best wishes again. And to your mother as well.’


      ‘No problem. Did you want me to pass on your suggestion? About the retirement village?’


      Rita paled. ‘No! I mean no, that’s not a good idea. It’ll sound all wrong. It was just a thought, a silly thought. You know me, not thinking …’ She petered off.


      ‘No problem,’ I repeated, feeling guilty. ‘I won’t say anything. But I’d better go, or I’ll run out of time. Bye, Rita.’


      ‘Bye, Nell, love. Do say hello to your mother from me. And from Jim.’


      I left Rita at the fence and made my way back through the remains of the garage and into the front yard. From Lincoln Court came the sound of a motor mower, the roar throbbing along the soft breeze. It only served to accentuate the silence of the house next door, where every blind was at least half-drawn. I walked up the driveway, my feet crunching on gravel. Past a cluster of tree ferns that sprouted from pine-chipped garden beds, trailing fronds across the lawn. Up to an old-fashioned screen door that was more screen than frame, and behind which a mission-brown front door was firmly shut.


      I rang the doorbell and listened to it echo deep within the house. It was still echoing as the door was flung open and I dropped my gaze to the little girl who stood there, about six years of age, wavy blonde hair pulled back into pigtails. ‘Hello there. Is your mum home?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Ah, so could you get her?’


      ‘Yes.’


      I thought that if I stood there, expectantly, the child might follow through, but long moments passed with us simply staring at each other. It’s difficult to know who would have given in first but fortunately her mother appeared behind her, clearly annoyed that the front door had already been answered.


      ‘Jessica! I’ve told you and told you. What have I told you?’


      ‘Not to open the door?’


      ‘I am very cross with you.’


      Jessica nodded, apparently unperturbed. She pointed to my head. ‘You’ve got funny hair.’


      ‘Yes, I do,’ I said agreeably, and then turned my attention back to her mother. ‘Hello, I’m Nell, Lillian Forrest’s daughter. From next door.’


      Beth Craig was visibly relieved. ‘Oh, good. I thought you might be that woman from the paper again. Oh, and I should ask how your mother is?’


      ‘She’s fine, just fine. But you – I’m so sorry for your loss.’


      ‘Thank you.’ Beth pushed the screen door open and I realised her loss was, in fact, written all over her face. Her pale hair appeared unwashed, pulled back into a low ponytail, and her eyes were swollen, cradled by loose, puffy bags. Nevertheless it was also clear that she was a very good-looking woman, with porcelain skin and fine facial bones.


      ‘I just thought I’d pass on my condolences, and if you need anything, you know …’


      ‘Yes. Thank you. So kind.’


      Silence stretched, and I knew she was being polite, waiting for me to leave. ‘Ah, I wonder if I could ask you something? Not to be nosy or anything, but more because, well, my mother is sort of involved and …’


      ‘I understand.’ Beth’s face tightened. ‘What did you want to ask?’


      ‘The police mentioned a car, a dark-coloured sedan. I was just wondering if …’


      ‘Oh, that. No, I don’t know who it was.’ She shook her head, tendrils of fine hair fluttering. ‘No idea. Nothing to do with us.’


      ‘I see. Most likely coincidence then. Perhaps a visitor for someone else in the street.’


      ‘I reckon. All I know is no-one was visiting … us.’


      I watched her face tighten once more, and tried desperately to think of something to prolong the conversation. Something empathic, yet insightful. ‘Shit, hey?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You must be so, um …’


      ‘Yes.’ She hesitated, running her fingers through one of her daughter’s pigtails. ‘He wasn’t like they’re saying, you know. Not always. He loved me, and the girls.’


      I nodded, glanced down at Jessica. She stared steadily back.


      ‘It was his job. So much pressure. And me …’ She laughed, a harsh sound. ‘Sometimes I don’t know when to shut up. Nag, nag, nag. That’s me.’


      I nodded again, because I didn’t know how to respond. I had a flash of insight that soon Beth would begin rewriting history in earnest, and no doubt within a year she would be insisting that her marriage had been perfect, and her husband a gentle soul.


      ‘Could you please say thank you to your mother for me?’


      My eyes widened. ‘What for?’


      ‘Oh, she’s been so good to me. So helpful.’


      I stared at her guileless expression and knew, instantly, that she hadn’t been involved. Whatever had eventuated that evening, how her husband’s body ended up in my mother’s garage, Beth Craig knew no more than she claimed. I put a hand on her arm. ‘I’ll tell her.’


      She gazed at my hand, then back at me. ‘I just can’t work out who … well, could do something like …’


      ‘My dad’s dead,’ said Jessica, with perfect timing. ‘A bad man stabbed him seventeen hundred times.’


      ‘Stabbed him?’ I blinked at her, then Beth. ‘So you’ve heard how he died?’


      ‘Oh my god! You’ve heard?’


      I frowned. ‘Well, only from you. Just then.’


      ‘But I don’t know anything! I thought you did.’


      ‘She just said –’ I took my hand away to point at Jessica, who was watching us both with interest ‘– that a bad man stabbed him!’


      ‘In the shower,’ added Jessica.


      ‘Oh my god, don’t listen to her! She just got that from Psycho, is all. You know, that old film with the nyeh, nyeh.’ Beth executed the classic shower stabbing motion. ‘We watched it last night, to try and take our minds off everything.’


      ‘You let her watch Psycho? To take her mind off things?’


      ‘It was boring,’ said Jessica. ‘I liked Roger Rabbit better. There was a lady with my name. She was hot.’


      Beth was looking at me narrowly. ‘Are you criticising my parenting?’


      ‘Psycho! When her father’s just been –’


      ‘Fuck off,’ said Beth, taking a step backwards and pushing Jessica behind her. She let go of the screen, which bounced closed, and then gave me one last glare before she slammed the front door. Leaving me with just mission-brown through mesh.


      ‘Well done,’ I said to the door. ‘Top journalistic skills.’


      I could hear Beth’s voice, interspersed with her daughter’s higher tones, fading into the depths of the house. The motor mower took over, with a throaty rumble. I took a deep breath as I walked down the driveway towards the car. It was just as well I never hankered after a career as a private investigator; a Pink Panther-type ineptitude wasn’t quite as appealing without the French accent.


      I detoured past my mother’s letterbox and removed a handful of mail, which I threw on the passenger seat. Then I surveyed the street thoughtfully. The Roddom house was locked up tight, with garage door down and curtains drawn, and was only missing a sign announcing We’re on holidays and nobody is home. Next door the Tapscotts’ carport was sans cars so I guessed both were at work, with the budding author about a month or so from maternity leave. I turned to peer down the street towards Mrs Fletcher’s old weatherboard, and noted that it too appeared deserted. It seemed that this street was perfect for crime, with the residents all either absent or watching movies about psychopathic killers and/or animated interspecies marriage.


      ‘Hoy, Nell!’


      Except for Edward Given, of course. I watched him lumber down his driveway and then across the road, his pants belted above the curve of his rounded belly. I raised a hand in greeting.


      ‘Nell.’ He put one hand on my car as he caught his breath.


      ‘Correct. And you’re Edward.’


      ‘Actually …’ He took another few breaths. ‘I prefer Ned, thanks.’


      ‘Ned?’


      ‘Yep. It’s more – well, friendly. And I bet I know what you’re thinking now. What a shame we never became an item. Ned and Nell.’


      ‘It’s like you read my mind.’


      ‘Funny you say that. My mother always used to say I had a bit of psychic in me.’


      I had a sudden image of a psychic-centred menu; roast leg of psychic with cranberry sauce, stuffed psychic on a bed of mash, psychic balls with spaghetti. I grinned.


      ‘Ah well, too late now.’


      ‘Yes, because I’m in my dotage.’


      ‘Oh, I didn’t mean it that way!’ He took a step back, clearly flustered. ‘Just didn’t want to give you the wrong idea. That I – we …’


      I stared at him, my grin remaining for a few moments, rictus-like, and then slipping away as his reaction sunk in. Was that an actual recoil? I could feel my throat tightening, ridiculously, and knew I had to say something, soon, before he got the impression I was devastated. Which was not far off.


      ‘Nell?’ He blinked. ‘Are you all right? I never –’


      ‘Fine.’ The word came out in shards. I coughed, started again. ‘Fine. It’s just being here, in the street. Brings it all home, you know? About the murder. By the way, I got your message yesterday, about the ugly rumours. Thanks for letting me know.’


      He smiled, clearly grateful for the turn in conversation. ‘Well, it’s the least I can do. Being such old friends. And I don’t believe for a moment that your mother would have done something like that to poor Dustin Craig.’ He shook his head. ‘She’s just not strong enough.’


      ‘Ah, yes. Of course.’


      ‘Though I have to say that I am a little cross with you, Nell.’ He smiled and nodded, his double chin compressing accordion-like against his neck. ‘You told me that the committee meeting was cancelled on Sunday afternoon. Which I passed on to several members, only to find that the information was incorrect. Tsk, tsk.’


      ‘Did I?’ I frowned, as if trying to recall the incident. ‘If that’s the case I do apologise, Ed – Ned. It was such a dreadful day I can barely recall functioning.’


      ‘Apology accepted. I’d ask you in for coffee but I’mabout to head into town, have to catch up with Sam Emerson. Planning our Christmas function, you know. Busy times.’


      ‘I can imagine.’


      ‘Speaking of catching up, I saw you’ve been to visit the merry widow.’ Edward inclined his head towards Beth’s house. ‘At least she spoke to you. Wouldn’t even open the door to me yesterday.’


      ‘Perhaps she was too upset.’


      ‘Yeah.’ Edward gave a little snort. ‘She opened the door quickly enough for the police.’


      ‘Well, she’s probably eager for news. Answers.’


      He smiled, and then shook his head. ‘Oh, Nell, Nell, Nell. I suspect that she already has all the answers. It’s the questions that she’s dodging.’


      ‘Which would explain why she opened the door so quickly to the police?’


      ‘Now you get the picture. To divert suspicion, of course.’


      ‘Okay.’ I closed my eyes briefly and decided that if I had to have this conversation, I might as well make the most of it. ‘Edward – I mean Ned, do you know anything about this dark sedan the police are looking for?’


      ‘Know anything? Why I was the one who reported it!’ He grinned. ‘Saw it about quarter past eleven, just as I was going to bed. Parked right over there.’ He pointed down the street towards the Fletcher house. Then he faced me again, with a peculiar smile. ‘Ask Jim Hurley if you don’t believe me. No doubt he would’ve seen it as he was leaving your mother’s house that night.’


      ‘Jim Hurley? What?’


      ‘Yep. Oh, I’m sure there’s nothing to it if that’s what you’re worried about. After all, he drops in all the time. He was probably just borrowing sugar. Or maybe Rita had gone to bed and he was feeling a little … lonely.’


      I blinked, trying to keep my face noncommittal. The truth was that even though it was difficult to imagine my mother and Jim having clandestine late-night trysts, it didn’t disturb me in a moral sense; it was more that I felt blindsided. Not to mention the implications of the timing, given nefarious doings were afoot. ‘Then this must have been after the police came? About the altercation between my mother and Dustin Craig?’


      ‘That’s right. The police came about twenty past ten, and only stayed fifteen minutes or so.’


      I wrenched my mind, and imagination, away from Jim and my mother. ‘But you didn’t see anyone in the car? Or around it?’


      ‘Unfortunately no. Had I known what was going on with poor Dustin, then I might have taken more notice.’ He sighed. ‘But as it was, I just went to bed.’


      ‘Let down by your psychic abilities when you needed them most.’


      ‘You’re right, Nell. I must have been tired.’


      I walked around to the driver’s side of my car and sent him a brief, bright smile. ‘Lovely to catch up with you, Ed – Ned – but I’d better get going. Mountains of stuff, you know …’


      ‘Oh, of course. And rest assured I’ll be keeping an eye on your mother’s place for you.’


      ‘I don’t doubt it. It’s the only thing that helps me sleep at night.’


      ‘Excellent.’ He stepped away, beaming. ‘Glad to be of service.’


      ‘Yes. Thanks, Ned.’


      He was still standing by the road as I turned my car into my mother’s driveway and reversed out, giving him a little wave as I passed. At the end of Small Dairy Lane I slowed to check left, right, then my rear-vision mirror and he was still there, a somewhat forlorn figure despite his bulk. I felt a surge of sympathy alongside a rather ridiculous dejection over his earlier rebuff. Did that mean I ranked even lower on the dating scale than Edward Given? Or maybe I just wasn’t his type. I slid my eyes across to my own reflection. Multi-hued complexion, eyes cupped by evidence of a bad night’s sleep, hair unable to decide between frizz and spiral, so going for a bit of both. Including one corkscrew that stuck straight up from the centre, like an antenna.


      No wonder he’d recoiled. I adjusted the mirror as I drove, unsure whether to be relieved that I looked so pathetic, or embarrassed. Clearly, if I was going to continue being cavalier about my personal appearance, then I would have to start working on my inner beauty. Which brought me neatly around to my mother, who I would have thought somewhat deficient in both regards, particularly the latter. Yet Uncle Jim seemed to be drawn to her like a moth to a flame. A moth, in this case, who left his wife at home to wander next door for some late-night sugar. It appeared that the woman had neighbours popping in from all directions. And I wasn’t sure what concerned me most at the moment; the one who got what he came for, or the one who never left.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

      


      I’d just like to let you know that I am your Biggest Fan – but not in a creepy Stephen King/Misery type of way! Well, as long as you keep publishing one column per week, that is – otherwise I may have to take steps [mwa ha ha ha].


      


      I turned into Main Street and kept going to the far end, where I pulled over in front of a trio of shops now boarded over. There I spent ten minutes applying some make-up and readjusting my hair, paying particular attention to my antenna. Mission accomplished, I drove back down the street and parked outside the police station. It was a squat sandstone building, with a narrow, pale-pebbled path and a sand-coloured mesh fence. The result was a vision in ivory yellow that would have been more at home near the seaside. The bright blue of the POLICE sign just heightened the effect.


      The counter inside was unmanned, with strips of a two-way mirror running the length of one wall. Posters adorned the other walls, with pleas for lost pets, notices about various crime-stopper programs, meeting times for Neighbourhood Watch. In keeping with the town tradition of garish decoration, there was a silver Christmas tree in the corner, laden with glittery blue balls. Quite apt really. On the counter was a bell, just beside a carved declaration of love for someone called Tiffanee M. One would imagine that Tiffanee M. would have preferred a card.


      Before I could ring the bell, the swing door by the two-way mirror opened and a stocky policeman came through, chewing. I recognised him as the older of the two who had visited me on Sunday. The one who hadn’t been chatting up my daughter later. I smiled winningly, dropping my eyes momentarily to read his name-badge. ‘Good morning, Constable Reynolds. How are you?’


      ‘Good, good.’ He wiped a smidgeon of tomato sauce from his mouth. ‘And how can I help you, ma’am?’


      I blinked, a little taken back by his flat tone. ‘Ah, do you remember me from the other day? My mother’s house was involved in a fire, and an … involuntary death.’


      ‘Of course! Small Dairy Lane. Dreadful business. You’re the younger Mrs Forrest.’


      ‘Actually, I’m the only Ms Forrest. But call me Nell. And yes, a dreadful business.’ I waited, in case he felt compelled to add anything, and then pulled the little answering machine tape from my pocket. ‘I received a threatening phone call last night. A man. Seems to be connected.’


      ‘Really? Well, that’s no good. What’d he say?’


      ‘“You’ll get what’s coming to you, bitch, just wait and see. Both of you,’” I recited, gratified to see that he was rather impressed by the obvious menace.


      ‘Well, that is no good.’ He took the tape, examined it. ‘Detective Sergeant Armistead’ll be wanting to hear this.’


      ‘I’ve already left a message for him but I haven’t heard back. And I don’t want to ignore this. It’s a little … scary.’ I stared at the tape for a few seconds, letting the voice reverberate up my spine, and then shook my head. ‘While I’m here, I wonder if you could … see, we’re all very upset about everything. And poor Beth Craig. In fact I’ve just come from there, nobody knows anything. So I wonder if you could fill me in on any developments?’


      ‘Well, you’re best off talking to the detective sergeant about that as well. He’s in charge.’ The constable paused to run a tongue around the inside of his mouth, as if searching for overlooked morsels. ‘He’s stationed at Bendigo but he’s due out here today.’


      ‘Ah, then could you at least tell me if cause of death has been established?’ I hurried on as he frowned. ‘Only because there seems to be a rumour he was stabbed. Even his little daughter believes it and she’s now having nightmares. I’d just like to set her mind at ease.’


      ‘Well, that’s very good-hearted of you,’ came a deep voice from behind me.


      Horizontal strips of Ashley Armistead smiled genially from the two-way mirror over Constable Reynolds’ shoulder. I turned slowly. ‘Hello.’


      ‘Hello, Ms Forrest. What a coincidence. I was just talking about you on the phone.’ His smile broadened. ‘With Beth Craig.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘Yes. And I’m about to drive out there now to give her an update.’


      Constable Reynolds cleared his throat. ‘You might be interested in this though, Ash. The lady’s brought in a tape. Some bloke threatening her. Bit nasty.’


      ‘Yes, I got the message.’ The detective sergeant came over and put his folder down on the counter so that he could take the tape. After turning it over in his hand for a few moments, as if that might tell him something, he lifted a trapdoor section at the far end of the counter and passed through, heading towards the swing door. ‘Back in a second.’


      I was left with Constable Reynolds once more. I searched around for a neutral topic of conversation but before I could find one, a familiar voice issued forth from the back room. ‘You’ll get what’s coming to you, bitch, just wait and see. Both of you.’ The constable looked uncomfortable. Moments later Detective Sergeant Armistead returned, clearly rather pleased.


      ‘Just needed confirmation, Ms Forrest. And you’ll be pleased to know I’m in the process of dealing with it. Nothing to worry about.’


      I frowned at him. ‘What?’


      ‘The fellow’ll be in later to have a chat. Best I don’t say anything before that, but believe me, it’s under control. Besides, he’s all bark. No bite.’


      ‘Excellent. I feel better already.’


      The constable grinned, and then looked to his superior. ‘Shall I leave it with you, Ash?’


      ‘Thanks, mate.’ Detective Sergeant Armistead picked up his folder and held it against his chest, regarding me intently. ‘I’ll let Beth Craig know about your concerns, shall I?’


      ‘Ah, yes. I take it she said something about me?’


      He nodded. ‘You could say that.’


      ‘In my defence, I only went over there to pass on my condolences, nothing more, nothing less. Did you know she let those kids watch Psycho?’ I was pleased to see his eyebrows rise, just slightly. ‘That’s right. The one with the shower and the knife and the blood swirling down the drain. Apparently it was to cheer them all up.’


      ‘To cheer them up,’ he repeated. ‘People never fail to amaze me.’


      ‘Did she actually ring you to complain about me?’


      ‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘I called to let her know I was going to drop around. I think she was just venting.’ He looked at me, clearly amused. ‘Never criticise a woman’s parenting. I thought you of all people would’ve known that.’


      ‘Why me of all people?’


      ‘Well, with that column thing of yours. All the advice and … stuff.’


      ‘Stuff. Yes, that about sums it up.’ I grinned, suddenly realising that I was enjoying the easy exchange. Maybe Petra had been right after all – I did need to make an effort. Build confidence. ‘Well, if you can’t tell me about the tape yet, then could you at least tell me if there’s been any word on the cause of death?’


      ‘Suffocation. That is, there were other injuries but death was the result of suffocation.’


      ‘Suffocation!’ I stared, surprised. ‘Oh, do you mean from the fire?’


      ‘No, it appears he was already dead, although not for very long. We believe he was unconscious when dragged into the garage and then the body was partly hidden behind some Christmas decorations. In particular, a Christmas tree.’


      I frowned, trying to follow the logic. ‘But I still don’t get …’


      ‘He was face down in the Christmas tree, and it seems he suffocated.’


      I followed this scenario through with a grimace. I wondered if Dustin Craig had been a festive type of guy, who might have appreciated the irony of being killed by a Christmas tree, but I suspected not. ‘You mentioned other injuries?’


      ‘He sustained a significant blow to the head, which is what rendered him unconscious.’


      ‘It really wasn’t his night, was it?’


      ‘You could say that.’ The detective sergeant watched me for a few seconds longer and then cleared his throat. ‘Okay then, my turn. Could I ask you a few questions?’


      ‘Sure,’ I replied quickly, initially thinking that a rapid response would underline my complete innocence, but then, as the word shot from my mouth like a bullet, realising it was more likely the opposite. ‘Sure,’ I said again, this time so slowly that I sounded like John Wayne.


      ‘Oh. Good. Um, let’s start with your mother. Has she told you anything that you think might help the investigation?’


      ‘Do you mean like a confession?’


      ‘No, just information. Anything.’


      I shook my head. ‘In that case, no. Sorry.’


      ‘Anybody else? That, say, you may have run into around there this morning?’


      I stared at him. ‘You make it sound like I spent the morning investigating.’


      ‘Do I?’ He smiled with the corner of his eyes. ‘That’s just my clumsy way with words. You have to remember they’re not my stock in trade.’


      ‘Sure. Are you going to ask me about the car?’


      ‘No, why? Should I?’


      ‘Well, no … I just thought you might think I know something.’


      His eyes creased a little more. ‘Not at all.’


      ‘Ok-ay.’ I regarded him narrowly, trying to work out if he was being clever. ‘Does that mean you know something?’


      ‘Let’s just say that inquiries are continuing.’


      ‘So the dark sedan is still the number-one suspect?’


      ‘D’you know something?’ He leant a little over the counter so I followed suit, my stomach tightening with anticipation. ‘All my training, plus my intuition, is telling me that it’s not the dark sedan.’


      ‘Really?’ I stared at him, fascinated.


      ‘Yes, really. The culprit’s much more likely to be human.’


      I blinked, watched the grin spread across his face, and then stepped away crossly. ‘Very amusing. And you obviously haven’t watched the Transformer movies.’


      ‘Touché.’ His smile remained in place for a moment and then fell away, as if he had just remembered that he was on duty. ‘With regard to the car, I can only tell you that inquiries are continuing.’


      ‘Well, can you at least tell me if it’s got anything to do with my threatening phone call?’


      ‘Not a thing. Sorry.’


      The police station door swung open, bounced off the wall and then banged shut behind a whiskery young man. Scowling, he approached the counter. ‘Here to report.’


      ‘Which you can do as soon as I’ve finished here,’ said Ashley Armistead, turning back to me. ‘Now, Ms Forrest, I’ll be needing to speak to your mother at some point today. Will she be at your house?’


      ‘No, she’s at work. Just down the street at the bookshop. Renaissance.’


      ‘Listen, mate,’ said the scowly young man, slapping one hand down on the counter, ‘I’m in a bit of a rush here. Got a job interview this arvo.’


      ‘Sure you have. But you’re still going to have to wait your turn.’


      ‘I’d better go, anyway,’ I said, not just to appear charitable but because young scowly was distinctly pungent. ‘Thanks for all your help.’


      ‘My pleasure.’


      I backed away, and then turned before I could make myself look foolish. Had we been flirting? Yes. Yes you had, whispered a rusty little voice. See? It’s like riding a bicycle. Bugger Edward Given, he doesn’t know what he’s missing. I felt warm and light and validated. I opened the front door and cast one last look over my shoulder as I exited, half expecting him to be watching me, so that perhaps we could exchange … something. Instead he was already heading through the swing door, passing his pot-bellied colleague on the way. Disappointed, I turned just as I hit the doorframe with my right shoulder, so hard that the nearby window reverberated within its frame. I bounced off and pushed my way through, horribly embarrassed. My shoulder was throbbing.


      Outside I came face to face with Berry Pembroke, both of us as surprised as the other. Berry stepped back and then glanced behind her, towards the main street. She was a small woman, quite top heavy with slim, almost stick-like legs. Poor Berry, people called her behind her back, with that grossly unfair, patronising pity reserved for women who lived on their own. And Berry certainly qualified there, having been widowed while still in her twenties, over forty years before, and never remarrying.


      ‘Berry!’ I moved forward, rubbing my shoulder. ‘Let’s swap places. Are you going in?’


      ‘No, no.’ She took a step back, so that it now looked like we were performing a choreographed routine. ‘Um, hey, how are your guinea pigs?’


      I frowned, as the only pigs she could be referring to were the pair I bought from her for Ruby’s eighth birthday. ‘Ah, dead … given it was about fifteen years ago.’


      ‘Of course! How stupid of me! Don’t the years just flow into each other, hey?’


      ‘Not for the guinea pigs.’ I studied her a little more closely. ‘Are you okay? You look pale.’


      ‘Oh yes, can’t keep a good woman down as they say. So … you’re not in the market for more guinea pigs then? I’ve got a new litter that are beauties. Abyssinians with sable colourings. Both sexes.’


      ‘No thanks. Though they do sound gorgeous. How’s business anyway?’


      Berry shrugged. ‘Not as good as it once was. I’m competing with all those virtual pets, that’s the problem! But if things go belly up, at least I’ve got a regular source of food, hey?’


      ‘You have?’


      ‘You know, like in the Andes, where they eat them.’She grinned at my horrified expression. ‘Relax, I’m just joking.’


      The police station door swung open behind us and the scowly young man came through, looking even more annoyed to see us blocking the path. Berry backed up and I followed, until we reached the main footpath. Then Young Scowly put on a burst of speed and got through, setting off down the main street. As he passed the Majic Art Gallery, about six or seven shops away, he nearly collided with Leon Chaucer, who chose that moment to emerge. Words were exchanged, unnecessarily heated on one side and rather stunned on the other. With a final obscenity flung over his shoulder, Young Scowly ran diagonally across the street, past Sam Emerson and Edward Given, who had just emerged from a cafe with takeaway coffees in hand. The latter raised his coffee container towards me. I wasn’t sure if he was extending an invitation or toasting me.


      I shrugged, and turned back to Berry. ‘What a dick.’


      ‘Yes. I’ve gotta go.’


      ‘Okay.’ I frowned. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’


      ‘Yes, fine. Fine,’ replied Berry irritably. ‘Goodbye.’


      I was still frowning as she left, setting a pace almost as fast as Young Scowly except in the opposite direction. Main Street seemed to be a hub of rudeness this morning.


      ‘What’s her hurry?’ asked Leon, coming up beside me.


      ‘No idea. One minute we’re chatting about guinea pigs, and the next she’s trying out for the Olympics.’


      ‘Well, she’s got the legs for it. But perhaps she’s left her run too late.’


      ‘Is that supposed to be a pun?’


      ‘I shall take credit for it regardless of intention.’ Leon grinned. ‘So, at the risk of sounding inquisitive, what brings you and Berry Pembroke to our local constabulary?’


      ‘Well, I’m here to get updates on the Dustin Craig matter. As for Berry, well she was coming in as I was coming out, but then changed her mind. And you know what? She never even asked how my mother was, or referred to the whole thing at all. Don’t you think that’s odd?’


      ‘Very odd,’ said Leon, staring after Berry’s rapidly retreating figure. She finally reached the end of the street and turned left, vanishing from sight. ‘But then she’s not exactly, well, what you’d call non-odd, is she?’


      ‘No. But still …’ I replayed the conversation in my head. Greetings, guinea pigs, dietary predilections and then flight. ‘It was as if she suddenly remembered something, or saw something …’


      ‘Who was that young bloke? The smelly one?’


      I stared at Leon. ‘You’re right. She was fine, quite chatty even, until he came out of the police station. That was when she went all funny. Well, well, well.’


      ‘The plot thickens.’


      ‘It certainly does.’


      ‘What are you doing tomorrow night?’


      ‘And when … pardon?’


      ‘I asked what you’re doing tomorrow night.’ He smiled, as if well aware of the impact of the question. ‘I thought it’d be fun to have dinner. No strings, but I like you. You’re amusing. We can talk about the case.’


      ‘Why, ah, thank you. How nice, and how –’


      ‘Shall we say seven? We can try that new restaurant up near the roundabout. I’ll pick you up, save you having to drive. I’ve heard good things about that place. Everything’s organic, free-range.’


      ‘Ah, yes. Free-range. Of course.’


      ‘Excellent. It’s a date. Now I’d better run – I’m supposed to be helping Fiona set up for the Waters exhibition. Gorgeous sculpture, you should drop in and have a look.’


      I was still formulating an appropriate farewell as he left, striding back towards his shop. Had I just been asked out on a date? Or was this a friendship thing, catching up for a chat, a bit of fun? Which would fit in with the whole gay thing – unless, he wasn’t. No strings, he said, and then it’s a date. And this coming on the heels of the buoyant exchange with the detective. In fact, if I ignored the awkward exchange with Edward Given, then today was unfolding quite remarkably. Breaking news: middle-aged woman appears to attract two men within one hour. Confirmation to follow. Perhaps I should wear make-up more often.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

      


      I knew your husband. In the biblical sense. Just thought you should know.


      


      We received word the following morning that Dustin Craig’s funeral had been set for Friday. I wasn’t sure whether I would be welcome, but determined to attend regardless. In every decent murder mystery I had ever read, or watched, the perpetrator fronted up at the funeral. Usually standing on a grassy knoll to the rear of the graveside scene, beside a tree, looking suitably stealthy. If my loosely constructed theory was correct, this figure would be the scowly faced young man from the police station, hopefully having washed and put on some deodorant.


      Another piece of the puzzle, however, clearly involved Berry Pembroke. She had seen something, or heard something, that she had been on the verge of imparting to the police when the culprit exited right before her. They had probably exchanged meaningful glances but I had been too busy backing up to notice. Perhaps they were even in cahoots, although this seemed unlikely. Whatever the case, it now seemed clear that a more in-depth discussion with Berry was called for, and soon.


      However my day was rapidly usurped by others. First Quinn, who remembered – at six in the morning – that a poster on the Russian Revolution was due that morning and her life depended on satisfactory completion. Then it was Ruby, who needed a notarised copy of her birth certificate express-posted down to Melbourne, and Scarlett, who (‘I wouldn’t bother you normally, but if you’re sending something to Rubes anyway …’) wanted her sleeveless black top with the cowl neck that was somewhere in her room, perhaps in that pile of stuff near the wardrobe. Then Lucy, who needed to sew up the seam in her cargo pants so could I please show her how to thread the needle, then insert it in the material, then demonstrate some stitches, then perhaps a couple more, and then tie it off.


      At this point I remembered that I still hadn’t rung Red in London, and indeed hadn’t heard from her for a few days. But as I was about to pick up the phone it rang, and it was my editor reminding me that next week’s column was required two days early because Shelley from some department or other that sounded like it had nothing to do with me was going on leave. Finally, after Quinn – together with a barely-dry poster featuring Rasputin and Lenin and the ill-fated Romanov children – had departed for Caitlin’s house, my mother struck. Apparently she had agreed, on my behalf, that I would be her representative for a meeting with the insurance assessor at the house. They had been unable to give a precise time (‘they are busy people, you know, Nell’), but it would be sometime between ten and one.


      Which was why mid-morning found me sitting in my mother’s soot-scented lounge room, typing steadily on my laptop. I had decided that this week’s column would cover the ins and outs of May–September unions, where May was the male of the equation. The reverse combination was, and always had been, perfectly acceptable, and it seemed only fair that all were treated the same. Besides, not everyone wanted a relationship that lasted forever. Some women just needed an ego boost, or short-term assistance crossing a line in the sand.


      I finished the first draft quite quickly and then spent an hour answering emails from last week’s offering. At noon I raided my mother’s cupboards, eventually discovering a chicken noodle cup-a-soup that, with boiling water, quietened the hunger pangs. I wandered up the passage to the boarded-off part, which had amputated the bedroom Petra and I had shared but left our mother’s intact, albeit with one blackened wall. I stood in the doorway, sipping my soup and trying to get my head around the fact that Jim Hurley – Jim Hurley – may have spent time here. So she didn’t do guests, did she?


      I poured the remaining soup down the sink and then pressed the noodles into the plughole. It was past one o’clock now and still no sign of the insurance assessor. I used my mother’s phone to ring the shop.


      ‘Renaissance, Sharon speaking.’


      ‘Hi, Sharon, it’s Nell. Is my mother around?’


      ‘Just a tick, love.’ Sharon’s voice faded and was replaced by the more gravelly tones of Yen. ‘What is it, Nell? Is this important?’


      ‘Actually yes, given I’m doing you a favour. Just letting you know that the assessor hasn’t shown. And I’m only waiting another half-hour.’


      ‘But they postponed. They’re coming out tomorrow instead.’


      I stared at the wall, at a gilt-framed photo of Petra and I as plump toddlers. ‘Excuse me?’


      ‘They postponed. I sent you a text about two hours ago.’


      ‘And you couldn’t ring, just to make sure I knew?’


      ‘It has been a little busy here, for your information. How was I to know you wouldn’t bother checking your messages?’


      I opened my mouth, closed it, ground my teeth.


      ‘But listen, while you’re there, would you mind –’


      I hung up, then picked up the phone and hung up again. The plump toddlers watched me knowingly; they understood. New twist in Majic fire tragedy: woman has psychotic break, singlehandedly destroys remaining house. I collected my laptop and left, locking the door behind me. Even though Berry Pembroke’s house was only one hundred metres away as the crow flies, that would necessitate clambering over fences so I drove down to the end of Small Dairy Lane, turned right onto the highway and then almost immediately right again into Lincoln Court. I parked by the kerb in front of Berry’s place, taking a moment to examine Leon’s frontage next door. Neat yet luxurious, with a pewter-toned cobblestone driveway. I nodded, pleased.


      By contrast, Berry Pembroke’s house was rather shabby. Faded weatherboards, woody rhododendrons, patchy gravel driveway. I walked up the latter, past Berry’s car and onto a concrete porch with a wrought-iron balustrade and a thickly bristled mat that read Beware of the dog. I had barely finished reading this when the aforementioned began barking, husky deep-throated barks that reverberated through each other. There was no doorbell so I knocked on the screen door and waited, listening to the unseen canine continue to bark steadily from somewhere within. After a few moments, I opened the screen door so that I could knock on the front door itself. That was when I realised it was ajar, just enough for me to see a slither of hallway mirror.


      ‘Berry? Berry, are you home?’


      The dog fell silent, as if to listen, and then emitted one more throaty bark.


      ‘Berry? It’s Nell Forrest. Are you there?’


      Another bark. I held the door steady so that I could knock again, this time with a bit more force, but there was still no response. What to do, what to do. I reached out and pushed the door with one finger; it slowly swung open. Now I could see the whole mirror, along with a hallway table and a pebble-filled vase holding a surprisingly gorgeous artificial flower display. I took a step inside, and then another, letting the screen door swing closed with a bang that made me jump.


      ‘Berry? Is everything okay?’ I waited, tensed for an answer. ‘Okay then, I’m coming in!’


      The dog barked again, and I fancied it was encouraging me. Perhaps trying to tell me that Berry had slipped and fallen, was lying unconscious somewhere, being guarded by her faithful Old English Sheepdog. This breed seemed more reassuring than a Rottweiler, or a Doberman, or an American Pit Bull. I could see that the entry was part of a longer passage which cornered further down, but immediately to my right was a set of amber-glass sliding doors that stood open, most likely leading to the lounge room. I called Berry’s name again, and then again as I continued through the doors and past a leather chesterfield sofa and a huge flat-screen TV that covered much of the wall. A Christmas tree sat cheerfully in the corner, several gifts piled beneath. I looked around and set off towards the meals area that opened off the far side of the lounge.


      The first thing I noticed was that the corner window in the meals area gave an elevated, absolutely perfect, view of my mother’s backyard. The second was that the pine table was set neatly for one, with a plate of congealing pasta and a glass of white wine. And the third thing I noticed was that the adjoining kitchen contained a door, which most probably led back to the passage, and that it was propped open by – I glanced down – a foot.


      My heart stopped, and sank like a stone. The dog barked again, from the other side of the door, but I felt frozen in place, made stupid by shock. The foot was shoeless, clad only in a white sport sock that was a little grubby on the underside. My heart must have started beating again because I could hear it now, a loud, rhythmic thumping that hurt my ears. I took a step forward, just one, and then it occurred to me that Berry might be injured and thus time was of the essence. I launched immediately into overdrive and rushed through the kitchen, pushing the passage door all the way open.


      She was lying almost the length of the short L of the passage, on her back, with one leg folded beneath her and a hand stretched almost into the bathroom. The fingers of the other hand were hooked on the scarf that was drawn tightly around her neck, the knot embedded into swollen skin. Above the scarf her face was the mottled blue of a blooming bruise, her eyes bulging, staring towards the ceiling. Some dried blood fissured from her nose, the crusty red dull against her stippled skin. My stomach heaved, sending a foul taste surging up my throat. I swallowed painfully, grimacing. It seemed that time was not of the essence here, and hadn’t been for some time.


      I closed my eyes, opened them again, and saw a glint of gold amid her fanned hair. This was such an un-Berry thing that even framed by a scene as dreadful as that which lay before me, it still stood out as being odd. Almost inappropriate. I leant a little to my left and then stilled as I recognised it as a little fleur-de-lis lapel pin, one of which had been given to every member of the Richard III Society earlier that year, including my mother. Without thinking, or even allowing myself to think, I bobbed down and freed the pin from Berry’s hair. I straightened slowly, staring at it.


      The dog barked again and I thrust the pin into my pocket. Instead of the large hound that I expected, the dog was a small, short-legged white fluffy thing, sitting by the wall as if standing sentry. It wagged its plumy tail when we made eye contact, perhaps eager to hand over responsibility, but still didn’t move. I took a deep breath and pulled my phone from my bag, not surprised to see my hand shaking. This was my first dead body, my first murder, my first first-on-the-scene, none of which were the type of firsts I had ever hankered after. And I already knew it was going to be a long time before I would come to terms with any of it, not least her eyes.


      *


      The police swung into action immediately upon arrival, like a well-oiled machine. I was ushered into the lounge room and left to sit on the chesterfield, listening to them bustle purposefully up and down the passage behind. The minutes ticked by, but in a strange way it was like time suspended. I thought about poor Berry, and what she must have gone through. And I thought about the little gold pin in my pocket, but then pushed it away.


      On the wall beside the flat-screen TV was a studio portrait of a much younger Berry alongside a short but very good-looking man who must have been her husband. It seemed to make everything worse, how happy they were, how blissfully ignorant of the hand that fate had in store. Him dead within years and her to live on as the guinea-pig lady, before finally being strangled in her own home. I dragged my eyes to the adjoining picture, a framed tapestry of autumn-toned guinea pigs, a veritable jumble of them. What would happen to the real-life versions now? What about the dog? 


      The latter chose that moment to skulk into the lounge room, tail tucked and ears so flat that its head had a fluffy bullet look. It looked around, perhaps for its mistress, and then trotted over to the couch to stare at me unblinkingly. Its feet stuck out sideways, giving it a rather effeminate look.


      ‘Hello there,’ I said softly. ‘So sorry.’


      It continued to stare for a moment and then, as if having come to a decision, suddenly metamorphosed into a totally different dog. Tail sweeping into motion, eyes sparkling with gusto, one ear popping to attention. It was the type of dog whose happiness energised its entire body, turning it into a quivering mass of fluffy white fur. Clearly mistaking my surprise for reciprocal enthusiasm, it catapulted itself directly onto my lap, where it proceeded to wriggle joyfully, occasionally twisting around to flick a candy-pink tongue in my general direction.


      ‘Looks like you’ve made a conquest.’


      I clamped both hands around the dog to keep it still. ‘Yes, and I’m not sure why. I’ve never been a dog person.’


      ‘I don’t think he sees things that way.’


      ‘He?’ I looked back at the dog, which chose that moment to make another enthusiastic leap for my face, thus dragging his nether regions into my cupped hand. I grimaced as I rearranged the two of us. ‘Ah, yes. Definitely a boy.’


      The detective sergeant grinned fleetingly before becoming serious. ‘Bad business here. Are you all right?’


      ‘Yes.’ There didn’t seem much to add to that; you were either all right or you weren’t. I was, and Berry wasn’t.


      ‘We’ll be taking an official statement a little later, but in the meantime, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask a few questions.’


      ‘Sure.’ I steadied the dog once more and he settled, curling into a furry, watchful mound.


      Ashley Armistead pulled out a notebook and sat down. ‘Okay, from the beginning. What brought you out here today?’


      ‘Spur of the moment. I was supposed to meet the insurance assessor at my mother’s but it got postponed so I thought I’d pop in and see Berry. Yesterday she seemed a little … off.’


      ‘Yesterday?’


      ‘I met her outside the police station. I think she was about to go in but changed her mind when she …’ I paused, looked at him. ‘Who was that young bloke?’


      ‘What young bloke?’


      ‘The one who was in there with me. Bad-tempered, unshaven, questionable hygiene.’


      He was frowning. ‘I don’t recall – hang on, yes. But what’s he got to do with anything?’


      ‘Well, as soon as Berry saw him she cut the conversation short and left.’


      ‘I see.’ He made a note, still frowning, and then tapped his pen against his other hand. He had nice hands, not quite piano-player but not Neanderthal either. ‘I’ll look into it. So you dropped in on Mrs Pembroke this morning. What time did you arrive?’


      ‘I couldn’t say exactly. It would’ve been only about five minutes before I called triple-zero. The door was ajar so after I’d knocked, and called out, I went inside. I could hear the dog barking.’ I glanced down at said dog, who gazed back adoringly. ‘I saw her foot.’


      ‘Yes.’


      I patted the dog, watching his soft fur ripple between my fingers. ‘I didn’t touch her or anything because there wasn’t any need. It was obvious she was dead.’


      ‘Did you touch anything else on the way in? Apart from the front and passage doors?’


      ‘No.’ I shook my head. The little fleur-de-lis began to heat up, scalding my skin through my pocket. Through the sheer curtains I could see a few police having a discussion by the kerb. ‘Do you know when it happened?’


      ‘Preliminary investigations indicate sometime between five and eight pm yesterday.’


      I was gratified that he didn’t hedge, came right out with the information. ‘Yes, that gels with the meal. She probably got up when she heard something, then was attacked in –’


      ‘We’re keeping our options open at the moment. Not ruling anything in or out.’


      ‘Well, I’m going out on a limb here and assuming that she didn’t dislike her meal so much that she flitted into the passage to throttle herself with an old scarf, which she then managed to knot as she fell.’


      ‘Actually, one knot can mean either suicide or homicide.’ He closed his notebook and nodded to someone over my shoulder. ‘But yeah, I agree, this one does look suspicious.’


      ‘And connected. She knew something about the Dustin Craig affair, and so now she’s been snuffed out herself.’


      ‘Snuffed out?’


      ‘Don’t be pedantic.’ I scratched the dog on the back of his neck and he stretched his head out happily. ‘This also confirms that the culprit wasn’t Beth Craig, or my mother.’


      ‘Much as I’d like to stay and follow your reasoning …’ The detective rose, smoothing down his trousers. ‘I can’t. But I’ll arrange for an officer to drive you home.’


      ‘What on earth for? I’ve got my car!’


      ‘You’ve had a pretty major shock, and –’


      ‘And fortunately I’m not a Victorian heroine, so I’ll drive myself.’ I moved forward on the couch and stared down at the dog, who had moved with me. ‘What about him then?’


      Ashley Armistead followed my gaze, then reached out and gave the dog a scratch. ‘We’ll ring the local pound, they’ll pick him up for now. Perhaps relatives’ll take him in long term.’


      ‘The local pound,’ I repeated. The dog twisted to look at me, as if he knew what hung in the balance. He stared steadily. ‘I suppose that he could come home with me.’


      ‘Excellent idea. I’ll get his lead, some food.’


      I was left gazing at his retreating back, a little surprised that he had accepted my suggestion with such alacrity. Most people would at least have offered an ‘are you sure?’ before racing off to begin packing. I looked down at the dog, already having second thoughts. I knew very little about dogs, never having owned one, or walked one, or even fed one. Growing up we always had cats, but only because they were declared useful creatures, while dogs were dismissed as canine leeches. As a mother myself, I had countered various suggestions of dog ownership, always able to deflect the requestor with guinea pigs or budgies or the odd rabbit.


      The detective returned with a bulging plastic bag and a thick black lead decorated with silver studs. He held it up. ‘I think this little bloke must have delusions of grandeur.’


      Before I could reply, the ‘little bloke’ noticed that his lead was being waved before him. He leapt skyward, missing the underside of my chin by millimetres, and then launched himself into mid-air, jaws snapping. He would have come crashing down to the floor had not Ashley Armistead dropped the plastic bag and caught him neatly, clipping lead to collar as he lowered him back down. The animal proceeded to grab his lead firmly and then run in circles, with increasing excitement.


      ‘Well, that’s handy,’ I commented. ‘He takes himself for walks.’


      ‘This is very good of you. I’ll contact you tomorrow, let you know what the next of kin wants to do with the dog. And also regarding your statement.’


      I stood up, looked past him into the meals area, where an older man in a poo-brown suit was standing at the corner window. I turned back, smiled politely. ‘Sure. Thanks. Bye.’


      The dog scrambled onto the passenger seat of my car as if accustomed to this mode of transport. He sat staring at the windscreen, tongue lolling, and remained that way for the entire drive home. He seemed to particularly enjoy right-hand turns, the sharper the better, scrabbling for purchase on the seat and then barking approvingly. The only time he looked a little perturbed was when I pulled into my driveway, but even then he continued his campaign for Most Adaptable Dog of the Year by remaining still, and giving me time to think.


      Despite my assurances to the detective, I did feel a little shaky. I held my hand out to test this hypothesis and was not surprised to see it vibrate like a tuning fork. Berry Pembroke hadn’t been a close friend, or even really a friend, but she was someone I had known for a long time. I had been to her house, bought guinea pigs from her, exchanged greetings in the street. Only yesterday, in fact. Poor Berry in life, and now death.


      Was it because I felt so desperately sorry for her that I had agreed to take the dog home? So much more practical than flowers. Or perhaps from guilt that I had pocketed a major clue, and now it was too late to give it back. I put my hand in my pocket and pulled the pin out, gazing at it. It didn’t necessarily mean that someone from the Richard III Society was the culprit, more that there had to be a connection. Maybe the pin had been stolen from one of them. I was still leaning towards Young Scowly, even though he didn’t seem quite the type to wear a lapel pin. Or a lapel. But rather the ridiculousness of that than line up the society members and discover which one no longer had a pin. Just in case it was my mother.


      The dog glanced towards me and blinked, tongue lolling. As dogs went, he didn’t seem too bad. I closed my eyes, pushing away the image of him sitting by Berry’s head. Her eyes, her face. What I needed now was pyjamas, a glass of wine, some easy listening music, and for nothing else to happen for at least a few hours. I opened my eyes slowly and there was Quinn, mouth agape, staring in at the passenger seat.


      ‘Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god! Like, you are the BEST mother in the world! How did you know I wanted a dog more than anything, ever?’

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

      


      LOVED your column about time thieves. I live with five of those, three of whom are ‘kiddults’. And you’re so right – each of them sets a value on their own time that they don’t on mine. I have decided I am going to put my foot down. After Christmas.


      


      ‘What about Marley? I loved that movie.’


      ‘Too sad,’ said Quinn. She pulled the dog towards her, away from Lucy. He wagged his tail and leant forward to lick her face. ‘What about Emmet? Or Jasper? Or Jacob?’


      ‘Coincidentally all names from that ridiculous Twilight,’ commented Yen from the couch. She regarded the dog. ‘If you’re going to use books, aim high. What about Heathcliff?’


      ‘Biggles,’ added Uncle Jim, in his deep voice. ‘Rin Tin Tin. Snowy.’


      Lucy clapped her hands. ‘Cujo!’


      ‘Just for the sake of clarity –’ I waited until I had their attention ‘– can I remind you that we are not keeping this animal? He is merely an overnight guest, and we don’t generally rename our overnight guests.’


      ‘What about Hairy MacLary?’ asked Lucy, patting her leg so that the overnight guest wriggled towards her. ‘You know, from Donaldson’s Dairy?’


      Quinn grinned. ‘Or Schnitzel Von Krumm, with the very low tum.’


      ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ I said crossly. I finished the pot of tea for my mother and Uncle Jim, then took it over to them and put it on the coffee table next to their cups.


      ‘Thanks, love.’ Uncle Jim nodded, flicking his gaze from me to my mother and then into the middle distance. As if he needed a regular fix, but was terrified of being found out.


      ‘What about Nostradamus?’ asked Lucy. ‘Nostra for short.’


      ‘Mum, Ruby sent a message for you.’ Quinn held up her phone and began reading. ‘“WTF, tell Mum I’m furious. How come you get a dog when we wanted one for years?”’ She looked up. ‘And “furious” is in capitals.’


      I ignored both Quinn and the message, and went back into the kitchen to begin putting a salad together to accompany the chicken roasting in the oven. The dog, who had been washed and brushed and fed, was now on his back between Lucy and Quinn having his stomach scratched. When he was happy, like now, his whole body undulated with joy.


      ‘Lincoln,’ said Lucy. ‘After his old home.’


      ‘Nah.’ Quinn tossed her phone over to the armchair. ‘Then he’d get called Lin for short and he might become gender dysmorphic.’


      I watched the dog wriggle. ‘Or Gusto, because that’s how he treats life. Gus for short.’


      ‘Gus,’ repeated Quinn. ‘Actually, I like it.’


      ‘And I can’t believe neither of you know the name of this dog.’ I looked over at my mother and Uncle Jim, who were now drinking tea. ‘It lived right near you, for god’s sake.’


      ‘Well, if you find that unbelievable then this is going to absolutely astound you: I don’t know the name of any of her guinea pigs either.’


      Uncle Jim squinted off to the side, then shook his head. ‘I keep thinking James Stewart. But I don’t think that’s right.’


      Yen shrugged. ‘I don’t even know the name of Sally Roddom’s beagle, and I see that more often. Or that yapper that lived behind me with the arty fellow.’


      ‘Did you know he got poisoned?’ I observed her carefully.


      ‘I take it you mean the dog, rather than the arty fellow. Not that either would surprise me.’


      ‘What about Lucky?’ asked Lucy, patting her chest so that the dog stood up against her. She enveloped him in a hug.


      Quinn shook her head. ‘That’s just your own name, plus a k. It’s like calling him Quinnk.’


      ‘Besides, Lucky might be a little inappropriate,’ I commented, pushing away the image of Berry’s face. ‘Given the circumstances.’


      Now it was my mother’s turn to examine me closely. ‘Horrid business. Poor Berry.’


      The details of my afternoon had already been shared, and dissected, several times since everyone had arrived home. Everything except the lapel pin, which I had decided to keep to myself for now, and ignore. We had discussed similarities, and motivation, and alibis, and the chances of a serial killer running amok. Uncle Jim arrived just as we were updating the whiteboard, ostensibly because he was concerned for me, but soon settling beside my mother. He favoured the serial killer model, which made it all the more interesting that his wife was home alone. On the other hand, I was holding tight to my theory involving Young Scowly, which I had shared, while both Lucy and Quinn felt that he must be a gun-for-hire.


      ‘Have you considered that maybe they’re not connected?’ asked Yen. ‘Berry could be quite tight-fisted with money, you know. Maybe she rubbed someone up the wrong way.’


      ‘I doubt that getting gypped over a couple of guinea pigs is going to cause anyone to react quite that strongly.’ I began slicing the lettuce into strips, getting an odd sense of satisfaction from the way the knife bit. ‘No, they’re definitely connected.’


      ‘Edward Given,’ announced Quinn, staring at the whiteboard. ‘Like nobody suspects him because he’s such a tool, but maybe that’s all front.’


      ‘Literally,’ said Lucy, rather nastily. Then her face clouded. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean it like that! Not because he’s fat, anyway, just because I don’t like him.’


      ‘I quite like Quinnk,’ said Uncle Jim musingly. ‘It’s got a nice ring to it.’


      I thought of Edward yesterday, and the sly gratuitousness that oiled his gossip. I spoke slowly, measuring my words. ‘Then, of course, there’s the dark-coloured sedan. Just out of curiosity, Uncle Jim, did you happen to see it on Saturday night? Around eleven-ish? When you were … out?’


      He stared at me, and then blinked.


      ‘I take it you mean after he popped in to see me,’ said my mother, her eyes narrow. ‘To make sure I was okay, what with Dustin Craig screaming the neighbourhood down and the police coming and all. In which case the answer is no, I’ve already asked him.’


      ‘Wasn’t looking down thataway,’ added Uncle Jim, taking his glasses off to polish them with the corner of his cardigan. ‘Just heading home.’


      ‘Mum, here’s another message for you,’ said Quinn, leaning across to the armchair. ‘This one’s from Red and she says: “WTF! WTF! Just got back checked Facebook and WTF! Is everyone safe? Why no-one answering phones? WTF! WTF!” Um, I think she’s pissed.’


      ‘Oh, yeah.’ Lucy was now looking at her phone also. ‘I’ve got three missed calls from her and two messages.’


      ‘I don’t know why she didn’t just ring the landline.’ I pushed the salad to one side and then left the room. In the study, the frenetically blinking answering machine light filled me with a mixture of guilt, regarding Red, and trepidation, in case the nasty caller had left a second offering. I turned the volume down and listened to each of the four messages, but they were all from Red, and suggested an increasing level of frustration. After erasing them, I switched the landline mode from automatic answering machine diversion and back to normal. It rang almost immediately, followed by the sound of the front doorbell. I took a deep breath and opted for the phone.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell, it’s Rita Hurley. Um, is my husband there by any chance? Can you put him on?’


      ‘Mum!’ called Quinn from the front door. ‘It’s for you!’


      I took the phone back out to the lounge room, passed it wordlessly to Uncle Jim, and turned towards the entry. Before I could take a step, however, Quinn came into view and, behind her, Leon Chaucer. I stopped dead, aghast.


      ‘I take it you forgot about our date?’ Leon smiled, seemingly amused.


      ‘Date?’ Lucy looked from him to me and back.


      ‘Interesting,’ said my mother, stringing the word out.


      ‘Oh my god! I did forget! What with everything that’s happened today …’


      Leon’s smile faltered as he gazed around the room, taking in the various expressions. ‘What’s happened today? Is this something new?’


      ‘Not now,’ said Uncle Jim in a low voice into the phone. He glanced up, embarrassed, and then rose stiffly to take the phone out to the hallway.


      I returned my attention to Leon, struck by the realisation that he might not know. ‘Berry Pembroke?’ I watched his brow furrow. ‘Leon, have you been home?’


      ‘No, I came straight from work. Berry Pembroke? From next door?’


      ‘Yes. Oh, god. Look, I’m so sorry to tell you this but Berry’s been killed. Strangled.’


      Leon’s face continued to register incomprehension for a moment or two, then disbelief. ‘No.’


      ‘I’m afraid so. I, ah, found her. About lunchtime. If you’d gone home, you’d have seen all the police.’


      ‘You found her?’ Leon walked over to the island bench, pulled out a stool and sat down. ‘I’m having trouble taking this in. She was strangled?’


      I nodded. ‘In the passageway of her house. Sometime last night.’


      ‘You were going on a date?’ asked Lucy. ‘Like … a date?’


      ‘We’ve got her dog.’ Quinn picked up Exhibit A and held him aloft. His tail swept the floor. ‘Hey, you don’t happen to know his name, do you?’


      Leon glanced across. ‘What? Um, Harvey I think.’


      ‘Harvey?’ Quinn turned the dog around so he was facing her. He wriggled happily. ‘Nah, Let’s go with Gusto. Like with Gus for short.’


      ‘Christ. Strangled.’


      ‘Yes, so you see why I was a little distracted. No offence.’


      ‘None taken. My god.’


      ‘Why don’t you go anyway?’ said Yen suddenly. ‘It’ll do you good, Nell.’


      Lucy shook her head. ‘Grandma –’


      ‘I couldn’t. It’d be … weird. Plus, I’ve got dinner.’ I waved towards the salad, the oven. ‘And I need to ring Red.’


      ‘We can take care of that. It’s the least I can do in return for you being so hospitable. You run along, have a drink. Relax.’


      ‘I must admit I’d like to, if you’re up for it,’ said Leon, looking at me. ‘Otherwise I’ll just be going … home.’


      His meaning hung in the air as everyone fell silent. I knew that my mother must have an ulterior motive because she didn’t even like Leon Chaucer, but I found her encouragement a little disturbing, to say the least. She probably wanted to get me out of the way so that she and Uncle Jim could play footsies without being judged. Quinn seemed unaffected by the proceedings, too busy playing with Gusto, while Lucy was gazing from me to Leon with barely disguised revulsion. Somebody’s phone started vibrating, and I guessed either Red was still trying to make contact or that Scarlet had now heard about the dog.


      ‘Okay, I will. Give me a few seconds to get changed.’


      My mother rose and came over to the kitchen. She had already opened the oven door as I left, with the succulent aroma of roasting chicken billowing forth. I passed Uncle Jim, standing outside the study and whispering into the phone. He went quiet for a second, and then continued as soon as I entered my bedroom. I went straight to my wardrobe and stood there, hoping that something perfect would materialise, preferably ironed. When that didn’t eventuate, I just extracted my little black dress plus a white lacy jacket to hide the fact that the LBD had become rather snug recently.


      The mirror told me, rather harshly, that it had been a trying day. I applied a second coat of make-up and ran a brush through my hair, which only served to wake it from slumber. I used a thin black scarf as a hairband and let the ends dangle over one shoulder. For a moment I thought of Berry, but then pushed the image away. 


      Out in the kitchen, my mother had somehow managed to transform the salad bowl into something predominantly orange. Lucy was hissing into the phone in the corner and sending me the occasional baleful glare, while Quinn was trying to teach the dog to play dead. Leon, who had been watching, turned to me with relief.


      ‘Not sure about your daughter’s timing.’


      ‘No.’ I watched as Quinn held the dog down with one hand. ‘I suppose not.’


      ‘However, you look great. Shall we go?’


      ‘Sure.’ I smiled brightly around the room. ‘See you all soon. I won’t be late.’


      My mother cut the crust neatly from a slice of bread and placed it on a stack of other, similarly denuded slices. ‘We’ll be fine. You take your time.’


      I passed Uncle Jim in the hallway, now just listening to the phone with a resigned expression. Outside the early evening was warm and still, comfortable. To my surprise, Leon’s car was a black Chrysler PT Cruiser convertible, a contemporary car that had been designed to look like it had sprung from the 1950s. The top was up but it still looked sleek, and different. He unlocked the door and held it open, grinning.


      ‘Expecting something different? I like retro.’


      ‘Very nice.’ I slid into the passenger seat, admiring the purple inset of the dashboard while he jogged around to the other side. As he reversed from the driveway I looked up to see Lucy at the living room window, still talking on her mobile. We pulled away, the distance between us lengthening, and I felt a sense of release. A lightening. We drove without speaking for a while, wrapped in a companionable silence despite all.


      ‘Did you know her well?’ I asked finally. ‘Berry?’


      He hesitated. ‘Not hugely. That is, we exchanged a hello whenever we saw each other but largely she kept to herself. I still can’t believe this. That she’s dead.’


      ‘You wouldn’t have had much in common, I suppose.’


      ‘No. After Wilson was poisoned, I did go see her. I thought she should know, what with her dog. Take precautions. That was probably the most we’d ever spoken.’


      ‘It was nice of you, though, to warn her.’


      Minutes later Leon was turning into the restaurant car park, tyres crunching across the gravel. The place wasn’t too crowded, being a Wednesday, so we parked close by the entrance. Inside all the tables were set around a circular octagon of bricked archways, containing a central courtyard. The courtyard was not very large, with a riot of hanging plants and a waterfall of suspended pottery urns that trickled water perpetually from one to the other, with a small rock pool at the base. It was rustic, but picturesque. Our table was beside one of the archways, with a white damask tablecloth and a vase of fresh gypsum. Even my mother would have been hard pressed to find fault.


      ‘Nice,’ said Leon, gazing at the courtyard. ‘Except it does rather make you feel like going to the bathroom.’


      I laughed, but refrained from sharing the fact that a forty-six-year-old female bladder didn’t need outside stimuli. Particularly mine, which was, rather fittingly, the size of a pea. I picked up the menu, an over-large document that could have doubled as a room divider.


      ‘I already know what I want,’ said Leon. ‘It was recommended by a customer and sounds divine. Roast pumpkin and lentil Cornish pie with yoghurt sauce.’


      I nodded sagely but continued to study the menu, moving away from the steak section. When the waiter materialised I ordered salmon, which prompted Leon to select a bottle of white, an undertaking that he took quite seriously. For entree, we both went with the house special, a rainforest salad. Left alone, we smiled at each other and I suddenly felt a little awkward, for the first time.


      ‘It must have been a shock, finding her,’ said Leon sympathetically.


      ‘Yes. It was pretty damn awful.’


      ‘Poor Berry. Do you know, it doesn’t seem real, and I suppose it won’t until I get home. Which I am very glad to be postponing for now. So thanks for this.’


      ‘My pleasure. And I mean that. I didn’t realise how much I needed a break.’


      ‘It does seem pretty full-on at your place. At the risk of sounding nosy, can I ask what Jim Hurley was doing in your hallway arguing on the phone?’


      I smiled, a little stiffly. ‘He’s an old friend of my mother’s.’


      ‘I see. Nice old bloke, Jim.’


      ‘Yes.’


      Leon took a sip of water, gazed into the courtyard for a moment. ‘Poor Berry. I know I’ve already said that but it just feels like I haven’t said it enough. And don’t worry, I’m not going to ask for all the gory details. Just … so you think it’s all connected?’


      ‘Well, it has to be.’ I leant forward. ‘My theory is that she saw something on Saturday night, or early Sunday morning. And somehow the killer knew. Maybe he looked up and saw her at the window. Anyway, she sat on the information for a few days, probably scared to get involved, and then decided to go to the police anyway. That’s when she bumped into the scowly young man.’


      ‘You still think she knew him?’


      I nodded. ‘I know there were other people around, but it was after he came out that she changed. Although he may not be acting alone. Perhaps he was a hired killer.’ I paused, recalling his manner. ‘From the bargain basement end of the sector.’


      ‘Which would mean there’s a mastermind behind all this. And when he realised that poor Berry was on the verge of cracking, he took steps to … minimise the risk. Or I suppose it could be a she. Have you told the police your theory?’


      ‘Yes. So hopefully it’ll all be over soon.’


      The waiter came back with our wine, which he rather flamboyantly showed to Leon and then poured, finishing each glass with a deft twist before depositing the bottle in the wine cooler and departing. We grinned at each other.


      ‘Gay,’ said Leon emphatically.


      ‘Perhaps.’ I watched the waiter stride to the next table. ‘What about you?’ The words had barely exited my mouth before I realised their implications. ‘Not about being gay! No! I meant relationship-wise. As in, do you have any?’


      He was still grinning. ‘Well, not gay for starters. Although that’d make life a lot easier, in my line of work. Most people assume I am anyway. And it’d help with making contacts.’


      I laughed. ‘Can’t you make contacts being straight?’


      ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ Leon took a sip of wine, narrowed his eyes for a moment and then nodded. ‘Nice. The society has a few bottles of this one. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh yes, the thing is that the gays have it all covered in the arts. Everyone wants to be their friend, especially the women. Plus it’s sort of a given that they have good taste. I have to prove myself.’


      ‘Well, I’m sure you’re up for the challenge.’ I smiled as I lifted my glass, watched the light sparkle. Then the smile faded as I thought about Berry’s last dinner, the wine untouched by her plate.


      ‘Nice of you to take her dog,’ said Leon.


      ‘Just until her next of kin decides what they want to do with him. That’s all.’


      Leon held his glass up. ‘Let’s toast her. To Berry Pembroke, may she rest in peace.’


      ‘To Berry,’ I echoed, holding up my glass and then taking a sip. ‘Did I tell you I had a threatening phone call?’


      ‘No!’


      ‘Yes. He said I’d get what was coming to me, called me a bitch. The detective in charge seems to think it’s all under control, but they won’t tell me who it was.’


      ‘God! But why you?’


      I shrugged. ‘I have absolutely no idea. But I’m determined to find out.’


      ‘Well, be careful.’He shook his head and then suddenly, inexplicably, grinned. ‘D’you know, this is fun. We should do it more often. Ever since the weekend, I’ve been dying to talk to someone but Fiona’s too damn nervous and most of my customers are tourists. Feels a little … disloyal to talk to them about all this.’


      ‘Well, it’s good for me too. You’re like a sounding-board. Hey, have you ever been inside Berry’s house?’ I waited for him to shake his head before continuing. ‘There’s a large corner window that looks directly out over my mother’s backyard. I wonder what … or who she saw. If the scowly young man had help.’


      ‘Well, this latest development means we can rule out a few people. Beth, for starters.’ His voice softened, just slightly. ‘She wouldn’t have been strong enough.’


      I stored the voice change away for later, to unpack at my leisure. ‘And my mother for the same reason. Plus now she has an alibi.’


      ‘Oh god, alibis!’ Leon leant back in his chair and rolled his eyes. ‘This means we’ll have the police back again, asking for fresh alibis. Which puts all those cohabitating people at a distinct advantage.’


      ‘Then you didn’t …?’


      Leon regarded me evenly. ‘Actually, I did. As it happens.’


      ‘Which answers my earlier question, about whether you’re involved.’


      ‘Au contraire. It’s more an … arrangement. A good friend, single, like me. We meet each Saturday night at my place, have dinner, enjoy each other’s company.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘You think less of me.’


      ‘Not at all.’ I shook my head, surprised to have given that impression. ‘I think it sounds like an excellent arrangement, provided both of you are on the same page.’


      ‘Oh yes, we most definitely are. Spelt it out clearly in the beginning, and nothing’s changed to alter that since. It works marvellously. And the secrecy side of things gives it an added … zest. I can thoroughly recommend it.’ He grinned, looking more like a naughty child than a clandestine lover.


      ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I took a sip of wine, gazing out at the waterfall of pots. I thought about the way he had said Beth’s name earlier, and for a brief moment played with the idea that she could be the female in question. Then realised that was impossible, because it would have required her to be in two places at once. At least now I knew for sure this wasn’t a date, that it was just friends. Otherwise he would never have told me about his other arrangement. Which was rather a relief, really.


      ‘So you’ve lived here all your life? In Majic?’


      I turned back. ‘Yes. That is, I did move away for a while when I was younger, first with university and then I worked as a journalist in Sydney for few years, then Melbourne. Moved back here when the kids began arriving. It just seemed to make sense.’


      ‘So your husband was from here as well?’


      ‘No, Sydney. What about you? What brought you here?’


      ‘It’s a dreadfully boring story. You don’t want to hear it.’


      ‘Yes I do. I’ve always thought you were more inner-city than outer-yokel, so what was it? Ill-fated romance? Tree-change? Running from the long arm of the law?’


      ‘If it was the latter, I’d be in trouble.’ Leon laughed. ‘Given I seem to have moved to Murder Central.’


      I grimaced, because it was too true to be funny. ‘Come on then, if you don’t fess up, then I shall be forced to use my imagination, and believe me, that’s sure to be worse.’


      ‘Don’t bet on it.’ Leon’s smile flattened. He sipped his wine and then regarded me pensively. ‘Okay, but you have to promise it won’t go any further. Only because … well, you’ll understand when I’ve told you.’


      ‘This sounds fascinating.’


      ‘Yes, and it sort of is. I was brought up over the other side of Melbourne. My father was a mechanic and my mother was a stay-at-home mum, and I had one older brother. All of which sounds idyllic, except I always felt … wrong.’ He took another drink and then put the glass down, watched the liquid settle. ‘It’s hard to explain, except they were all into things that I found almost mind-numbingly boring, like cars and football. Even the television shows they watched, the books they read.’ He looked up. ‘Like they didn’t just read tabloids like the Herald-Sun, they believed them.’


      Having written for tabloids like the Herald-Sun in my time, including the Herald-Sun itself, I thought it best to stay silent. The waiter materialised to set our entrees down with a flourish. The rainforest salad, which had sounded so exotic, was simply curly lettuce together with green capsicum, red onion and feta. Plus what looked like fronds from my Christmas tree. I prodded it with my fork.


      ‘That dressing smells divine,’ said Leon, tossing his salad enthusiastically. He took a mouthful. ‘Delicious.’


      ‘Okay, continue. You’ve got me hooked.’


      He topped up our glasses. ‘Well, what happened next was that on the day I turned eighteen, they told me I was adopted.’


      ‘Seriously?’ I sat back. ‘On your birthday?’


      ‘Oh, it was the best birthday present they could possibly have given me.’ He smiled at my expression. ‘Such a weight off my shoulders! Apparently they’d tried for another baby for years, and finally gave up and adopted me. Poor buggers.’


      ‘But great material for the debate between nature and nurture.’


      ‘True.’ He nodded. ‘Anyway, so then I determined to find my real parents, because I was so sure they’d be like me. That I might –’ he hesitated ‘– feel like I belonged.’


      ‘And did you?’


      Leon took another mouthful of salad, stretching the story out. ‘My mother’s details were on record but she’d barred them. I wrote her a letter through the adoption agency but never got an answer. Then about five years ago I suddenly got a card from one of her sisters in Bendigo. It seems they found my letter when they were going through my mother’s stuff. She’d just died, you see. Cancer.’


      ‘Oh Leon, I’m so sorry.’


      ‘No.’ He shrugged, twirled his fork in his salad. ‘If she hadn’t died, I’d never have heard anything. Anyway, I rang the woman – my mother’s sister – and met up with her the following month.’


      ‘And was she like you? Or was your mother?’


      ‘Not in the slightest. Real life isn’t that neat. In fact – and here’s the funny bit – her father had been a mechanic too!’


      I laughed, shook my head. ‘So you were left with the same questions.’


      ‘Not quite. For starters I now knew why I was adopted out. It seems she met this young bloke through the local football club. Her sister was less than complimentary, said he treated her quite poorly after she found out she was pregnant. Which, together with the fact he played footy, I’d have found a little disheartening, in terms of character, if not for the fact that they were both fourteen at the time.’


      ‘Fourteen!’ I stared, shocked. ‘Fourteen?’


      He nodded grimly. ‘So there was no question of marriage. Her parents just packed her off to this institution and she came back afterwards. As if it never happened.’


      I thought of Quinn, nearly fourteen, or even Lucy, way past. Tried to imagine them being sent far from home, pregnant and alone. I pushed my bowl away. ‘God. Even if she’d wanted to keep you, there’d have been no chance without support. Did she ever get married? Have other children?’


      ‘No children, but she did get married a few years later. Her sister seemed to think she took the first bloke who asked, and regretted it soon after. He was a real nasty piece, apparently. Started off bad and just got worse.’


      ‘Do you mean violent?’


      ‘Yes. Very.’


      The waiter arrived to refill our glasses and remove the salad bowls, but we remained silent for some time after he left. Each lost in the life of this young girl whom neither of us had known. I took a sip of wine. Over Leon’s shoulder I could see the couple at the next table, middle-aged, relaxed, entwined within an aura of familiarity. I remembered that feeling, with a pang that soured.


      ‘She tried to leave once, in the early days, but her parents sent her back. Said you made your bed, you lie in it. So it just became one of those things in families that everyone knows but nobody mentions. She finally left him when she was thirty-eight and died the following year. Breast cancer.’


      ‘Christ. So unfair.’


      ‘I like to think that she might have reached out, once she’d left, eventually.’


      I nodded. ‘Speaking as a mother, I think she would have. I really do. She kept the letter, so that has to mean something.’


      Leon nodded also. He twirled the stem of his wineglass between long, piano-player fingers, and stared into the courtyard. I laid my serviette across my plate.


      ‘Can we continue this in a moment?’ I rose. ‘I’ll be back.’


      The bathroom had a scaled version of the terracotta fountain painted across one wall, with the sinks positioned so that it appeared water was splashing into them from above. I smiled as I washed my hands briskly. I was actually enjoying myself, despite, or perhaps because of the date not being a date. For a while I had even forgotten about Dustin Craig, and Berry, and my mother. Not just because Leon’s story was interesting, but because he was such good company. In fact it was rather a pity he was straight, because he would have made a terrific gay friend. I should do things like this more often, I decided.


      Leon was gone when I returned, so I settled down to wait for his return. At the next table the middle-aged woman was holding out a forkful of food towards her husband. He ducked his head forward and then raised his eyebrows, nodding with approval. I looked away. The restaurant had started to fill but the acoustics were excellent, and the lighting such that it still felt intimate even though it wasn’t. I thought about Leon’s mother, about her life, and the injustice of fate.


      Leon wove his way through the tables and smiled as he sat. ‘Must be the fountain.’


      ‘Yeah, the fountain.’ I took a sip of wine, still thinking. ‘Your story, it still doesn’t explain about Majic. Unless … she came from here?’


      ‘No, but he did. And I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait for the next instalment.’ He was watching the waiter approach with our mains. My salmon fillets looked delicious, pink-fleshed and crispy-skinned, on a bed of fluffy saffron rice and asparagus. On the other hand, Leon’s Cornish pie with yoghurt looked like baby vomit. He began eating immediately.


      I gave him a few minutes. ‘Time’s up. Start with the sequel. You found him?’


      ‘Okay, okay,’ he laughed, wiping his mouth with his serviette. ‘Well, in answer to your question, no I didn’t find him. Mainly because I didn’t even have a name. Still don’t. I now have my original birth certificate, but the father bit is blank.’


      ‘Oh. So …’


      ‘So this is where my mother’s sister came in. See, she was with my mother when she first met him, at a footy match. She knew the date, because it was a friend’s birthday, and remembered that he was wearing a black and yellow footy jumper because Wendy, that’s my mother, was calling him Tiger.’ Leon took a mouthful of pie and then a sip of wine. ‘Which meant I had to turn detective. I tracked down a footy fixture from that year and discovered the black and yellow-clad team playing against Bendigo was … drum roll, please –’ he used his fork to deliver a tinny crescendo against his plate ‘– the little town of Majic.’


      ‘They still wear black and yellow,’ I said, having spent many a weekend watching my girls, around primary age, running around the football field like uncoordinated wasps.


      ‘But unfortunately that’s about it. There’s no record with names of the boys who played for Majic thirty years ago. I have the best and fairest for that year, and that’s it.’


      ‘You’ve ruled him out then?’


      ‘Yep, quite quickly. He’s Aboriginal.’


      I looked at Leon’s fair skin and nodded. ‘I suppose that would have been too easy.’


      ‘Yes. But all this was happening when I was at a bit of a crossroads, career-wise, so I decided to treat it as a sign. Got some investors on board and opened the gallery. Haven’t looked back.’


      ‘And your father?’


      ‘Look, I’ve resigned myself to never knowing. Of course I still wonder, especially when I see a man around his age, and sometimes I do a little fishing. Like asking “Did you play footy as a kid?”, things like that. But let’s face it, the chances are he left town years ago.’ Leon drained his glass, then pushed it away. ‘And that’s enough for me. I’m driving.’


      I smiled distractedly as I began a mental roll-call of all the mid-forties men I knew, trying to remember the ones who had grown up in Majic. That would make them around my age, give or take. I ate my salmon slowly.


      ‘So you see why I need you to keep this under your hat.’


      I looked at Leon, frowned. ‘Yes, if that’s what you want. But have you considered the benefits of going public? There’re enough people who’ve lived their whole lives here to give you some answers. Vic Beardsley, for starters – he was the junior footy coach for years. A fourteen-year-old who had that sort of confidence with girls might well stand out.’


      ‘No,’ said Leon firmly. ‘Absolutely not. See, I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I know you’re right. But there’s a price to pay. Suddenly I go from level-headed businessman to somewhat desperate emotional cripple. I’d rather remain fatherless.’ He pushed some yoghurt dressing against his pie. ‘Besides, in my imagination he’s a cultured sort of fellow, listens to classical music, reads his way through the Miles Franklin shortlist, wanders around the local art galleries. In reality he’s probably some footy-playing, beer-drinking bogan whose idea of a good time is singing Jimmy Barnes at karaoke.’


      ‘Actually, given your history, he’s probably a mechanic.’


      Leon laughed, throwing his head back and then bringing it down again to gaze at me. ‘While I can’t believe I just told you everything, I’m also rather pleased. I feel great. Lighter.’


      ‘I’m glad. Really.’ I wiped my mouth and then laid my serviette across my plate. ‘Leon, that was delicious. Thank you so much for insisting I come out.’


      ‘No, thank you.’


      I smiled and then allowed silence to settle, giving Leon a chance to finish his meal also. His story had been amazing and I knew, even though I would keep his secret, from now on I would also be assessing each eligible middle-aged man for potential parentage. Perhaps this was another mystery that I could solve. At this rate I would be able to go into business. Nell Forrest P.I.


      I sipped my wine and watched the couple over his shoulder drink their coffee, also in silence. Except in their case they would be going home together, perhaps having another coffee on their decking, enjoying the gentle summer evening. My buoyant mood faded. And then they would go to bed, a goodnight kiss, an embrace, a deep unspoken contentment.


      But as the jealousy flared, turning wine to vinegar, I reminded myself – as I had so many times over the past seven months – that life wasn’t so much about what one didn’t have, but about what one did. Besides, whatever I had or didn’t have or should have had but now didn’t, I was still better off than Berry.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

      


      Dear Nell, I really enjoy your column and really think your writing style is really similar to mine. I enclose my book Romance on the Endeavour and would really welcome your feedback.


      


      The day of Dustin Craig’s funeral was also the first of a predicted five-day heatwave, so that it began with a beautifully cool morning and then gradually climbed to the mid-thirties in the early afternoon. Unfortunately this coincided with the funeral, scheduled to begin at two, and resulted in more than the usual number of red faces.


      I sat with my mother and the Hurleys towards the back of the little chapel, wearing my LBD again, but this time sans jacket. It was too hot to worry about subtlety. Directly in front of me was a remarkable feathered concoction that blocked a great deal of my view, but by ducking a little to my right I could see Beth Craig and her daughters seated at the front. A trio of blonde heads, all focused on a screen by the lectern, just beside the coffin. Perhaps Psycho was on the program.


      I hadn’t seen Leon since our ‘date’ on Wednesday night, and wasn’t sure that he would be attending today. In fact, I was a little surprised at the number who were attending, given Dustin Craig had been relatively new and rather unpopular. On the left side of the church I could see Edward Given, in a suit that fitted like black swaddling, in between the Tapscotts and the Emersons. Around them were scattered a number of the people who had dropped in to the shop on Monday to declare their dislike for the victim. The front seats, on that side, were occupied by a stocky, unpleasant-looking man together with a stocky, unpleasant-looking female and a trio of teenagers. Every so often the unpleasant man would stare across the aisle at Beth, which was perhaps why she was keeping her eyes studiously forward.


      ‘Did you know William the Conqueror died during a heatwave like this?’ commented my mother. ‘And then they had to get the body back to England, which took quite a while. No refrigeration either, in those days.’


      ‘Eew,’ said Rita, echoing my thoughts.


      Yen nodded sagely. ‘Yes, but worse was to come. By the time he finally got there, he’d swollen so much they had to force him into the coffin –’ she paused to demonstrate with her hands ‘– and then, during the actual funeral, he exploded.’


      We all, as one, turned to stare at her with varying expressions of horror.


      ‘True story.’


      ‘Well, thanks for sharing.’ I straightened, shaking my head. ‘Pity you weren’t asked to deliver the eulogy, you could have started with that to warm up the crowd.’


      ‘Humph, humph,’ said Uncle Jim, which was his version of an unobtrusive laugh.


      I turned again, staring at my mother’s breast area. ‘I thought you might be wearing your pin. You know, the little fleur-de-lis one.’


      ‘Not for this wanker.’


      Beth Craig chose that moment to swivel around, craning her head to search the crowd. I slid down slightly, well-protected by the huge hat which bobbed before me, feathers fluttering each time its owner nodded. Lyn Russo manoeuvred her way along our row and plonked into the seat beside me with obvious relief. She stretched her legs, the ends of which were elevated by serious stilettos.


      ‘I knew it was a mistake wearing these.’


      Yen leant forward to give the offending footwear a glance. ‘I think the actual mistake came earlier, when you bought them.’


      ‘Oh no,’ said Lyn, not offended at all. ‘I didn’t have a choice. They were a ridiculous bargain.’


      ‘That explains it.’ Yen sat back, clearly finished with the niceties.


      ‘Did you know my youngest has a fierce crush on your youngest?’ asked Lyn, rotating first one foot and then the other. ‘He has it real bad, poor lamb.’


      ‘Ah … oh. Is that Griffith?’


      ‘Griffin. His brothers are giving him hell about it, the big meanies.’


      I tried to recall what Griffin Russo looked like. ‘Should you be telling me this?’


      ‘Probably not,’ replied Lyn airily. She peered around the chapel. ‘Isn’t this all amazing?’


      ‘Depends on your definition of amazing, I expect. Listen, Lyn, can I ask you something? Only because, having been the person to find Berry, I feel sort of involved.’


      ‘Of course!’ Lyn turned to me with horrified delight. ‘I’d forgotten about that! You poor thing! Must have been shocking. I heard the dog was sitting in her blood, is that true?’


      ‘No. Nor was he sobbing or howling or finger-painting.’ I took a deep breath. ‘What I wanted to ask you was whether you’d seen Berry since Dustin Craig’s death, whether she’d said anything. Anything at all.’


      ‘I did see her on Tuesday,’ said Lyn, thinking. ‘She was out for a walk with little Harvey.’


      ‘Harvey!’ said Uncle Jim, from my other side. ‘That’s why I was thinking Jimmy Stewart!’


      ‘The rabbit,’ said Yen.


      ‘From the movie of the same name,’ added Rita quickly.


      ‘Anyway …’ I continued to look at Lyn. ‘You saw Berry walking. Did you speak to her?’


      ‘I said hello, and then she said hello.’ Lyn closed her eyes briefly. ‘Of course had I known she only had hours to live, I would have said more.’


      ‘Perhaps a comment about the weather,’ said Yen.


      ‘Yes. Anything. Poor Berry.’


      ‘Ssh, it’s starting,’ hissed Rita, leaning forward to take in both Lyn and me, then finishing with a rather undeserved glare towards her husband. An older man was standing at the lectern, with white hair and matching goatee. He looked like a slimmer version of Colonel Sanders, from Kentucky Fried Chicken. Beside him the coffin sat solidly on a red velvet skirt; glossy blond wood with gleaming brass and a mound of water-lilies. Colonel Sanders cleared his throat and the screen behind him filled with an image of Dustin Craig. From the front came a strangled gasp. It was a lovely photo, which showed Dustin sitting on a deckchair with a baby daughter on his lap, her blonde hair a halo in the sunshine. He was grinning, an unaffected grin that sent long creases from the corners of his eyes. This was a family man, salt of the earth.


      My mother snorted and several people turned to look in her direction, including the stocky man from the front row. Rita ducked her head, made a show of smoothing her dress over her knees. The colonel began talking, describing Dustin Craig in a manner that few present would have recognised. Devoted father, loving husband, loyal brother. Taken too soon.


      I gazed surreptitiously around the chapel, almost immediately making eye contact with Leon. He wiggled his eyebrows several times before giving me a broad wink. I smiled, despite myself, and then slid my gaze away to meet that of Detective Sergeant Armistead, sitting directly behind. Suddenly my smile felt foolish, tasteless.


      The colonel was now talking about the confusion we must have been experiencing, with regard to the manner in which Dustin had met his demise. How easy it was to feel anger, fear, revenge. Yet these were the very attributes that least summed up the man we were there to honour. I resisted the impulse to glance at Leon again. Instead, I wondered who had fed him this stuff, and whether they really believed it. I looked at the screen, at the duo drenched in sun and laughter, and felt inexplicably depressed. It was all such a waste. Everything.


      ‘I believe you ended up with little Harvey,’ whispered Lyn, inclining her head towards me but keeping her eyes on the dais. ‘So nice of you, Nell.’


      ‘We’re just dog-sitting. I’m still expecting the next of kin to take him on long term.’


      ‘Poor Berry.’


      ‘Shh,’ hissed Rita, putting a finger up to her mouth.


      Colonel Sanders was now holding his hand out invitingly, and the stocky female rose and walked slowly, heavily up to the lectern, pulling a folded sheet of paper from her pocket. She nodded to the colonel and then cleared her throat. ‘Hello, yes, um, thank you all for coming. It’s so amazing, for us, to see such a turnout for Dustin. Tremendous.’ She gazed around the chapel, nodding. ‘Really um, tremendous. I’m reading this for my husband, Evan, Dustin’s brother.’ She cleared her throat again and then stared down at the paper. ‘Growing up, my brother was my hero. Everything I tried, he’d been there before me. Scouts, cricket, footy, tennis, little aths – it seemed like I wasn’t just competing against all the other blokes my age, but my big brother as well. And he never let me forget it either.’ She looked up, around, back down, and continued. ‘Um, he was even good at school, although he did get into more than his fair share of strife. Then he met Ally and it was love at first sight.’ She glanced up again, but this time straight towards Beth Craig. ‘It doesn’t seem that long ago I spoke at their wedding. I’ve never seen him that happy. He was a great father too, when little Molly came along, and again later with Jessica and Kristy. His three girls, he called them. They’re the big losers here, having lost the greatest dad ever. And me, having lost my brother, my hero. Loyal, he was, not like some. But we’re all losers as well, now that he’s gone – every single one of us.’


      ‘Speak for yourself,’ muttered my mother. ‘What a load of codswallop.’


      Dustin Craig’s sister-in-law was shaking the colonel’s hand, and moving away. She paused by the coffin to trail one hand across the blond wood, then rubbed her eyes so roughly that I flinched. As soon as she reached her seat, her husband reached out to embrace her, and she drew his head towards her breast. On the screen, the sunshine shot of father and child now curled away, replaced by a slide show of images; Dustin as a baby, toddler, poised by the cricket stumps, holding a football, standing stiffly to attention as a scout. Dustin as a young, mullet-haired bridegroom, with an equally youthful bride who clearly wasn’t Beth Craig, and then as a father. A series of blonde babies. Now music trickled forth, accompanying the slideshow. Celine Dion with ‘My Heart Will Go On’.


      ‘You have to be kidding,’ said my mother, in a low voice.


      ‘Loved that movie,’ put in Lyn chattily. ‘But when I go, I want Pink with “Get the Party Started”.’


      ‘“Amazing Grace”,’ said Rita. ‘Leonard Cohen.’


      I leant to the side. On the dais the coffin was now moving backwards, slowly, into a doorway draped in matching red velvet. I thought the funeral parlour could have made a better choice, perhaps a colour less reminiscent of fire. Not just because of Dustin’s unfortunate demise, but in a general, non-crematorium sense. I could hear Beth sobbing, her sobs getting gradually louder as the coffin rolled from view and Ms Dion reached her climax. It was all so melodramatic that, unable to resist, I glanced over at Leon, expecting the raised eyebrows again, perhaps even a surreptitious grin. But instead he was staring at the film show, seemingly engrossed.


      Before I could stop myself, I looked behind and found myself gazing at Detective Sergeant Armistead again. This time it was he who broke eye contact, but only because those seated at the front had now risen and begun filing past. My mother leapt to her feet and deftly joined them, followed a little more slowly by Uncle Jim, and then the rest of us.


      Moving outside into the thick afternoon heat was like an assault. A television crew had set up a camera near the pathway and were filming industriously, with a bored blonde female standing to one side with a microphone. I put my sunglasses on and moved into the shade of a large pittosporum, which had the added benefit of being the only thing that my mother was allergic to. Lyn had tottered over to join her next-door neighbour, Kat Caldwell, and Caitlin’s mother Jill, so I took a few moments to scan the milling crowd, searching for suspicious activity and/or expressions of guilt. As I scanned, however, it occurred to me that many others were doing the same thing: Edward Given, Fred and Elsa Poxleitner, Roz Gupta, Sam Emerson, our gazes like sweeping searchlights crisscrossing each other. In fact we, the scanners, were the ones who looked suspicious.


      Others were approaching Beth Craig to extend their sympathies. She stood, with the two little girls, by the chapel steps, looking truly beautiful in black. Bereavement suited her. Ashley Armistead and another police officer, also in a suit, stood nearby, stiff and silent. I looked away and watched Dustin Craig’s brother and his family exit the chapel and then come slowly down the steps. One of the teenagers was already texting on her mobile. The brother stopped when he saw Beth and an expression of fury crossed his face. He dived forward, past his wife, to the stair rail.


      ‘You killed him, you fucking slut!’


      One hundred conversations ceased instantly as everybody swivelled to stare. The blonde reporter snapped to attention, waving at the cameraman to get closer. The two policemen were both suddenly flanking the brother and taking him by an arm each. But they couldn’t do anything about his mouth.


      ‘He was on to you, bitch, and you’ll get what’s coming! Just wait and see!’


      My stomach twisted, and I knew. His was the voice on the answering machine. Mean, spiteful and filled with fury. There was no doubt. He jostled against the police, his face twisted with hatred, lunging forward.


      ‘And where’s your accomplice, hey? Where’s that murdering Forrest bitch?’


      Everybody except the main players immediately turned to stare at me, standing on my own beneath the pittosporum. The camera spun with them. For a brief moment, I was the centre of attention. Then, as if all – including the camera–rejected this option at the same time, they moved almost seamlessly to my mother. She held one hand out and examined her fingernails, then busied herself with the cuticles. Rita took a step away, while Uncle Jim took a step closer.


      ‘Slut! Bitch!’ yelled the brother, but without quite as much conviction. Then he slumped, as if drained, the two police now holding him up instead of back. His wife, who had been tugging at Ashley Armistead’s suit this entire time, now took over in the fury stakes. But her anger seemed to be directed at the police, and her teenagers, and consisted of so many words mashed together that she made little sense. Now in control, the police manoeuvred the entire family off the steps and around to the rear of the chapel, the woman’s strident voice fading.


      One hundred conversations resumed, but with considerably more energy. I was pleased to see that a number of people had joined Beth for support. Sharon, a black vest toning down her usual purple and orange, had bobbed down to talk to the children while Sam Emerson and Leon were both standing by Beth. As I watched she put a hand to her mouth and then folded neatly to one side, against Leon’s chest. He put his arm around her, held her close, as Sam patted a shoulder. My mother had now finished examining her cuticles and was fanning herself with a decorative oriental fan, complete with tassels. Uncle Jim still stood by her side, and they had been joined by a number of older residents.


      The message hadn’t been meant for me at all, but for Yen. And the ‘both of you’, referred to her and Beth. Dustin Craig’s brother thought that my mother and Beth had murdered him together.


      ‘Nell?’ Fiona Ramage materialised by my left shoulder, looking a little anxious. However, as anxious was Fiona’s default expression, I didn’t pay much attention. Fiona worked part-time in the art gallery, supplementing her income with hand-crafted earrings that she sold through Renaissance. My favourites were the tiny little books, complete with spine and pages. A quiet, rather spiritual woman in her mid-thirties, she lived near the centre of town with her elderly parents, who were renowned for not having spoken to each other since Carlton beat Collingwood in the 1979 grand final.


      ‘Hi, Fiona.’ I flicked my gaze down to her lapel. Nothing.


      ‘Haven’t seen you for a long time.’ Fiona blinked at me. ‘Nasty this, hey?’


      ‘Yes. It certainly is.’


      ‘And I was so sorry to hear about your husband, too.’ She blinked again, and clarified. ‘Not that it was anything like this.’


      ‘No.’


      Fiona regarded me pensively, then dived forward and grabbed my hand, holding it flat to peer at the palm. ‘You’re finding it difficult to move on,’ she said rapidly. ‘Because you need to speak to him. Get some closure. Without that, you’ll be stuck. Forever.’


      The final word was said in such a foreboding tone that I nearly laughed.


      ‘This looks interesting,’ commented Ashley Armistead, staring over my shoulder. Fiona dropped my hand like a hot potato and flushed.


      ‘Fiona, this is Detective Sergeant Armistead. He’s investigating the murder. Murders.’


      ‘We’ve already met,’ said Ashley, still smiling.


      A blotchy redness now stained Fiona’s neck. I looked from one to the other with interest. Surely not.


      ‘Everything okay?’ asked the detective, as the silence stretched.


      Fiona blinked, nodded. ‘I’d better go. My mother needs to be taken home. Now.’


      I frowned at her departing figure. By the car park I could see her mother, leaning on her walking stick, in conversation with Mrs Emerson and Grace June Rae. Clearly there had been no urgency from that direction.


      ‘I have that effect,’ said Ashley conversationally. ‘It’s like the opposite of a magnet.’


      ‘Which would still be a magnet. Just the repelling part, not the attracting one.’


      ‘Thanks. Good to know.’


      ‘That’s okay. So, what did you do with him?’


      ‘They’ve left.’


      ‘He thinks my mother did it, together with Beth.’ I turned to look at him. ‘Which is ridiculous … isn’t it?’


      Instead of answering, he shaded his eyes to stare over at Leon, who was still comforting Beth. The cameraman now stood only metres from the grieving widow, every now and again dropping the shot to include the children. They looked as if they had been posed for a movie scene, all of them slim and good-looking – except for Sharon, who was like the comic relief.


      ‘It was him on my answering machine.’


      ‘Yes.’ He dragged his gaze back to me. ‘But there’s nothing to worry about. Really. He’s actually not a bad bloke, just devastated. And looking to vent.’


      ‘Gee, that makes me feel heaps better. Poor bugger. I’ll see if I can catch up with him later and give him my mobile number. What did he mean by knowing what Beth was up to?’


      ‘It’s not for me to say. But it does appear that Dustin Craig was a jealous type of bloke, and it wouldn’t have taken much for him to imagine something was going on.’ He glanced over towards Beth. ‘Not much at all.’


      I sighed, although I wasn’t quite sure why. I thought of Berry Pembroke, and wondered whether her funeral would prove as popular. I steeled myself for the next question. ‘Any word on what’s happening with Berry’s dog? I need to get that sorted before my girls get too attached.’


      ‘No luck, I’m afraid. It seems her next of kin, a sister, is in a Bendigo nursing home, so her son’s taken over the arrangements. He barely knew Berry, and he doesn’t want the dog.’


      ‘Oh.’ I felt a sigh blossom within.


      ‘It looks like you’ve inherited him. Unless you’d like me to contact the pound?’


      I thought of Gusto, behind bars, curled in the corner with blank, prison eyes. ‘No, my daughters would never forgive me. That’s what you get for trying to do the right thing.’


      ‘What goes around comes around. On a different subject, what’s going on with you and –’ he jerked his head in Leon’s direction ‘– him?’


      I stared, stunned at the question. ‘Nothing. We’re just friends.’


      ‘Good,’ he said, and then nodded. ‘That’s good.’


      ‘Was that a police question?’


      ‘Of course. I’m just trying to cover all the bases.’


      ‘O-kay.’ I swallowed a smile, and it tasted sweet. Edward Given might not want me, and Leon might just want to be friends, but my spider senses were telling me that this detective was somewhat interested. And whether or not anything ever came of it, that felt damn good. I thought about what Fiona had said, about needing to talk to Darcy in order to move on, and then I thought about the man standing beside me. Gazing out at the thinning crowd with a frown, as if deep in official, police-business thought, perhaps trying to balance out the fact he had just queried my availability. I felt the smile tug at my mouth once more, but this time I let it come.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

      


      About eight years ago, while attending an interstate conference, I was having a drink with a few other women when one said that your latest column described how to test breast sag by inserting pencils beneath (the more pencils held, the greater the sag). A few drinks later & we tested the theory. Little did we know that this would be the start of a wonderful friendship (now called the Pencil Club) & we still begin our get-togethers with a report of how many pencils we’re up to! (BTW, I’m 5.) So I’d just like to say a belated thank you!


      


      Petra arrived in the late afternoon on Saturday, having attended a real estate lunch seminar in the city. After a varied career, and two failed marriages, Petra had slipped almost by accident into the renovation business. The Montrose project was the fifth house that she had bought in poor condition and then completely overhauled, usually making a hefty profit along the way. Not that Petra did any of the physical labour; rather, she managed and designed and lived in the properties until they were sold. Then moved on.


      I was squatting in the shower stall of the main bathroom, scrubbing soap scum from the glass. I’d also cleaned the ensuite, no mean feat, and was up to my third load of washing. All of which meant I looked like a charwoman, particularly next to my sister, who was dressed in an ivory linen sleeveless dress and black stilettos. She regarded me with some amusement.


      ‘Love what you’ve done with your hair. It’s so … bird’s nest.’


      ‘Thanks.’ I lifted a soapy hand to push my hair back. ‘I’m going for the untamed look.’


      ‘Well congrats, you’ve nailed it. Do you want a cup of tea?’


      I nodded, and then collected up the cleaning products before stepping gingerly onto the tiles. One glance in the mirror told me why Petra had been amused. I looked like There’s Something About Mary meets sixties afro. I shrugged. Gusto began barking and I could hear Quinn telling him off. I wiped my feet on the mat and padded out to the living room.


      The evaporative cooler was the most effective in this area, with three outlets, and the drop in temperature was literally a breath of fresh air. Quinn was brushing Gusto, who was alternating between wriggling with glee and staring suspiciously at Petra. Even though I had little canine experience, it seemed rather remarkable how quickly this dog had made himself at home. Together with a strong sense of who belonged, and who didn’t.


      ‘Let’s skip the tea,’ said Petra, as the kettle began to boil. ‘The sun might not be quite over the yardarm, but I think we should celebrate its intention. Wine?’


      ‘Okay.’


      ‘Pushover.’ She removed a bottle from the fridge, examined the label and deftly popped the cork, pouring the wine into two glasses. I unloaded the cleaning products and took my glass over to the couch. Petra detoured past the doll’s house, bobbing down to look inside.


      ‘It’s great, isn’t it?’ said Quinn. ‘I helped Mum do the kitchen but she wouldn’t let me help with the living room.’


      ‘It was delicate,’ I said defensively.


      ‘Yes, I expect so. It’s amazing. And it tells me that you really need to get a life.’ Petra straightened with a groan and came over to the couch. ‘Are you planning to decorate that Christmas tree any time soon?’


      ‘Is there anything else you’d like to criticise?’ I frowned and then cupped my chin, tapping a finger against my bottom lip. ‘Do you know, you’re beginning to remind me of someone. Now who could it be?’


      ‘Grandma?’ suggested Quinn.


      Petra laughed. ‘Point taken.’


      ‘Tell Auntie Pet about how we’re keeping Gus,’ said Quinn, rolling the dog over to brush his coral-pink, almost hairless stomach.


      ‘We’re keeping Gus,’ I repeated obligingly.


      ‘I thought you were dead against dogs?’


      ‘Yes, but this one sort of inveigled his way in. Left me no choice.’


      Petra sipped her wine, closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Okay, fill me in. What’s new?’


      ‘I’ve told you everything already, on the phone. The only thing that’s happened since was that I spent the day cleaning. I can elaborate if you like.’


      ‘No thanks. Have you spoken to anyone?’


      ‘About cleaning?’


      ‘About finding Berry Pembroke.’ She glanced at Quinn. ‘You know.’


      Instead of answering I watched Quinn play with the dog. I didn’t want to be reminded about finding Berry, and I certainly didn’t want to talk about it. Not yet. Quinn’s mobile vibrated and she flopped backwards to read the text, then jumped to her feet.


      ‘Caitlin ’n’I are taking Gus for a walk. Back soon.’


      ‘Not too far. In fact, just this street. And be back by –’


      ‘God, Mum. Like I can look after myself. Besides, I’ve got Gus.’


      I looked down at the dog, who had managed to grasp his plumy tail in his mouth and was now stumbling in a circle, only pausing to growl a warning at his posterior. ‘Yes, most reassuring. Back by five-thirty please.’


      Petra slipped off her stilettos and put her feet up on the coffee table. Gusto’s toenails clip-clopped noisily across the hallway tiles and then the front door opened, slammed shut. Petra pointed at the whiteboard.


      ‘I think having just Beth Craig and Scowly Young Man on your list of suspects is a mistake. You need to consider other scenarios. Like what if Berry Pembroke killed Dustin and then Maniac Brother killed her in revenge?’


      ‘Maniac Brother’s name is Evan. And why would Berry Pembroke kill Dustin?’


      ‘Why would SYM kill Dustin? Or Beth? Or the one person you haven’t included there?’ Petra raised her eyebrows. ‘The reason being, I assume, that she’s also living here.’


      ‘Yes. It did seem a little rude.’


      ‘And what about Beth Craig’s lover?’


      ‘We don’t even know if she had a lover. Although …’ I tried to remember Beth’s expression during the tirade at the funeral. But like everybody else, I had been focused on the abuser, not the abusee. ‘I think we should add him as a possibility. Or her.’


      Petra sat up, clicked her fingers. ‘That’s it! Berry and Beth! It answers everything!’


      ‘No, I can’t be totally sure about Berry, but I am about Beth. I suspect she’s one of those annoying damsel types that change personality whenever men are around. Go all swoony.’ I got up to fetch the wine bottle but then paused by the bench, put it back down. I left the room, returning with the little fleur-de-lis in my hand. ‘Recognise this?’


      Petra frowned. ‘It’s Yen’s, from the Richard III Society. Why?’


      ‘Because I found this one with Berry.’


      ‘So? Everyone had one.’


      ‘No, everyone in the society had one. Berry wasn’t in the society.’


      Petra’s frown deepened. ‘O-kay. And when you say found it … um, what do you mean?’


      ‘Exactly what you think I meant.’ I met her eyes. ‘I found it with her body. It was in her hair, to be precise, as if it got stuck there when she was attacked from behind. When her head was pressed back against –’


      ‘Yes, I get it,’ interrupted Petra. ‘So you took it?’


      I nodded, a little embarrassed about this part. ‘I don’t even really know why, except I thought it might be Yen’s, so I just … did it. Then it was too late to put it back.’


      ‘And is it Yen’s?’


      ‘I still don’t know. I’m not game to ask.’


      ‘I see.’ Petra stared at the pin. ‘At this rate I’ll be visiting both of you in jail, and no doubt you’ll be sharing a cell. It’ll serve you right. I think I need a refill.’


      I took the bottle over and left it on the coffee table, then poured some rice crackers into a bowl. Petra passed me my glass as I sat down and put out her hand for the pin.


      ‘It could be anyone’s.’ She examined it, as if hoping for a handy engraving. ‘Not just the society lot either. For all you know there was a shop selling them ten for a dollar.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Besides, for all her faults, I do not believe that Yen is capable of suffocating a grown man one day, and strangling a grown woman a few days later.’


      ‘No.’


      After this last comment we both fell silent. I sipped my wine, watching the sun continue its long, slow summer descent. I wanted to forget about the fleur-de-lis, because without it I could just focus on young scowly and/or his hypothetical employer. This would not be Yen, of that I was certain, because she would never hire someone with such a laissez-faire attitude towards both hygiene and courtesy. I looked at Petra but she seemed to be thinking things through as well, turning the pin over in her hands. We probably would have remained there for some time, in mutual silence, had not the sound of tyres on gravel heralded the arrival of our mother, and her actual employee.


      Petra grimaced. ‘So how’s Luce going at Renaissance?’


      ‘I haven’t asked.’ I felt my stomach tighten. ‘I’m avoiding the subject.’


      ‘Ah, avoidance. Your speciality.’


      I frowned but was saved from having to respond, and Petra from needing to explain, by the sound of the front door. Yen’s voice was heard first, followed by her person, followed by Lucy. They paused to examine the scene and then strolled over towards the kitchen. It was like watching the evil queen, but with an apprentice.


      Yen was studying the whiteboard as she put the kettle on. ‘Did you add anything? Like … me?’


      ‘Certainly not,’ said Petra, with a fake laugh. ‘As if.’


      ‘Then you’re not doing a very thorough job. I should be there.’


      ‘Fine.’ I leant over, picked up the marker and wrote Bossy Older Woman in large letters over the top of Scowly Young Man.


      ‘Very mature. What on earth have you been doing to yourself? You look like you’ve been dragged through a bush backwards.’


      ‘You’ve got me there, Yen. Now you know how I spend my spare time.’


      ‘What’s for dinner?’ asked Lucy. ‘And where’s Gus?’


      ‘Nothing, and gone for a walk with Quinn.’ I was still staring at the whiteboard but now I tapped the marker a few times against Leon’s house. ‘Pet, you know how I told you about his lover? The Saturday night one?’


      ‘Yes, you’re so good at keeping secrets.’


      ‘You have no idea of all the stuff I’m not telling you. Besides, he didn't actually ask me to keep it in confidence. And also, you promised not to tell anyone.’ I realised that Yen and Lucy were listening with interest. ‘Could you both pretend you didn’t hear any of that?’ I turned back to Petra and lowered my voice. ‘Anyway, he seemed to get a bit of a buzz about it all being a little clandestine, if you know what I mean, so you’d think she wouldn’t be using his driveway. Which means …’ I drew the marker lightly down the road and into the nursery car park off the highway. ‘I bet she parks here.’


      ‘Most probably,’ said Yen. ‘And on Saturdays they close early so it’d be near deserted.’


      ‘But so what?’ asked Lucy, coming over. ‘So he has a lover who parks there? And don’t look at me like that, Mum, I’m not going to tell anyone. None of my friends’d be interested anyway – the guy’s like over thirty. I just want to know why this is important.’


      ‘It’s important because I’m going to wait and find out who she is.’ I looked at the clock and then jumped up. ‘She may well have seen something that night, but she’s not going to tell the police because she doesn’t want to get involved. But she might tell me.’


      ‘A stakeout!’ Petra drained her wine. ‘I’ll come too! We can be like Cagney and Lacey!’


      ‘Who?’ asked Lucy.


      ‘I think they’re dead,’ said Yen, turning off the kettle. ‘I suppose I’d better come too, make sure you don’t get into any trouble. We can get tea on the way back.’


      ‘Yen, you really don’t –’


      ‘And then you can be like Charlie’s Angels!’ said Lucy, delighted. ‘Go on, strike the pose!’


      ‘I think not,’ I replied, even as Petra did exactly that, narrowing her eyes and crouching down with her fingers forming a pistol. ‘Christ. It’s Cruella de Vil, with weaponry.’


      ‘You talkin’ to me?’ asked Petra in a deep voice, swinging her makeshift pistol around.


      I grinned, and then glanced at the clock again. ‘Quick! If we’re going to do this, we’d better move. Meet you in the car in five minutes!’


      ‘Synchronise your watches!’ called Petra. ‘Five minutes! That’s five oh minutes!’


      I ignored her, instead hurrying out to take a detour past my bedroom and change my T-shirt. As an afterthought I grabbed a paisley scarf to tie around my head. I flung open the front door just as Yen came strolling from the living room and went on past, nodding her thanks. I hastened over to unlock the car, gathering up all the paraphernalia from the back seat and flinging it into the boot.


      By the time I slid into the front seat, Yen was already beside me, staring impassively ahead. Petra strolled out, back in her stilettos, with a carry bag. She jumped into the back and clicked her fingers.


      ‘Time’s a-wasting, fellow sleuths. Let’s away!’


      I turned to look at her. ‘Are you going to keep this up? I need to know.’


      The other back door opened and Lucy jumped in. ‘I decided I wanted to come, after all.’


      ‘I don’t recall you being invited!’


      ‘Tick-tock,’ said Yen, without turning.


      ‘How the hell are we going to be surreptitious with a car full of people?’ I waited a few moments but nobody answered; the rear-seat duo were too busy making themselves comfortable while the primary passenger clearly didn’t feel that the comment was directed at her. I put the car into reverse and began backing down the driveway, and then slammed on the brakes as I heard Quinn’s shout.


      ‘You nearly ran over your daughter,’ commented Petra, rather superfluously.


      ‘Careless,’ said Yen.


      Quinn came up to the driver’s-side window. ‘Hey! Didn’t you see me?’


      ‘Are you hurt?’ I snapped. ‘No? Then obviously I saw you, eventually.’


      Lucy leant forward. ‘We’re going to go do some investigating.’


      ‘Really? Excellent!’ Quinn pulled open the back door. ‘Were you waiting for me?’


      ‘No, not the dog!’ said Petra. ‘Nell!’


      ‘Tick-tock,’ said Yen.


      ‘God! Just get in the car, quickly! Bring him!’


      Quinn gathered up the dog, his lead dangling, and clambered over her sister into the middle of the back seat. She dumped a wriggling Gusto on Lucy while she did up her seatbelt and then sat expectantly. Beside her Petra was now looking significantly less enthusiastic, and significantly more cramped. It was at moments like these that I wished I had more mastery over my mobile, because then I would have taken a photo. The Forrest family undercover, complete with offspring and pets. It would have been a keeper.


      *


      It was almost six o’clock by the time we pulled into the nursery car park and I was afraid that we might have missed the mystery woman, but the car park was empty apart from a wallaby by the nursery opening hours board. He looked as if he was checking them for future reference. He turned as our car scrunched across the gravel and then bounded leisurely off into the bushy section that flanked the road. After doing a quick circuit, I parked by the cobblestoned entry, furthest from the Lincoln Court side.


      ‘Anyone want a cracker?’ asked Petra. ‘Cheese? Chilli tuna dip?’


      I twisted around. Petra had a plastic tray on her lap onto which she was now loading supplies from my kitchen. She removed a small knife from the carry bag and began deftly slicing cheese.


      ‘Yum,’ said Lucy, restraining Gusto as she helped herself.


      ‘I can’t reach,’ complained Yen, without even trying. ‘Did you bring wine?’


      ‘Quinn, pass this to Grandma.’ Petra loaded some food onto a serviette. ‘And no, I didn’t bring wine. Can’t believe I forgot that.’


      I shook my head, staring out at the nursery entrance. There was a large conifer to the right that had been decorated with fairy lights surrounding an LED sign that wished everyone HAPPY HOLIDAYS AND A FESTIVE NEW EAR. I tucked my hair behind my humdrum old ears and pulled my scarf a little lower. If my hunch played out, then we could expect to see the mystery woman any moment. I wondered what Ashley Armistead would make of that development. Local woman uncovers vital clue to Majic murder. Police humbled.


      ‘How long’s this gonna take?’ asked Quinn, resting the dog’s paws on the side window so that he could see out.


      ‘If only Sherry Holmes were here,’ commented Yen, around a mouthful of cracker. ‘She’d know what to do.’


      ‘Mum, Red wants to know if you ever have your phone turned on,’ said Lucy, reading from her mobile. ‘Or check your messages.’


      ‘Of course I do. Tell her I’ll ring her tomorrow.’ I transferred my gaze to the rear-vision mirror, where I had a good view of the sweep of highway behind. Every now and again a car would come into view, and then pass without slowing.


      Petra leant forward to tap our mother on the shoulder. ‘Listen, Yen, I was just wondering where the Richard III Society got those little fleur-de-lis lapel pins?’


      ‘Grace June Rae got them from some online site for our coronation dinner. Why?’


      ‘Oh, I’m going to a dress-up party. The theme’s royalty. I thought it’d go well.’


      ‘You can borrow mine, although you need more than a bloody pin. You should go as Eleanor of Aquitaine, seeing you’re named after her sister. And she’d have been, let me see, the great-great-great-great-great-great grandmother of Richard III, so it’s quite apt. No, wait, I forgot about the Mortimers. It’d be nine times great. I tell you what, I’ll speak to Fiona Ramage, she’s got a magnificent medieval queen outfit. Might be a little snug on you, but doable.’


      I readjusted the mirror to grin at Petra. ‘Doable. Sounds perfect for you.’


      ‘Mum, just think, if you’d married Alexander Graham Bell,’ said Lucy, watching her sister text a message, ‘your name would have been Nell Bell.’


      ‘Nah,’ said Quinn derisively. ‘Mum doesn’t like beards.’


      ‘Yes.’ I tried to straighten the mirror but it seemed to have become jammed. ‘That’s what’s holding me back.’


      Yen undid her seatbelt. ‘I’m going to pop around to my house, collect some things.’


      ‘Yen! What if she sees you?’


      ‘Quinn can come with me, with the dog. It’ll just look like we’re going for a walk.’


      ‘Excellent idea,’ said Petra.


      Lucy opened the back door and Gusto jumped out, thereby hanging himself by his lead for a moment until Quinn managed to scramble over her sister. Yen slammed the door behind her and the pair took off, walking diagonally across the car park towards Lincoln Court with Gusto straining on his lead. They veered right at the footpath. I tried tilting the mirror downwards but it seemed the problem was in the swivel motion itself.


      ‘Well done us.’ Petra met my eyes. ‘Now at least we’ll be able to rule one person out.’


      ‘Hopefully.’ I banged the side of the mirror with the heel of my hand and it budged, just a little, so I did it again. This time, however, the entire thing slipped sideways and, with a faint popping sound, fell off the glass and onto the dashboard. I stared at it.


      ‘Did you just break that?’ asked Petra, leaning forward. She tilted her head so that she could see the reflection. ‘Your roof’s grubby.’


      ‘Thanks.’ I picked up the mirror. ‘Fuck.’


      ‘Mum!’


      ‘Listen, Nell,’ said Petra, ‘has it occurred to you that our mystery woman may not be coming tonight? That maybe, just maybe, the thought of a serial killer in the neighbourhood dampened her ardour?’


      I held the mirror up so that I could see her face, and then adjusted my wrist so that I could see out of the rear window. ‘Or maybe that’s her now,’ I said smugly as a silver hatchback turned into the nursery car park. Both Lucy and Petra immediately whipped around, blocking my view. ‘For god’s sake! Act normal!’


      The hatchback hesitated by the entrance, as if both car and driver were surprised. Lucy and Petra turned back and then we all moved our heads slightly to the left. A seemingly choreographed movement that, in retrospect, probably looked more suspicious. The hatchback immediately shot over to the other side of the car park. I didn’t blame it.


      ‘Can you see who it is from there?’ whispered Petra.


      ‘I will as soon as she gets out.’ I held the mirror up against the windscreen, in its usual spot. At least it was far easier to adjust in this more portable mode.


      ‘Why are you whispering?’ whispered Lucy.


      I kept my head turned but stared sideways into the mirror, watching the car. After a few moments, the driver’s side door opened and a long, slim leg emerged, followed – fortunately for both Leon and the owner – by another. Behind me, Petra had dumped her tray of hors d’oeuvres and was using a compact to observe the proceedings. I flicked my eyes back and there she was, a tall woman, dressed in running clothes and dark sunglasses. But I knew instantly who it was, just from the way she held herself.


      ‘Nice figure,’ commented Petra, passing the compact to Lucy. ‘Who is it?’


      I held up my spare hand and watched as Leon’s lover slung a small backpack over her shoulder and locked her car. She took a fleeting, surreptitious glance in our direction and then set off in a gangly jog towards Lincoln Court.


      Petra was leaning over the back seat. She laughed. ‘They should have come up with a better cover, because that woman is clearly no jogger. She looks like an inebriated giraffe.’


      Lucy was still staring into the compact. ‘Is that –?’


      ‘Fiona Ramage,’ I replied. ‘Owner of a magnificent medieval queen outfit. Works at the Majic Art Gallery. Leon’s assistant.’


      ‘Wonder if this is in her job description?’ Petra turned away, took a sliver of cheese. ‘Well, that’s disappointing. I was expecting someone married. Or driving a dark sedan. Then we could have tied everything up quite neatly.’


      I dropped the mirror in my lap and leant back, thinking. ‘So why are they sneaking around? They’re both single, unattached. She’s a little older, granted, but nothing shocking.’


      ‘Mum? Are you okay about this?’ asked Lucy, leaning forward to put a hand on my shoulder. ‘You know, because you … and him …’


      ‘What?’ said Petra. ‘What?’


      I held up the mirror so that we could make eye contact. ‘Absolutely nothing. We went out for dinner, as friends. Good lord, the guy could be my son.’


      ‘Only if you celebrated puberty by giving birth. Well, well, well.’


      ‘Shut up.’


      Lucy’s mobile broke into the conversation with what sounded like a fair approximation of a woman in labour, but was probably just the climax of a favoured song. She took the call and instantly Quinn’s voice could be heard, high-pitched and excited.


      I twisted around, dropping the mirror on the passenger seat. ‘What’s wrong?’


      Lucy held up a hand. ‘Quinn, slow down. Did you say a duck sat down near Grandma’s house?’ She paused, and her face cleared. ‘Oh, a dark sedan. I get it.’


      I fired the car up and shot backwards, all in one smooth movement, then hurtled towards the highway. Seconds later I was gunning it into Small Dairy Lane and screeching to a halt behind a pewter-grey sedan, parked outside Mrs Fletcher’s old house. Lucy was still on the phone.


      Petra coughed. ‘Um, far be it from me to be a killjoy, but do you think it was wise to make such a loud entrance? Given we are now parked directly behind the car that belongs to the prime suspect of at least one murder?’


      ‘Quinn said what the fuck are you doing?’ commented Lucy.


      I took a deep breath and then, with a little more circumspection, reversed just enough to swing the car out and around before coasting into my mother’s driveway. I could see her standing at the lounge-room window with Quinn, both watching with interest. She turned and said something to Quinn, who was holding her mobile to her ear.


      ‘Grandma said you’re an idiot,’ relayed Lucy helpfully.


      Petra was staring down the street. ‘Shit. There’s someone coming out of the Fletcher place.’


      ‘Lucy, get in Grandma’s house.’ I fumbled with my seatbelt. ‘Go on! Quick!’


      Wide-eyed, she jumped from the car and ran for the house. As she vanished from view, my mother appeared instead, walking steadily down her pathway and turning right, towards Maud Fletcher’s old weatherboard. I suspended my efforts to free myself, staring.


      ‘What the fuck is she doing?’ asked Petra.


      The man who had emerged from the Fletcher house was now standing by the dark sedan, as if examining it. He was middle-aged, a little overweight, dressed quite casually. He looked up, watched my mother stride purposefully towards him. Then she was there, and they were having a conversation.


      I undid my seatbelt, finally, and got out of the car to join Petra on the other side. Inside the house, both girls now stood at the window watching their grandmother, mobiles in hand. Between them, Gusto stood with his front feet against the glass, his mouth moving with muffled barks.


      ‘Not sure if I’d get over losing her this way,’ said Petra. ‘It’d be a little embarrassing.’


      ‘Agreed.’


      We set off down the path, both keeping our eyes on the owner of the dark sedan in case he made any sudden moves. Petra’s heels clip-clopped against the concrete and I was washed with a wave of irritation that seemed ridiculous, given the circumstances. But as we drew closer it became obvious that the conversation taking place was quite steady, even chatty. Yen glanced over.


      ‘There you are,’ she said as if she had been expecting us. ‘Noel, these are my daughters, Eleanor and Petronella. Girls, this is Noel Maloney. Noel is Mrs Fletcher’s son-in-law.’


      ‘Oh!’ I stared at him, blinked.


      ‘Noel’s just here to pick up his daughter’s things. She and a friend from university were going to stay here over the summer holidays but what with all the goings-on –’ she waved a hand ‘– they’ve changed their minds.’


      ‘Even if they hadn’t, I would have changed it for them,’ said Noel grimly. ‘I like to be able to sleep at night.’


      I frowned. ‘So they were here last Saturday night?’


      ‘Yep. Their first night. Not that it lasted long.’


      ‘Did you know the police are looking for you?’ asked Petra, with some abruptness.


      ‘Yep. Well, not till yesterday but I’ve spoken to them now. Misunderstanding, that’s all.’


      ‘And you’ll have another chance,’ I said, as a police cruiser coasted to a halt behind the infamous dark sedan. Constable Matthew Carstairs emerged, leant against the roof of his car. ‘Everything okay?’


      ‘Everything’s just fine, thank you. And how are things with you?’ replied my mother. On the other side of the road, Edward Given’s curtains twitched.


      ‘Um, good. Hello, Mr Maloney.’


      ‘Hey, mate.’


      The constable gave us all a smile, having clearly decided that our impromptu meeting was not suspicious, and got back into his car. He probably would have driven away if not for Lucy, who chose this moment to emerge from the house and wander down to the letterbox to check for mail. Predictably, Matthew Carstairs leapt out again and went over to join her. I rolled my eyes, turned back to Noel Maloney.


      ‘So you picked them up on Saturday night?’


      ‘Dropped them off and picked them up. The wife got a phone call about half nine saying that there was some bloke next door carrying on, screaming at his wife, kids crying, that sort of thing, and can they get picked up? We live over an hour away so I was pretty peeved at the time, but Christ was I glad when I found out what happened later. What a business!’


      ‘What time did you get here?’


      ‘Oh, around eleven or so. I was in a filthy mood, I can tell you. Was going to go give the bloke a piece of my mind but it’d gone quiet by then so I just picked up the girls and left. Only thing I saw was this old guy walking up the road.’ He gestured towards the Hurley house. ‘I’ve told the police all this now. Didn’t realise I was a suspect!’


      ‘Well, it is a bad business,’ put in Yen. ‘And we’re very sorry that your daughter and her friend had such an unpleasant stay. Normally, it’s a much more … friendly place. What does Maud plan on doing with the house?’


      ‘The house? Oh, it was going on the market in February, after the holidays, but now we’ll have to move everything forward. Don’t want it to sit empty too long. Hopefully all this doesn’t impact the market.’


      ‘Let me know when you decide.’ Yen was now staring past him towards the old weatherboard. ‘I may be interested.’


      ‘Hey, okay. Sure.’


      ‘And next time you visit Maud, do tell her Lillian Forrest says hello.’


      He nodded, then nodded again towards Petra and me. You could almost see the calculations taking place behind his eyes; all the advantages of an early sale, without working bees or renovations or having to drive back and forth. We said our farewells and left him there, still thinking.


      ‘Really?’ I asked our mother. ‘You’re looking to your investments at a time like this?’


      ‘It’s not like it was Maud who got herself murdered, so why shouldn’t I? Besides, then I could arrange for early settlement and move in here while my own house gets repaired. Spare you the torment of my prolonged presence.’


      ‘It’s not torment! I, ah, like having you there.’


      ‘What absolute crap.’


      I opened my mouth to argue the point but decided to let it go. There was too much else. Matthew Carstairs was still standing by the letterbox talking to Lucy, but they began backing away from each other as we neared. The effect was rather theatrical, as if one of them was about to reach out an arm and recite, ‘Farewell, farewell, parting is such sweet sorrow.’


      ‘C’mon, Lucy, I want to get going. Go grab Quinn.’ I opened the car door and got in. Petra jumped in behind me while our mother continued on into the house, presumably to grab those few items she was after.


      ‘You spilt the snacks,’ said Petra, gathering up crackers. ‘Crazy driver.’


      ‘So that’s one suspect off the list.’


      ‘Which moves the SYM up the top. With the question of the pin put to one side.’


      I tracked my gaze down the other side of the road. ‘Or maybe there’s some squatter staying in the Roddom house while they’re away, or maybe Mark Tapscott isn’t all he seems, or even his wife.’


      ‘Yes. Perhaps that pregnancy is a product of a tryst with Satan.’


      ‘Or Edward Given,’ I continued, ignoring her. ‘He might not be capable of a lot of physical stuff, but maybe that’s where the SYM comes in. I tell you, I think there’s something a little malicious about Edward. Ned. Whatever.’


      ‘There always has been,’ replied Petra, staring at his house. ‘But there’s also a matching sliver of desperation. And that might be even more dangerous.’


      Quinn clambered into the back seat, holding Gusto, and sat directly on the platter of food. There was the crisp sound of crackers crunching, which stopped as she froze, and then started again as she moved her butt experimentally. ‘Shit.’


      ‘Don’t,’ said Petra. ‘You’ll just make things worse.’


      I twisted around. ‘Wasn’t there dip on that platter?’


      ‘Here, lift.’ Petra gave her a push and Quinn obligingly lifted one side of her posterior so that her aunt could peel the flattened dip container off her jeans. She used it to scoop up globules of chilli tuna dip from both denim and seat.


      Lucy jumped in the car and Quinn immediately thrust the dog towards her. She arched her body upwards, undid her jeans, and in one fluid movement, peeled them off.


      ‘Impressive,’ said Petra, using the jeans to clean from one side while the dog helped from the other. ‘And you may as well enjoy that flexibility while you can. It doesn’t last.’


      ‘Nor does the willingness to sit around in knickers without feeling self-conscious.’ I turned back as my mother lowered herself into the passenger seat, along with what looked like Mary Poppins’ carpet bag. She didn’t bother glancing in the back, despite the fact the car was rocking with all the exertions taking place.


      ‘Sorry, Petra, but I can’t find that lapel pin. Most annoying.’


      I stared at her, and then at Petra.


      ‘But it’ll turn up. Maybe I left it on a jacket?’ Yen paused, thinking. ‘Whatever. Let’s go. Nell, what did you want me to do with this mirror here?’


      ‘Just put it in the glove box.’


      ‘Really? That doesn’t seem terribly efficient, but each to their own.’


      I gave her an even glance and then began reversing from the driveway, which gave those in the back impetus to work faster. By the time we reached the road, they were all seated properly, albeit breathing a little heavily. Noel Maloney was just locking the Fletcher front door and waved, very neighbourly. Almost as neighbourly as Edward Given, across the road, whose curtain was twitching again. Back out on the highway, I made a spur of the moment right turn into Lincoln Drive and my mother looked at me with surprise.


      ‘What now, Nell?’


      ‘Just want to check something.’ I slowed as I drove up the street, between the long expanse of nursery on one side and the double Nightingale block on the other. Then there was Leon’s house, with his Chrysler parked neatly in the cobblestoned driveway. There were no lights in the front of the house, and just a sliver of light towards the rear, so I guessed they were out on the decking. Perhaps with candlelight. Next door, the curtains of Berry Pembroke’s house were drawn.


      ‘I wonder what happened to the guinea pigs.’ Quinn leant forward, as if there might be some visual evidence. Perhaps an ACCOMMODATION WANTED sign.


      By contrast, Lyn Russo’s house at the end of the court was an explosion of light, even though it was barely seven o’clock. Strings of fairy lights outlined the roof and dripped from every available piece of foliage, with a herd of illuminated reindeer spread across the front lawn, and a nativity scene where Jesus was quite literally lit from within. It would have been remarkable anywhere, but here, and now, it was a little shocking.


      ‘Good god,’ breathed Petra. ‘Of all the … good god.’


      Yen sniffed. ‘I always said that woman had an ostentatious frontage.’


      I drove around the bowl of the court, the light show dancing across the dashboard, past the Russos’ and the Caldwells’, and back towards the highway. I glanced at Leon’s house, wondering what they were talking about. The murders? The weather? Me? And I also wondered whether Fiona was as uncommitted as he seemed to think she was; because even with our relatively slight acquaintance, and bearing in mind her shy, ingenuous intensity, I rather thought he had it wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

      


      Enjoyed your column about birds until I got to the bit where you once kept an injured cockatoo in a cage in your shed. How could you? I’ve been crying all afternoon. How would you like it if I shoved you in a cupboard and fed you nothing but fatty junk food?


      


      I woke early the following morning, tired and irritable after a long, hot night. My bed was supremely uncomfortable, with corrugated sheets that felt thin and sweaty, but my limbs were so heavy that it was difficult even to contemplate getting up. Instead, I lay on my back, for once thankful for the extra space, staring at the spider web that still wafted gently from the cornice.


      Our undercover excursion had been rewarding, despite the farce. We now knew that the dark sedan was not an issue and that there had been no other suspicious activity along the street around that time. Someone would have seen it, given there were so many people up and around, or peering through their windows. Which meant it was likely that Beth Craig had gone to bed, or at least inside the house, leaving her husband to settle into morose drunkenness. Shortly afterwards, if my mother’s theory was correct, he realised he had run out of beer and decided to perform a late-night retrieval. The key was what happened next.


      I rolled over and stared at the wall for a few minutes, then flopped again onto my back. It was the only position where none of my limbs touched the other. Logic suggested that Berry Pembroke saw something in my mother’s backyard that night, through her corner window. But why hadn’t she called the police? Perhaps because whatever she saw didn’t appear suspicious until after news of Dustin’s death. My eyes widened. That would explain everything – apart from why she waited until Tuesday to approach the police, but that was probably a minor detail.


      All of which undermined SYM’s position at the top of the leaderboard. At least by himself. Because if Berry didn’t think what she saw was suspicious, then it followed that she saw people she knew. People from the area. People who also saw her so that later, when it appeared likely she had put two and two together, they decided she had to follow in Dustin’s footsteps. Leaving just one clue in their wake: a gold fleur-de-lis pin that had originally been given to a very select group.


      My mother fitted the bill in every regard. I closed my eyes tiredly. The woman had a strong streak of bitch, there was no denying that, but was she capable of murder? Perhaps if she thought she was protecting someone, or something. I was reminded of an incident just after I started high school, when Petra had been bullied for almost an entire year. It had been relentless, both physical and psychological, with taunts of ‘afro-head’ being accompanied by pushing, shoving, tripping. Petra became increasingly withdrawn and Yen’s maternal sympathy, never her strong suit, was tested as the months rolled past. Then one day, on canteen duty, she saw the bully in question pull Petra’s knickers down in the schoolyard. Her reaction was swift and ruthless. First she boxed his ears and took him to the principal, then she visited his parents to demand action. When neither response met her expectations, she went to the police and laid assault charges. And reported his behaviour to his football club, and the scouts. And had a letter published in the local paper condemning the school for allowing the behaviour to happen. And began legal proceedings for pain and suffering.


      The boy’s family moved soon after and the lawsuit was dropped. It would not surprise me at all to learn that the first was a condition of the second. But the end result was that Petra’s bully became a victim himself and my mother emerged victorious. I flipped onto my stomach and laid my head sideways on the pillow, breathing shallowly. On the inside of my eyelids I could see her as she had been then, hair beehived into a helmet, eyes steely with determination. Thirty-three years later and little had changed, apart from the hair. I still wouldn’t be taking bets against her.


      I woke two hours later, staring straight at the clock. I was startled to see that it was now eight-thirty. This time I scrambled out of bed without hesitation and headed for the shower, the needlepoint spray as close as I got to physical bliss these days. I dried my hair and loaded it with product to tame it, then dressed quickly and padded out to the living room. I could smell the percolating coffee even before I turned the corner, like an aromatic finger beckoning me forward. Spontaneously deciding that Petra wasn’t the only one who could be melodramatic, I closed my eyes and lifted both arms like a sleepwalker, then took a few heavy-footed steps into the room.


      ‘Fe-fi-fo-fum, I smell coffee! Give me coffee!’ I opened my eyes to find myself staring straight into the rather amused ones of Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead, who was standing in front of the whiteboard with a coffee of his own.


      ‘Good morning, Nell,’ said Petra, from the kitchen. ‘I take it you’d like a coffee?’


      I lowered my arms. ‘Yes, please.’


      ‘Ashley just dropped around to give us Gusto’s papers,’ continued Petra breezily. ‘Did you know the dog was born on Boxing Day?’


      ‘We’re going to give him a birthday party,’ added Quinn from the couch. The prospective birthday boy was curled beside her, asleep. ‘He’ll be three. Were you trying to be the giant from Jack and the Beanstalk? Wasn’t he after bread, not coffee?’


      ‘Fe-fi-fo-fum, I smell the blood of an English-mun,’ intoned Ashley Armistead. ‘Be he alive or be he dead, I’ll grind his bones to make me bread!’


      Petra came over to hand me a mug of coffee, and then smiled at the policeman as she folded herself into an armchair. ‘Very impressive. You’ve made my spine tingle.’


      ‘That’s not hard,’ I muttered. Generally speaking, in my opinion, her spine was in a perpetual state of readiness. I took my coffee back to the island bench and sat on a stool. Quinn returned to her laptop, which she had on the couch by her side. School folders and textbooks covered the coffee table along with a large visual arts diary.


      ‘You can cross him off,’ Ashley Armistead was pointing at Maniac Brother on the whiteboard. ‘I already told you the bloke is harmless. Besides he’s got an alibi for both.’


      ‘Okay,’ said Petra agreeably.


      ‘And who on earth is Scowly Young Man?’


      I spoke first. ‘The young guy I met at the police station. The one I told you about, where Berry took one look at him and changed her mind about reporting something.’


      He frowned for a moment, and then his face cleared. ‘Oh, him! Well, you can cross him off too. He was just reporting in for his parole. Got nothing to do with any of this.’


      ‘I don’t believe that,’ I said flatly. ‘And if you’d seen her face, you wouldn’t either.’


      ‘Was it blue?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘Was what blue?’


      ‘Her face. You just said if you’d seen her face and I thought, was it blue? Like you read if someone is choked their face goes all blue, so I was just wondering if it was true or not.’


      I stared at her. ‘I meant her face when she was alive, not dead.’


      ‘Yes, it would have been bluish,’ said the detective. ‘Caused by oxygen deprivation. That’s what does it.’


      ‘Plus the person choking them,’ I added.


      ‘Yes, them too. Back to your Scowly Young Man, you can take my word for it he’s not involved. Apart from anything else, he was down in Melbourne that whole weekend. So is there a chance her reaction was caused by someone else? Maybe across the street? Shopping?’


      I was reluctant to let go of my theory. ‘I suppose it’s possible.’


      ‘So, like, if she was blue,’ said Quinn with a smirk, ‘then she’d have been a blue Berry.’


      I whipped back to face her. ‘Quinn! That is massively inappropriate.’


      ‘Hey! You’re the one always saying we should find humour in everything!’


      ‘Yes, but I didn’t mean make a joke about the colour of someone’s face when they’ve just been strangled!’


      ‘Then you should’ve said so!’ Clearly affronted, Quinn gathered up her laptop and several of the books and stalked from the room, leaving the remaining paraphernalia spread across the coffee table. Seconds later she returned, but only to scoop up the sleeping dog. His head flopped over her arm as she left.


      ‘Interesting child,’ commented the detective, sipping his coffee.


      Petra laughed. ‘And there’s four more where she came from.’


      ‘Hell.’


      ‘Yes, sometimes. But,’ I said, pointing to the whiteboard, ‘can we get back to this?’


      He grinned. ‘In that case, I should let you know that I’m very impressed with your community spirit. There’s not many people who would go to these lengths –’ he waved his spare hand towards the board ‘– to track neighbourhood crime.’


      ‘Yes, that’s us. Community-minded.’


      ‘Unless they’re criminals,’ added Petra. ‘I suppose criminals would go to those lengths.’


      ‘Very true.’ He was still grinning. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


      Petra put her head on one side, regarded him. ‘What does your wife and/or girlfriend and/or significant other say about you working Sunday mornings?’


      The detective looked surprised at her question, as well he might, although his smile never faltered. I sipped my coffee and tried to look only mildly interested in the answer.


      ‘I’m divorced. Which probably tells you what she said.’


      ‘I know the feeling,’ said Petra. ‘Oh well, plenty of fish in the sea. Do you like fishing?’


      ‘Somewhat.’ His grin broadened even more. He had a nice smile, one that involved his whole face. He looked at my family-in-white picture, with the girls draped over Darcy and me, and studied it for a split second before turning to me. I flushed, having been caught watching. ‘What about you, Nell, do you like fishing?’


      ‘No,’ I said truthfully. ‘I prefer my fish already caught. Crumbed, if possible, in a seafood basket with calamari and tartare sauce.’


      ‘Fair enough.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘And I’d better be off. Thanks for the coffee.’


      I slid off my stool. ‘Hang on, can you answer a few questions first? Like have there been any new developments?’


      ‘You mean for your whiteboard?’ He put his empty cup down on the coffee table, beside Quinn’s abandoned books. ‘I’ve already given you a few hints. Get rid of Scowly Young Man and Maniac Brother.’


      ‘Any suggestions for who we should put in their place?’


      Ashley Armistead looked from the whiteboard to me, then waited a few seconds before speaking. ‘We’ve a couple of people helping with our inquiries. But let’s not lose sight of the fact there’s a killer out there, and he’s a nasty piece of work. You need to be careful.’


      ‘I am,’ I replied, a little annoyed. ‘So were you going to tell us that the dark sedan had been ruled out? Or that Fiona Ramage was Leon Chaucer’s alibi?’


      The detective was staring at me, his smile now completely gone. ‘That’s correct; the dark sedan was eliminated several days ago. As for the other, I’m not in a position to either confirm or deny. I should also advise you, in all seriousness, to leave this to the police.’ He raised a hand as my mouth opened. ‘However, if you find yourself incapable of that, then at least report anything you discover immediately. It seems likely that one person has already died because they didn’t do that. I’d hate for you to follow her.’


      ‘I totally agree,’ said Petra. ‘Especially given I’d probably inherit the five girls and sole responsibility for our mother.’


      His grin returned. ‘Having met your mother on a number of occasions, I can see how that would be an … exacting responsibility. So I shall do my utmost to resolve this situation speedily, before your sister can put herself in harm’s way.’ He flashed the grin in my direction. ‘And now I’d really better leave.’


      ‘I’ll see you out,’ said Petra, uncurling herself from the armchair. She followed the detective from the room and I heard them chatting in the entry. I picked up the dog’s paperwork from the bench and read through it, trying to distract myself. It seemed that he was officially a male White Highland Terrier cross, desexed. There was also a short letter from Berry Pembroke’s nephew, officially passing on ownership of Gusto, nee Harvey, and thanking me for all I had done. By which I assumed he meant finding his aunt’s body. The front door finally opened, then closed, and Petra reappeared in the living room.


      ‘Well, well, well. Someone has an admirer.’


      ‘And someone else just can’t help herself.’ I arched my back and flipped a hand through my hair. ‘Oh dear, you’ve made my spine go all tingly.’


      She laughed. ‘Then you’ll just have to get over it. We’re related.’


      ‘Very funny.’


      ‘Besides, you should try flirting a little more. Here you are with a man who is cute, available and interested, and all you want to talk about is dead bodies. And tartare sauce.’


      ‘But not together.’ I transferred my mug from one hand to the other. ‘Do you really think he’s interested?’


      ‘Yes.’


      I smiled, feeling a little like a teenager. But if I had a choice I would not be even having this discussion, not be in this situation. Instead, Darcy would be coming through the back door, flinging his gardening gloves to one side and calling out for coffee. I frowned, a little annoyed at his expectation that I drop everything, and even that felt familiar.


      ‘So we can assume that Yen didn’t do it. Not that I thought she did.’


      ‘Huh?’


      ‘You know, when Ashley said remember there’s a killer, and he’s a nasty piece of work.’


      ‘So he did.’ I ran the conversation through in my head. ‘Although he was probably just stereotyping, because stats would say it’s more probable it’s a guy. But I’ll take it as a good sign, and it sort of balances her not being able to find the pin.’


      Petra was picking up Quinn’s books, moving them around. ‘Speaking of which, where is the pin? Did you put it somewhere?’


      ‘No!’ I hurried over. ‘You had it last. Where’d you leave it?’


      Petra raised her eyebrows. ‘Safe and sound in my room, but I thought I’d search through everything on the coffee table for fun.’


      ‘Pity you weren’t that smart yesterday, when you left it here.’


      ‘Pity you weren’t that smart when you handed it over.’


      We lapsed into cross silence, methodically lifting each textbook and fanning the pages. Petra dropped to her knees and peered under the table, around the legs of the couch. I couldn’t believe how stupid we’d been, leaving it here yesterday in plain view.


      ‘Whatcha doing?’ asked Quinn from the doorway.


      ‘Looking for a little gold pin. It’s shaped like a sort of flower, with three little –’


      ‘Like this?’


      Petra and I turned to stare at Quinn, who was pointing to her collar. Where the little lapel pin winked happily.


      ‘Yes,’ said Petra, getting to her feet with a groan. She brushed her knees.


      ‘It’s called a fleur-de-lis,’ said Quinn helpfully. ‘Can I have it?’


      ‘No.’ I went over and removed it from her collar. ‘Actually, where is Yen? And where’s Lucy?’


      ‘Lucy’s at the shop, I believe, and Yen is at the community centre, getting it ready for the Richard III Christmas dinner this afternoon.’ Petra yawned and stretched. ‘God, wouldn’t that be a barrel of laughs.’


      I turned the pin over in my hand, thinking. ‘What time are you heading back?’


      ‘Oh, I’m flexible. Probably after tea.’


      ‘Excellent, that gives you heaps of time to partake in the barrel of laughs with me. We need to go to that function.’I grinned at her expression and then held up the little gold pin. It caught the sunlight from the window and flashed, shooting beams of reflected gold from a kernel of brilliance. I paused for a moment, savouring the melodrama. ‘Because this is the one pin to rule them all. One pin to find them. One pin to bring them all and in the darkness find them.’


      ‘Not a chance,’ said Petra firmly. ‘No way in the world.’

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

      


      LOVED your column on manipulative mothers. Every single word rang true. My mother is 86 and she STILL tries to interfere in almost every aspect of my life. I love her and I hate her – and I’m terrified that soon she might be gone.


      


      The plan was to arrive at Sheridan House a few minutes after the function was due to start, thereby robbing our mother of any chance to use us for preparatory work. However this was foiled when she arrived home for lunch and, within three minutes of walking in the door, was asked by Quinn whether Richard III had been the prince who married Cinderella. This prompted a lively discussion (What sort of propaganda are they teaching in school nowadays? I’ve a good mind to write to the principal), during which Quinn managed to divulge the fact her aunt and I were about to grace the society with our presence.


      Unsurprisingly, we were both briskly allocated a list of chores to be undertaken prior to the function beginning at three o’clock. What was a little more surprising was the obvious pleasure our mother took in our impending attendance. Clearly she thought that we had finally embraced the historical nature of our names and perhaps were even going to blossom forth into boon companions for her fading years. Nor could I tell her the truth: that we had narrowed our pool of suspects down to the Richard III Society via a gold lapel pin that I stole from the dead body of her neighbour, largely because I thought she, my mother, was involved in not one murder but two. And still wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t.


      The first floor of Sheridan House was occupied by the community centre, while the third, with its individual domed rooms and spectacular views, housed a variety of not-for-profit groups such as the Citizens Advice Bureau and the Friends of the Library. (The latter always made me imagine there was an opposite number, like the dark and dastardly Enemies of the Library.) However, the second floor, divided into just a few spacious rooms, was used mainly for community events – meetings, forums, workshops and Christmas functions, like the one the Richard III Society was hosting today.


      The members had already been busy, decorating our allocated room with tinsel looped around the walls and into the centre of the ceiling. Trestle tables had been set up, draped with white starchy tablecloths and topped with little vases of spiky-leaved holly. The front of the room now held a garland encircled lectern, for the guest speaker, and another trestle table, this one with a variety of gifts and awards. My job was to organise the tea and coffee stations, plus allocate carafes to each table, Christmas crackers to each place setting, and little green sticky-note numbers to the underneath of each chair for a lucky door prize.


      An hour later Petra turned up with Grace June Rae’s thirty-six piece Queen Anne tea set, wrapped in an assortment of crocheted doilies. Shortly afterwards the foil-covered trays arrived from the bakery and Yen came bustling in, barking last-minute instructions. Turn that urn up. Where are the teaspoons? Obviously that pattern should be roses up, Nell, not roses down. Where’s your common sense?


      It was with a real sense of relief that I saw the first guests trickle through the door just before three. I straightened my last cake plate and retreated to a table towards the back, beside a spiral display of historical books for sale. Yen’s entrepreneurial instinct never missed a beat. Petra arrived to join me and I poured us both a glass of water.


      ‘Thanks, but I’m hanging out for the wine. I need it.’


      ‘Are they serving wine?’


      ‘They’d better be,’ she said with feeling. ‘So Yen’s back on the list, is she?’


      I frowned, but then remembered why we were here. I scanned the room and found my mother by the door, talking to a portly gentleman. I leant to the left but still couldn’t see her lapel.


      ‘I’ll save you the trouble,’ said Petra. ‘She’s not wearing it.’


      ‘Damn.’


      Fiona Ramage came up with an overloaded tray, from which she allocated a biro and a blank piece of paper to each place setting. ‘For the warm-up quiz,’ she said, beaming. ‘This is going to be super fun!’


      I watched her bustle along and then looked down at my paper. ‘Super fun. Yes.’


      ‘And she wasn’t wearing hers,’ said Petra. ‘This is a waste of time.’


      Having failed to check Fiona’s chest either, I was starting to get irritated with my ability to stay on task. To compensate I began scrutinising members as they entered, almost immediately being rewarded by the sight of little gold fleurs-de-lis winking from suit lapels and shirt collars and dress necklines. Even, on one sartorially challenged man, from the breast pocket of a flannelette shirt.


      ‘Edward Given isn’t wearing his,’ said Petra, clearly having decided to concentrate on who was not wearing a pin, rather than who was. ‘Neither is that guy in the brown suit talking with Yen.’


      ‘I think he’s the guest speaker,’ I said, following her gaze.


      ‘He certainly is.’ Sharon, dressed in a flowing purple velvet dress and lapel pin, slipped into a seat on the opposite side of the table. ‘Harold Ramsbottom, from our Melbourne branch. He’s going to do his “Profiling a Medieval Perpetrator” talk, where he uses an FBI-type profile to prove it couldn’t possibly have been Richard who killed the boys.’


      ‘What boys?’ asked Petra.


      ‘My sister’s joking,’ I said quickly. ‘Ha-ha. We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t know about the princes in the tower and all that. Nice pin, Sharon. I noticed almost everyone is wearing one. Except Fiona and Edward and a few others. Why is that?’


      ‘Probably lost theirs or something. Grace June Rae got them last year, but she’s trying to order some more. They’ve been very popular.’


      ‘So he must have lost his too.’ Petra pointed to a middle-aged man seated at the next table, and then to his female companion. ‘And her.’


      ‘No, they’re new members. Joined after we got them.’


      ‘And the woman by the door?’


      ‘That’s Harold’s wife Rose, from the Melbourne branch.’ Sharon was beginning to frown. ‘Why the sudden –’


      ‘Just curious. We’re thinking of joining.’


      ‘Excellent! Oh, you’ll enjoy it so much! A new speaker each month, and outings, and –’


      ‘Can I have your attention, please?’ Yen was standing at the lectern. She waited a moment and then clapped her hands together, once, twice. Everybody quietened, with those still standing hurrying to find a seat. ‘Thank you. Firstly, I’d like to welcome you all to our Christmas function, in particular our special guests, Harold and Rose Ramsbottom.’ She smiled genially at the special guests. ‘Harold is our keynote speaker today, and we are looking forward to hearing his renowned talk. In the meantime, though, as a little warm-up, Fiona has prepared a fun quiz for us, which our mayor, James Sheridan, has kindly offered to facilitate. And I should mention that the council has also donated a handsome trophy for the winner. So get your pens ready! Over to you, James.’


      There was an urgent shuffling sound as everybody rushed to grab pen and paper lest they miss the first question. Fiona, who had seated herself beside Petra, opposite Sharon, was beaming with pride. Beside her were Grace June Rae and a similarly aged friend whose long, dove-grey hair was plaited and then coiled around her head. Both were wearing pins. At the head of our end of the table, next to me, was an empty seat, which was typical. In fact, if there was an empty seat at any function I attended, then odds on it would be beside me.


      I leant forward. ‘Beautiful Queen Anne tea set you have.’


      ‘Thank you, Nell. Though I’m a bit disappointed they didn’t use the doilies. I crocheted them to match.’


      ‘Ah. What a shame. Love your lapel pin too.’


      ‘You’re after one as well, are you? I’ll put you on the list.’ She looked pointedly towards the lectern, clearly concerned about missing the first question. The mayor, a dapper man in his mid-sixties, was now speaking.


      ‘– so good luck and play fair. No biting, gouging or rough conduct. And be warned, winners may be required to submit to a drug test.’ He paused to allow laughter and then smoothed out a sheet of paper on the lectern. ‘Okay, first question, and I’m told this one is easy. Match each of Richard’s three brothers to an alleged cause of death. Choices are (a) death by decapitation, (b) death by drowning in a vat of beer, or (c) death by suspected arsenic poisoning. That does not sound like a family one would join by choice.’


      ‘That’s easy?’ muttered Petra. She stretched and then peered at Sharon’s paper as she relaxed again. I’d forgotten about her competitiveness. I pulled my own paper closer and wrote Lillian Forrest, Edward Given, Fiona Ramage, Grace June Rae (only because she is the source), weird guy with the alcoholic nose.


      ‘Now for our second question. What was Richard’s motto? Was it (a) “Loyalty Binds Me”, (b) “In Vino Veritas”, or (c) “I’d better watch out for that Stanley chap”?’


      There was a great deal of laughter at the last two suggestions, which made Fiona beam even more. I peered around the room, and then wrote Elderly woman in wheelchair (?).


      ‘Question number three. What legal concept did Richard III introduce during his only parliament?’


      I glanced across at Grace’s paper and watched her write Legal aid in small cursive script. She moved her hand to hide her answers. I flushed.


      ‘Question four. Which renowned female author said this of Richard: “I am rather inclined to suppose him a rather respectable man.” I’ll give you a clue, people – she was neither proud nor prejudiced.’


      Jane Austen, I wrote industriously, shielding my paper from Petra.


      ‘Last but not least, what was Richard’s weapon of choice?’


      Grace June Rae’s friend snorted. ‘And they said he had a withered arm. Poppycock. You try wielding one of those with a withered arm.’


      Having no intention of carrying out any such endeavour, I ignored her. Beside me Petra was still writing furiously.


      ‘Okay, everybody! Swap your papers with the person beside you!’


      ‘Nell?’ asked Grace June Rae, proffering her sheet of paper. ‘Do you want to swap?’


      ‘Sorry, I’ve already swapped with Petra,’ I said, doing just that. ‘Here, swap with hers.’


      After a great amount of paper shuffling, during which my sister realised that she had to hang on to mine, everyone settled down to hear the answers. Petra leant towards me. ‘You’ve included Jane Austen on your list of suspects. I think she has an alibi.’


      Instead of answering, I concentrated on marking Grace’s paper. Four out of five. I passed it back. ‘Well done, nearly perfect.’


      ‘Nearly?’ She scanned the sheet. ‘Here, a hatchet’s the same as a battleaxe!’


      ‘No, it is not,’ said her friend, who apparently had a personal investment in that particular question. ‘A hatchet could be used to chop wood. Are you suggesting Richard liked chopping wood?’


      ‘Fiona, what’s happened to your little gold pin?’ asked Petra, pointing to Fiona’s lapel area. ‘Did you lose it? Recently?’


      ‘No, I have it … at home. I forgot it.’ Fiona blushed a little as everybody looked at her.


      ‘Okay!’ called the mayor loudly. ‘Could we have all the perfect scorers down the front for the second part of the game? Come on, folks, don’t be shy. There’s a trophy at stake.’


      Sharon rose, and so did the battleaxe expert, followed by Petra.


      ‘You have to be kidding,’ I said, grabbing her sheet of paper and examining the answers. Five out of five. With the table suddenly denuded, Grace June Rae looked even crosser. She rose, scraping her chair back across the floorboards.


      ‘A hatchet is so an axe. I’m going to get a second opinion.’


      And then, just like that, I was left alone with Fiona. I swapped seats, sliding into Petra’s. ‘Actually I did want to talk with you, if you don’t mind.’


      ‘Was it about your husband?’


      I blinked. ‘Ah, no. Why?’


      ‘I thought it might have been what we spoke about, at Dustin Craig’s funeral. You know, about me saying you needed to talk to him, in order to move on.’


      ‘No, it wasn’t.’


      ‘I had a dream about you last night.’


      I blinked again, unsure how to respond to that revelation. Was she … flirting?


      ‘You were alone, in a dark place.’


      ‘Sounds about right.’


      ‘Having a picnic by candlelight. You were with this tall person but I couldn’t see their face so I can’t tell you who it was.’


      ‘That’s okay.’ I felt unaccountably pleased, despite my lack of faith in the prophesising capabilities of dreams. Besides, I always looked rather good by candlelight. ‘When it happens, I’ll let you know.’


      ‘Oh, good. Do you have my number?’


      ‘Ah, how about I drop into the art gallery the following day? Rather than whip out my mobile and risk spoiling the mood?’


      ‘Oh, Nell.’ Fiona smiled. ‘You’re so funny.’


      ‘I try. Okay, Fiona, this is a little awkward so I’ll just come right out and ask you.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Are you having an affair with Leon Chaucer?’


      Fiona’s face paled. With her light blonde hair she now appeared leached of all colour, apart from her eyes. Noisy laughter came from the front of the room, where the remaining contestants had been seated as if it were a game show, fingers on invisible buzzers.


      ‘Please don’t think that I’m going to tell anyone. It’s clear the two of you want to keep it under wraps so I absolutely respect that. I just –’


      ‘It’s him who wants to keep it quiet,’ said Fiona suddenly, in a rush. ‘In the beginning it was quite fun but I thought it would move on, you know, progress. But nothing’s changed. Nothing. And you know why?’ She leant in closer, her eyes still bright. ‘Because of that Craig woman. That’s right. I’ve seen the way he looks at her. And she does it too. That slut.’


      I was staring at her, taken aback by how rapid this had been. As if I had turned the key to a crowded closet, the contents now came tumbling forth. She had barely taken a breath.


      ‘She’s supposed to be in mourning. Did you see what she was wearing at her own husband’s funeral? Could that dress have been any tighter? And then draping herself all over him. She’s had her turn. He’s mine.’


      ‘Ah, I don’t –’


      ‘Everyone thinks she’s so sweet and innocent.’ She almost spat the two adjectives. ‘But it’s all an act. And you know something?’ She sat back, still staring at me. ‘Everything was fine until she started on him. He would have realised how right I was for him, and we would have progressed, and everything would have been perfect.’


      I waited for a moment but she seemed to have run out of steam. ‘So … do you think he’s in love with her?’


      ‘Love?’ She was instantly refuelled. ‘Not in the least. Men don’t fall in love with women like her, they fall in lust. It’s all about lust.’


      Every time she said the word lust, the latter consonants were accompanied by a fine spray. I moved back a little, wanting to ask if she thought that Beth was in love with Leon, but not wishing to get any damper.


      ‘She sunbakes on her decking you know, topless. And she knows he can see her. She just pretends that she doesn’t. Then she sits up and rubs oil all over herself. Real slow.’ She made an odd, undulating motion with her body that suggested she herself didn’t spend a lot of time practising sun safety. Her eyes were shining. ‘She’s a bitch. Nothing but a bitch.’


      The laughter surged at the front of the room and I noticed that many of the audience, those less skilled in Richard trivia, had risen for a better view. Edward Given was one of the few still seated and even as I scanned the room he glanced over, smiled. ‘Buzz!’ shrieked a contestant, and it sounded like my sister.


      ‘How did you know?’


      This last was said in a small voice, with much less energy. I smiled at Fiona reassuringly. ‘I just put two and two together, but don’t worry that others might do the same. I’m very intuitive in that regard. Ah, so you were there last Saturday night? At Leon’s?’


      ‘Yes. Saturday night is our night.’ She looked at me unblinkingly. ‘You want to ask if I saw anything, or heard anything. About Dustin Craig. I’ve already spoken to the police.’


      I nodded. ‘I wonder if you could tell me too. See, I have a vested interest, what with my mother being involved.’


      ‘There’s not much to tell. I went round like normal and we had dinner on the veranda. Then we –’ she hesitated, blushed, plucked at the starchy tablecloth ‘– took a bath. At about nine-thirty we went back outside with a bottle of wine. Dustin Craig was carrying on, yelling and that. Then your mother started as well. Then the police came so we went inside. Didn’t want to be involved.’


      ‘Fiona, can I ask you how Leon reacted to all this? I mean, if he had any, ah, feelings for Beth Craig, then surely it must have been quite hard for him to hear her husband abusing her like that?’


      ‘Yes.’ Fiona went quiet, remembering. ‘It was him who rang the police, you know. And him who wanted to sit on the veranda. I think he wanted to see … make sure. Whatever.’


      ‘That must have been difficult for you.’


      ‘It was! Oh, it was! She could have just left, you know. If she stayed all this time, doesn’t that mean she liked it?’


      ‘I don’t think it works that way. It’s far more complex.’


      ‘Didn’t look complex to me. I only get one night a week, and she ruined it.’


      I watched as she pleated the tablecloth, her eyes glistening. ‘Did you go back out again?’


      ‘No. We finished the wine and went to bed.’


      I stared at her with surprise, having not expected, for some reason, that the arrangement was an overnight one. The tablecloth in front of her was now an accordion of neat folds. The noise level at the front had steadied into a dull rumble, including footsteps as everybody began returning to their seats. I put my hand on Fiona’s and smiled apologetically. ‘I’m so sorry to have upset you. I was just hoping you saw something. And Fiona, don’t let yourself get too upset, it’s not worth it. Trust me, I know.’ I hesitated, unsure whether to say any more, then went for it anyway. ‘But you need to stand up for yourself. Go after what you want, sure, but put more value on you than on the relationship. Right now you’re letting him have his cake and eat it too.’


      ‘Would you jump in my grave as quick?’ asked Petra, looming behind me.


      I transferred into my own seat just as Grace June Rae settled opposite, still looking cross. I guessed the hatchet question had not been adjudicated in her favour. Petra tugged her chair out and collapsed cheerfully, dumping a large silver trophy on the table. It featured a lopsided crown studded with fake jewels and a little plaque that read Richard III Society Majic Quiz Champion!


      ‘You have to be kidding.’


      She beamed. ‘It was the last question that won it for me. What relationship was Eleanor of Aquitaine to Richard III? It was a tricky one, but I got there in the end. Nine greats.’


      ‘And pretty quick too,’ said Sharon, leaning on the back of her chair.


      ‘Oh, well done,’ said Fiona, her eyes still shining. ‘I thought that one would take people a while.’


      ‘You have to be kidding,’ I repeated, still staring at the trophy.


      ‘Well, wasn’t that fun?’ asked Sam Emerson loudly from the lectern. ‘Congratulations to Petra Forrest for winning and a big thanks to our mayor James Sheridan for facilitating and to Fiona Ramage for putting it together. Now how about we all help ourselves to some refreshments, after which we shall invite Harold to deliver his talk – which I, for one, am very much looking forward to.’


      The battleaxe expert, who had only just sat down, rose again to head towards the buffet area. Grace June Rae followed and, after a few minutes, so did Fiona. She still looked pale and I felt rather guilty, particularly as this should have been her moment of glory.


      ‘I’m going to see if I can nab a bottle of wine,’ said Sharon. ‘Do you two want a glass?’


      ‘Yes, please,’ said Petra, speaking for us both.


      As soon as she left, I turned to my sister. ‘Well, while you were off having fun, I was investigating. She’s in love with him, but I suspect he isn’t in love with her. However he may be in love with Beth Craig.’


      ‘So let me see. We have Fiona sneaking off to Leon’s house, and maybe Leon sneaking off to Beth’s, and it appears that Uncle Jim has been sneaking off to Yen’s. Does anyone in that neighbourhood spend the night in their own house?’


      ‘Edward Given. And Rita Hurley. And possibly the Tapscotts.’


      ‘Not necessarily re the latter, I still haven’t ruled them out. Hmm, so that gives Fiona opportunity but no motive. She would want Dustin Craig alive, not dead. But it does give Leon one.’


      ‘Except that Fiona spent the night. So he has an airtight alibi.’


      ‘Alibi, yes,’ said Petra in her mysterious voice. ‘But airtight? We’ll just have to see.’


      ‘Perhaps we’re concentrating on Dustin too much, and not enough on Berry.’


      Petra thought about this. ‘No, because it all stems from Dustin. Now, don’t think I spent all my time winning; I also managed to confirm that your list is almost complete. The only relevant members of the Majic Branch of the Richard III Society who are not wearing a lapel pin are …’ She pulled my answer sheet from her pocket and ticked them off with a finger: ‘Edward Given, Fiona Ramage, Lillian Forrest, Rolf Cook and Mavis Birkenstock. And we can rule the latter two out, the first because he has obsessive compulsive disorder and wouldn’t be capable of leaving a crime scene without cleaning up, and the second because she is confined to a wheelchair. And Grace June Rae hasn’t got any more pins, they’re on back order. Oh, and Jane Austen has been eliminated through non-attendance.’


      ‘How on earth do you know all this?’


      ‘Let’s see. Jane’s been dead for about two hundred years, Mavis is in her wheelchair, and Rolf spent more time straightening his answer sheet than actually answering questions.’


      ‘That doesn’t seem –’


      ‘And he told me, one time last year.’ Petra picked up her trophy and examined her face in the shiny chrome. ‘When he tried to pick me up at the pub.’


      ‘Ah, I see. Well, you said my list was almost complete. Who else?’


      ‘Loretta Emerson. I can’t quite see it but there you go. Maybe Dustin criticised her cooking.’


      ‘That’d do it.’ I yawned and then gazed around the room, at the little clusters of people with their cups of tea, or glasses of wine, deep in discussion. I was willing to bet that each of these conversations would be more concerned with recent events than those that had taken place in the fifteenth century. I locked eyes with Edward Given again, who was surprisingly still seated. He waved cheerfully. Behind him the buffet table looked very inviting, with cakes and pastries and hot savouries, including, of course, Loretta’s famed cheese puffs.


      There was action up at the lectern also, with Sam Emerson and Yen fussing around Harold Ramsbottom, arranging the microphone, getting him a glass of water, setting up a data projector. This last made my heart sink a little. It was one thing to listen to a lengthy speech that profiled a dead man I didn’t much care about, it was quite another to have that speech accompanied by slides. Besides, in my experience, all medieval images looked much the same. Sallow-faced men and pious women. As I watched, Harold stepped up and began counting his pages onto the lectern. One, two, three, four, five – he licked his fingers for greater traction – six, seven, eight, nine, ten. And at that point I stopped counting because otherwise I was going to begin banging my head on the table in sync.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

      


      As a regular reader, I noticed that your anecdotes about your husband ceased at some point earlier this year (maybe even before?). My guess is that your marriage ended and therefore you may well be dating by now – in which case I would like to put forward my son. He is forty-eight and has his own hair and house. I enclose his mobile number for your personal use.


      


      Monday was one of those days where good things just tumbled on top of each other, at least for the first three-quarters. To start with, I woke early and refreshed for a change, despite another hot night, with an idea for this week’s column fully formed. Indeed, it had almost written itself before I even left for the shop. Family loyalty, inspired by Richard III and the machinations of the Plantagenet dynasty. Putting aside issues like inter-cousin marriage and decapitation and regular backstabbing of the literal variety, some things never change.


      The second good thing was that I was organised enough to give Quinn a lift to school, and thus was able to catch up on all that was going on in her world. Which, it seemed, amounted to Gusto, Gusto and Gusto. I also discovered that this was the last week of school for the year, which seemed a handy thing to know.


      The next good thing happened when I arrived at the shop, after I put my bag away and was returning to the front, past New Releases and Other Interesting Stuff. Lucy was manning the cash register, serving a rather irate young woman who had purchased One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest expecting something rather more avian. It was the first time I had seen Lucy in her new environment and I was taken aback to see how efficient she was, how capable. It was a feeling that only grew as the morning progressed. She was good at this, really good. Her style seemed to complement my mother’s; one briskly knowledgeable and the other tranquil, helpful, even cosy. And her purple streaks matched Sharon’s taste in clothing. Plus she seemed older, no longer my whimsical little changeling. Our airy-fairy, her father used to say. The knot of resentment I had been carrying for the past week loosened a little, just a little, as I allowed the possibility that maybe this wouldn’t be a complete disaster after all.


      There were leftovers for lunch, an array of delicacies from the function the day before. This was doubly welcome because nobody wanted to go out for lunch, the heat having decided to go all out before the change that was due tomorrow afternoon. We had an impromptu party in the reading room, where Sharon regaled us with anecdotes of life on their farm. Eventually, though, as always, the conversation turned to the murders. It soon became clear that Sharon favoured Edward Given as the prime suspect, although she was reluctant to come right out and say it. She based this on motive, having seen him and Dustin exchange words over a parking spot earlier in the year. It seemed that the words of the latter had included some highly insulting references to the suspected sexual proclivities of the former – although as Edward’s mother was now living in Rosebud, many miles away, it was unsure how these could have been accomplished.


      The next good things were a pair of calls to the shop phone, the first from Petra, who had arranged everything so that she could return for the rest of the week. She just had to keep a few appointments the following day but would be back in Majic by dinnertime. She claimed this was out of concern, but I suspected she actually enjoyed being Watson to my Holmes. I certainly wasn’t complaining. Apart from anything else, it was nice to have another adult around who wasn’t a primary suspect.


      The second call was from Ruby, to inform me that she had been accepted for a summer writing elective that was apparently very popular. The fact that I hadn’t even known she had applied, or that it had nothing to do with her degree, or that it didn’t make a great deal of financial sense, were neither here nor there. ‘Besides, I did try to discuss it with you, Mum, but you never answer your bloody phone. I mean, what’s the point of having a mobile if it’s never on? And if you don’t turn it on, then at least could you answer the landline every so often? What if something happened? Huh?’


      I did turn on my mobile after that, but only because I needed to ring Scarlet in private and check whether this summer course indicated any second thoughts by Ruby regarding her degree. I was a little paranoid, after Lucy. Once reassured, I spent some time listening to voicemails from Red and took time to return the favour, making sure that I stressed how much we were looking forward to her arrival this coming Friday. Red could be a little needy sometimes, and rather sensitive to any perceived marginalisation. I hung up feeling very proud of my maternal prowess.


      ‘Please don’t feel any pressure to work,’ said my mother, coming around the corner with a basket of Winnie-the-Poohs and Piglets. ‘I would hate to interfere with your social life.’


      ‘For your information, I am sorting out your granddaughters.’


      ‘Oh, that’s fine then. I don’t mind subsidising that. Take your time.’


      A Piglet fell, or jumped, from the basket as she continued towards the children’s section, rolling across the floor near my foot. I picked him up and sat him on a bookshelf beside George Orwell’s Animal Farm, which seemed apt. Then I continued through my backlog of voicemail, erasing those from Ruby, now that we’d spoken, and also one from Quinn asking to get collected from school. Given it was three days old I felt I could safely assume she’d made alternative arrangements. The second last was from my editor in Melbourne, putting out tentative feelers regarding a feature article. ‘You’re right in the thick of it, Nell! What an opportunity!’ And then finally, and rather surprisingly, was Fiona Ramage. ‘Hi, Nell, I know you work at Renaissance on Mondays so I was wondering if you maybe wanted to have lunch? There’s something I … well, let me know. Ta.’


      As it was nearly two o’clock by then, and my book group started at three, I decided to brave the heat for a stroll to the gallery during my afternoon break. Perhaps Fiona had recovered a thread of memory, a vital clue, a missing piece of the puzzle that I would slot neatly into place and then ring Ashley Armistead and say something like, ‘Ashley, dear, just thought I’d let you know the identity of the murderer and the timeline of events. Oh, and may I suggest an excellent way of celebrating our success?’


      Out in the main shop the good stuff just kept tumbling with news that Noel Maloney had contacted my mother about the old Fletcher house. After some negotiating, they agreed on a provisional price pursuant to a building inspection. The deal, if all went well, would include a rent-paying arrangement until early settlement, which meant Yen could move in as soon as the papers were signed. I was a little stunned by the haste but she was more cynical, believing that the family had simply decided to make their move before the property market reflected the fact that the residents were being culled.


      So it was with a light step that I exited Renaissance shortly afterwards, almost immediately locking eyes with Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead, who had just parked his car outside the police station. I waved happily and he doffed an imaginary hat, bowed low. I smiled, and my smile felt like it echoed inside out. Breaking news: middle-aged woman rediscovers what it feels like to be admired. In a word – good.


      I might have stood there a little longer, feeling buoyantly foolish, had not Lucy rapped on the bookshop window. She was at the cash register, leaning against the glass so that she could see up the street towards the police station, into which Ashley had now disappeared. She straightened, looking back at me with a frown, but I kept my smile in place, doffed an imaginary hat of my own. The girls had to accept that I too needed to move on.


      Leaving Lucy to no doubt start calling her sisters, I set off past the evil-eyed Santa, who had now been given a Hitler moustache that did little to improve his general attractiveness. By contrast the snowman outside the chemist looked positively merry, no doubt due to the packet of Valium that some bright spark had drawn on one puffy hand. I started thinking about Christmas, and presents, and turkeys. And my undecorated Christmas tree.


      The Majic Art Gallery was probably the only shop along the whole strip that was tastefully festive. A spiral of holly looped across the front window, tiny buds of crimson peeking from verdant linen leaves. I could see Leon inside, working at the desk, his emerald tie a splash of colour against a charcoal grey suit. I watched him for a moment, trying to picture him with Fiona, and Beth, and goodness knew who else. Then I crossed the street to push open the front door, welcoming the blast of cool air.


      ‘Nell!’ Leon looked up and beamed. ‘What a lovely surprise!’


      ‘Ditto.’ I gazed around the gallery, admiring the objects on display. One wall was taken up by a series of alien-eyed women, where the artist had managed to capture something sensual despite the flatness of their gaze. Another wall held indigenous paintings, with warm autumnal tones and detailed dot points. But it was a sculpture in the centre that drew the gaze, a life-sized marble female with teardrop breasts and rounded belly, languidly leaning back from a kneeling position with one long, lily-white arm reaching towards the ceiling.


      ‘Gorgeous, isn’t she?’ Leon followed my gaze.


      ‘Absolutely beautiful. I hate her.’


      ‘Yes, that seems to be par for the course. Women hate her and men want her.’ He fell silent as he continued to stare at the statue, and then suddenly the smile was back. ‘Well, enough of her. This is very serendipitous, you know. I was going to call in later anyway to see if you wanted to catch up for dinner again this week.’


      ‘That sounds lovely. But I actually popped in to see Fiona. Is she around?’


      He shook his head, frowned. ‘No, and I’m a little cross. She didn’t show this morning, not even a phone call. Then, when I rang her house, her father was all kinds of rude.’


      ‘She didn’t show?’ I stared at him, alarm bells instantly ringing. I dragged my phone from my pocket and laboriously found my way to her now deleted message. It was left at seven-fifteen pm yesterday. Mobile to mobile.


      ‘She’s done this before,’ said Leon, picking up on my concern. ‘Only once or twice admittedly, but she does have a tendency towards migraine. If they’re really bad, she’s just not capable of calling me. Or even really caring.’


      ‘But what did her father say?’


      ‘Oh, the man’s a complete moron. As soon as I said my name, he started carrying on about his wife’s bath or something. Wouldn’t even discuss Fiona. But I’d say she’s in bed, poor thing, with the curtains drawn. I just wish she’d called before things got too bad. Given me a heads-up.’


      ‘Leon, would you humour me and give them another try?’ Even as I asked I was hitting reply on my mobile, bringing it up to my ear. I moved away from the counter as the phone rang about five times and then went to voicemail, Fiona’s voice rather dolefully suggesting that callers leave a message. She sounded like Eeyore. I obliged, asking her to call asap.


      Leon was just hanging up as I returned. He had paled, just a little, but enough to tell me that Fiona was not home. He shook his head, confirming this, and we stared at each other for a few moments. Then he picked up the phone again. ‘I’m ringing the police.’


      I nodded, glanced at my watch. Fifteen minutes until my book group. I moved away again and called the shop, briskly asking for my mother and giving her the details. It was in these sort of situations that Yen was at her best. Within three minutes she had arranged for Sharon to take over the book group and Lucy to remain at the counter, while she herself was on her way around to the Ramage house.


      I came back to the counter and filled Leon in. ‘She’s going to ring here to let us know.’


      ‘Excellent.’ He brightened. ‘Because there’s still a chance Fiona’s at home, in bed, and her mother couldn’t be bothered checking. Those parents are unbelievable.’


      ‘What did the police say?’


      ‘Well, normally of course they don’t take much notice for twenty-four hours, but given the circumstances …’ Leon let the words hang. ‘Someone’s coming up here now.’


      ‘Did you see Fiona yesterday?’ I blurted the question, and then tried to smooth it down. ‘It’s just I know she’s the woman you’ve been having a … an arrangement with. And we did speak about you, a little, at the Richard III Society function. So I thought maybe she …’


      ‘Came around and we had a big argument and I’ve hidden her in the broom closet?’ He looked at me with amusement. ‘I’m afraid not, to all three.’


      ‘I never thought you’d hidden her.’ I smiled, a little embarrassed. ‘More that maybe you might have some idea about her state of mind last night.’


      He shook his head. ‘Sorry.’


      I stared at the marble lady, at the smoothness of her languid sensuality. Where was Fiona? She had still seemed a little taut when the function finished, and I recalled feeling a flash of pity that she was going home to a father whose train had gone off the rails years before, and a mother whose own train seldom left the station. What if she had decided to head over to Leon’s, state her case? What if she was waylaid between parking her car at the nursery and arriving at his front door? What if she was lying in the bushes right now, desperately in need of help?


      The front door of the gallery pushed open and Ashley Armistead entered, looking rather casual in a short-sleeved, open-necked shirt. A rush of warm air came with him and then dissipated.


      ‘So we’re talking about Fiona Ramage?’ He put his blue folder down on the counter, opened it up. ‘What makes you think she’s gone missing?’


      This seemed a daft question but I answered anyway. ‘She’s not at home, she’s not at work, and nobody knows where she is. So we jumped to the conclusion she was missing.’


      ‘I see.’ He raised an eyebrow slightly.


      ‘She didn’t show for work this morning,’ added Leon, just as my mobile rang. They both raised an eyebrow, looking oddly similar for a moment. I was getting very tired of the reaction ‘The Time Warp’ provoked and would have to work out how to change it. I moved away from the counter as Leon continued with the explanation.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘Nell, it’s your mother.’


      I waited for some information to follow this.


      ‘Are you still there?’


      ‘Of course I am. Well? Is Fiona at home?’


      ‘It’s customary to respond to a caller’s identification with an acknowledgement, you know. Even a simple “hello” would suffice. Silence suggests either a lack of courtesy, a speech impediment, or loss of communication signal.’


      ‘And using the word “either” suggests it will be followed by two options, not three.’


      There was silence, again, on the phone. I would have liked to have filled it with a sentence beginning ‘It’s customary to respond to a comment with some type of acknowledgement …’ but I knew, from bitter experience, that it was advisable to go thus far with my mother, and no further.


      ‘Would you like to know the situation here, or would you prefer to discuss grammar?’


      ‘I’d like to know the situation, thanks.’


      ‘Fiona is not here. Rosa says she went out last night about seven-thirty, eight, and didn’t come back. She assumed she’d gone to visit her girlfriend in Melbourne. Apparently she does this every Saturday evening, so Rosa simply thought it was Saturday, not Sunday, even though she did think it had come around very quickly. Like in Groundhog Day but without the surprise factor. It took me some time to convince her that it wasn’t.’


      ‘Does she remember anything unusual? Like maybe Fiona being upset, or getting a phone call or something?’


      ‘No, but then everyone in this house seems to keep to themself.’ Her voice lowered. ‘The police are here now, asking questions.’


      I glanced over at Ashley Armistead and Leon. The latter met my eyes, grimaced. ‘Okay, thanks, Yen. I don’t know how long I’ll be.’


      ‘Take your time.’


      I slipped the phone back into my bag and approached the counter once more. The detective was jotting some details in his folder.


      ‘That was my mother. Fiona hasn’t been there since last night.’


      ‘At your mother’s?’ asked Ashley, frowning.


      ‘No, at her house. I asked my mother to go around there, before.’


      ‘I see. Yes, we’ve sent a man around to speak to Mr and Mrs Ramage.’


      ‘Good luck,’ said Leon with feeling.


      ‘Can I speak to you for a moment?’ I looked from Ashley to Leon. ‘Sorry, Leon, I don’t want to be rude, but it’s about something Fiona may wish to keep quiet.’


      ‘Um, sure. Yes, of course. No problem.’


      ‘How about over here?’ Ashley moved over towards the wall of alien-eyed women and I followed, feeling awkward. ‘Okay then, what’s up?’


      ‘You know that Fiona and Leon were having a fling, because she’s his alibi for Dustin Craig’s death?’ I continued without waiting for an answer, ‘But I thought I should tell you that I spoke to her yesterday, at a function we were at. And she’s quite frustrated with the arrangement, particularly as she thinks he fancies Beth Craig.’


      ‘I see.’ He nodded, as if interested, but I had a feeling the information was nothing new.


      ‘And she tried to ring me last night, at seven-fifteen. Left a message on my mobile saying there was something she wanted to tell me.’


      ‘Really?’ Now I had his attention. He held out his hand. ‘D’you mind?’


      ‘Ah, no,’ I slipped my hand into his. Then we both stood there, rather stupidly.


      ‘I meant the phone.’


      It took another moment for this to sink in, the enormity of my idiocy a barrier to comprehension. I wished, fervently, that the earth would open up and swallow me. At that point I realised that we were still holding hands. I snatched mine back. ‘I knew that. I was just ah, joking.’ I could see Leon over at the counter, watching with interest. I scrabbled in my bag for my mobile, negotiated the menu with fat fingers, passed it over.


      ‘It’s not going to launch into “Sweet Transvestite”, is it?’


      ‘Only if you want it to,’ I replied, trying to recover my equilibrium. My hand felt warm.


      The detective read the text and then leant his folder against the wall, sandwiched between heavy-lidded females with triangular heads, and jotted down the contents of the message. He lowered the folder and handed me the phone. ‘I take it you never spoke?’


      ‘No, I only got the message this morning. I don’t check my phone much.’


      ‘I see.’


      I went on in a rush. ‘I’m thinking maybe it was about what she’d said last night. Maybe she went round there, and she always parked in the nursery you know, so maybe she was attacked nearby.’ I petered off. ‘There’re a lot of bushes around that area.’


      ‘Yes, there are.’


      ‘Fiona’s lovely,’ I said, as if this made a difference. ‘She deserves more.’


      ‘I agree.’ He smiled quite suddenly, but it was more a smile of solidarity than a smile of pleasure. I sensed that he was as concerned as I was. With all that had happened in the past week, this looked bad, very bad indeed. He closed the folder and pulled out his own phone, moving away as he pressed buttons. So now all three of us were positioned at different points in the gallery, like a staged scene in a play. Apart and yet together. It occurred to me that even when it was all about her, poor Fiona still missed the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

      


      I am really tired of reading about middle-aged women every bloody week. What about middle-aged men? What about putting aside your radical feminist agenda and seeing how you are adding to the marginalisation of the middle-class, middle-aged male?


      


      But Fiona was not found in the bushes around the nursery, or anywhere in the vicinity of Small Dairy Lane. Which made more sense after I found out that her car was still parked at her house, in the garage. So it seemed that her last known movements included making a phone call to me and, about half an hour later, saying ‘see you later’ to her mother and exiting through the front door. Then vanishing.


      I woke the following morning with this knowledge already weighing me down, closely followed by the thought that she might have been found overnight. I jumped from bed and hurried into the study, where I googled the latest news. There she was:


      
        The hunt continues for missing Majic woman Fiona Ramage, 33. The disappearance follows the murder last week of two local residents in separate incidents. On Sunday, the body of Dustin Craig, 45, was discovered after a house fire and found to have been killed prior to the fire while on Wednesday a neighbour, Beryl Pembroke, 62, was found strangled in her home. Police, who have not ruled out the possibility of a connection between the cases, are holding grave concerns for Ms Ramage’s safety.

      


      I leant back in my chair, both disappointed and relieved. Even so, I knew that things did not look good. The best-case scenario had Fiona purposefully absenting herself to make Leon jealous, or perhaps wake up to his true feelings. Absence makes the heart grow fonder and all that. But this level of artifice did not seem in character, nor did the requisite desertion of her parents. It also didn’t factor in the phone call, or the suggestion of lunch.


      ‘Mum, I’m leaving now.’ Quinn stuck her head around the doorjamb. ‘Gus is out the back, so can you let him in when he’s finished?’


      ‘Why so early?’


      ‘It’s excursion week, remember? Today’s the museum so we have to be at school by eight. Caitlin’s mum is giving us a lift.’


      ‘Of course.’ I smiled, as if I recalled it all perfectly. ‘Well, have a great time!’


      ‘Thanks. And don’t forget Gus.’


      I went back to my bedroom and showered, thinking, then dressed in a polo shirt and cargo-style shorts. I stripped my bed and threw the sheets plus my nightclothes into the hamper. The heatwave was due to break late today, with a showery, thundery change, and I was already looking forward to a significantly cooler night with crisp, clean sheets.


      My mother was in the kitchen, making coffee. She brought out another cup and filled it, passing it over without a word.


      ‘Thanks.’ I took a sip, closed my eyes briefly. ‘She’s still missing. I just checked.’


      ‘Me too.’ She wrapped her hands around her own mug.


      ‘It all has to be connected.’


      ‘Yes. Yes, it does.’


      I sat on a stool, regarded her. ‘Yen, I’m not sure how to ask this so I’m just going to come out with it. Do you know anything you’re not telling me? About any of this?’


      ‘What do you imagine I might know?’


      ‘I honestly have no idea.’ I kept my eyes on her, trying to interpret her body language. ‘But I can’t get away from the fact Dustin Craig was found in your garage. Which means someone deliberately chose to put him there.’


      ‘That had occurred to me as well.’ She finished her coffee, rinsed out the mug. ‘But you and your sister must stop trying to play detective. This isn’t some story you can manipulate. You’ll get yourself in trouble.’ She paused. ‘And I understand Petra is coming back up?’


      ‘Yes, she’ll be here for dinner.’


      ‘Morning, Mum,’ said Lucy, bouncing into the room. ‘Grandma, you ready?’


      Yen nodded as she picked up her handbag from the counter. She turned back to me. ‘So will Jim Hurley. Be here for dinner, I mean.’


      ‘Thanks for letting me know!’


      ‘You’re welcome.’ She smiled as she followed Lucy from the room.


      I drank my coffee, now feeling cross, but then remembered that in all likelihood she would be moving out soon. Which, unless the present situation was resolved in some way, would bring its own set of worries. I took some pork butterfly steaks from the freezer and put them in the fridge to defrost. Then I dragged my mobile out again and tried Red in London. There was no answer, possibly because it was just finishing time there. If my calculations were correct she would be catching her plane tomorrow afternoon and I wanted to speak to her before she left to confirm that Ruby would be collecting her from the airport and driving her up here.


      I left a message for Ruby, reminding her of the arrangements, and then called my editor to have a preliminary chat about the feature article she was keen on, plus discuss the schedule for the Christmas break. While I had the phone out, I read the message from Fiona again, for at least the tenth time, and then turned the phone to vibrate. That was where it could stay until I learnt to change the ringtone. I reached for the little crystal bowl at the end of the counter, where I kept bits and pieces, and unearthed the lapel pin. It winked at me, full of knowledge. I fastened it on the collar of my shirt, then grabbed my bag and headed for the car. I had to do something.


      The sun was already fierce, with a cloying heat that felt as if it had sucked the oxygen from the air. There were few cars on the road, and I passed a bus that looked almost empty. It seemed that everyone was hibernating, waiting for the promised cool change. I swept along the road in air-conditioned comfort and arrived at Small Dairy Lane shortly before nine-thirty. Both cars were gone from the Tapscott house, as usual, but Uncle Jim’s car was parked in his driveway. There was a single workman at my mother’s house, rather desultorily clearing debris from the garage into a ute that he had backed into the driveway. He looked up as I exited the car but then ignored me.


      Once inside the house, I went straight to my mother’s bedroom. Here one wall was a mix of burnt brick and blue tarpaulin. Despite over a week having passed since the fire, the charcoal smell still tinged the air, made worse by the rising heat. On the far side of the room, near the door, her dressing-table was untouched. The jewellery case that housed all her good pieces was not here, presumably having been put somewhere safe, but a pottery bowl that Petra had made in kindergarten still sat in pride of place. This always held her costume jewellery and other bits and bobs and badges. It was also the most logical place for her lapel pin. But it wasn’t there.


      I had rather expected that, given it would have been the first place Yen checked when she looked for it last Saturday evening. I went to the wardrobe, where I jangled the hangers along one by one, checking the collars and lapels of jackets and dresses. All these clothes would have to be washed or dry-cleaned before being worn, as it seemed each housed a burnt smell between the folds. It was oddly nostalgic, reminding me of a thousand childhood meals.


      My phone vibrated just as I reached the part of the wardrobe that held all of Yen’s out-of-date outfits. Pants suits from the seventies, grid-iron shouldered dresses from the eighties. My high-school blazer, and Petra’s too.


      ‘Hello?’


      ‘Mum, it’s Scarlet. Any developments?’


      ‘No, I’m afraid not. It’s not looking good at all.’


      ‘Listen, do you think there’s any chance it’s a drug-related thing? Like a turf war?’


      ‘Berry Pembroke? Fiona Ramage?’


      Scarlet fell silent for a moment. ‘I don’t know either of them as well as you so I’ll take your word for it. I’m just trying to think of something that fits. But I actually rang about something else.’


      ‘Really?’ I smiled, a little flatly.


      ‘Yes, it’s about that detective, Ashley Armistead. I don’t want you to think I’m as thingo about you dating again as Lucy is; I think it’s good for you to have a life. Absolutely. But I also think you might be a little … um, naive. No offence.’


      ‘Oh, none taken.’


      ‘Like it’s been a long time that you’ve been out of the game.’


      ‘Yes, indeed. A very long time.’


      ‘And we don’t want to see you get hurt.’


      ‘Of course not.’


      ‘So after Luce rang yesterday, I did some checking and Mum, he has a pretty bad reputation. I’m sorry, but he’s a player. Do you know what that means?’


      ‘I’m sure I can look it up. In my old lady dictionary.’


      ‘It means he’s only after one thing.’


      I decided this had to end. ‘Perfect!’


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘I said perfect! Because so am I.’


      ‘You’re what?’


      ‘Scarlet, I appreciate the concern, really I do, but it’s unnecessary. Number one, things haven’t changed that much and they never will. Number two, I’m well aware that he’s a player. And number three, that’s exactly what I want just now.’


      ‘But he’s just after –’


      ‘Sex. Yes, I know. But much of your concern is predicated on me wanting more and that’s simply not the case. I don’t want a relationship. My life is bursting at the seams with relationships. I just want someone to help me draw a line in the sand. A weekend of unbridled sex. Or maybe two.’


      ‘Unbridled sex?’


      ‘Yes, much more becoming for us elderly types. Leaves less marks.’


      There was silence on the other end.


      ‘So thanks again for your concern. And thank Lucy too. But it’s not necessary. Now I’d better go. Bye, sweetheart!’


      ‘Um, yes. Bye.’


      I hung up, and then let a smile form. It was better than being irritated, or even insulted. Mother of five retains libido. Offspring shocked. I left the bedroom, heading towards the bathroom for a quick pit stop. Afterwards, the plan was to check all the other knick-knack spots and then give up. I only wanted the pin as confirmation because I didn’t really believe that Yen was involved in Berry’s murder anyway. Dustin Craig perhaps, but Berry – if we were right about her having been killed because she saw something – no. My mother simply wasn’t the type to cover her tracks.


      I washed my hands briskly, staring at my face in the mirror. The heat was reacting with my hair in a fashion that even a scarf was struggling to hide. Fuzzy spirals escaped every which way, making me look like my head was covered in the sort of material that was once used to stuff chairs. I sighed and looked away, almost immediately spotting a glint of gold behind the potpourri bowl. I snared it with one finger and slid it out, then stared in the mirror again as I held it up beside the one on my collar. Snap.


      With a sense of accomplishment rather out of proportion to the actual deed, I rang Petra and left a message. Then I fastened the pin on my collar beside its twin and admired my handiwork in the mirror for a little longer before leaving the house. The worker, who was now leaning against his ute having a smoke break, nodded with more interest than he had shown before. It occurred to me that he may have heard some of my conversation with Scarlet so I took this as a compliment. I half expected Edward Given to be outside, hovering around his front yard, but he was nowhere in sight, so after a moment’s thought I left my car where it was and crossed the road diagonally to his house.


      His frontage was neat but unremarkable. Rhododendrons blossomed around the front porch, but that was the extent of the garden. I rang the doorbell, having a sudden flashback to the last time I rang a doorbell around here. But this time footsteps sounded almost immediately and the door opened, just slightly.


      ‘Hello?’ said Edward, peering through the gap.


      ‘Ned!’ I said cheerfully, a little surprised by the lack of welcome.


      ‘Nell. How are you? What can I do for you?’


      ‘I just thought I’d drop in. Find out if there’s any news around here.’


      ‘Oh.’ He relaxed visibly, but kept the door in place. ‘Well, nothing much, although Trudy Tapscott went into premature labour yesterday. She’s in hospital now.’


      ‘Is she going to be okay? How’s the baby?’


      ‘Both fine, so I’m told.’ He licked his lips. ‘Um, Nell, this isn’t a good time.’


      ‘Ah. Okay.’ I backed away, embarrassed. ‘Sorry. Perhaps another day.’


      ‘Thanks, Nell. See you then.’


      The door closed before I reached the end of the porch. I stared at it, my mind churning. That was odd – really odd. Could it have been Edward Given all this time? He had proximity, he had a lapel pin, he had enough privacy to carry out all sorts of nefarious doings, but did he have motive? More importantly, did he have Fiona? I hesitated for a moment then made my way around Edward’s house, towards his side gate. This was latched but not locked, so I eased up the latch and slipped through. The backyard was as sparse as the front, with just a square of grass bisected by a concrete path leading to an old Hills hoist. I edged up to the first window before ducking to pass beneath. Now I could hear noises coming from a little further down so I continued until I reached the next window, then stopped to listen.


      The sound had ceased also, but now started again. A low, grunting noise that spoke of effort being expended almost rhythmically. My blood chilled, despite the warmth. There were any number of things that might fit with the sound, most of which I preferred not to think about. But the one that swam to the front of my mind and then refused to leave, despite its fancifulness, was the thought that this would be the type of noise one made when dismembering a body. Heavy exertion, interspersed with brief breathers, particularly for a man of Edward’s size.


      Something quivered against my hip, suddenly and shockingly. I yelped, unloosed my shoulder bag and then dropped it, all in one fluid movement. Inside the house the grunting noise stopped abruptly, and for a moment all was silent. From where I now crouched I could see my bag vibrating cheerfully right beneath the window, the little green light of my phone blinking in sync. I reached out and hooked it with one arm, dragging it over just as the curtains opened. I flattened myself against the wall and held my breath.


      It was the longest two minutes of my life. Finally the curtains closed once more and shortly afterwards the grunting noise recommenced, bizarrely welcome under the circumstances. I edged back along the wall and held my breath as I rounded the corner, half expecting Edward (call me Ned!) to be standing there with an axe. Once through the gate I hurried across the road and gave the workman such a large smile that he probably thought his day was about to get a whole lot better.


      I leant against my car and scrabbled through my bag until I found Ashley Armistead’s card and my phone. The missed call had been from Red, in London, no doubt returning my earlier contact with the worst possible timing. I dialled the detective’s mobile number quickly.


      ‘Detective Sergeant Ashley Armistead.’


      ‘Hello.’ I tried to lose the breathlessness. ‘It’s Nell Forrest.’


      ‘Why, hello there. How can I help you?’


      ‘I’m in my mother’s driveway at Small Dairy Lane. And I think there’s something going on in Edward Given’s house.’ I paused again. ‘I think he has Fiona in there.’


      ‘You what? Why?’


      ‘Because he wouldn’t let me in, or even open the door properly. He was acting all strange. When I went around the back, he was making these grunting noises. Like …’


      ‘Like?’


      ‘Like something was going on.’


      ‘I see.’ Now it was his turn to pause. ‘Well, I’m about twenty minutes away so I’ll swing by and take a look. In the meantime could you do me a favour and just stay where you are? For god’s sake, don’t do anything stupid.’


      I slipped the phone back into my bag without taking my eyes off Edward’s house. I was going to ignore the detective’s last comment on the grounds that soon he would be eating his words, those included. I felt nauseous, yet energised, with so much adrenalin flooding my body that I could have given the Duracell bunny a run for his money. It was all about to be over, everything. Too late for Fiona admittedly, but goodness knew how many people would be saved by my early intervention. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t put two and two together earlier. Edward Given was a classic perpetrator, even a bit clichéd; a single man who was a trifle creepy, a trifle obsessive, and who would still be living with his parents if they hadn’t moved away. Or had they?


      This was going to be huge. Majic serial killer nabbed by intrepid local stalwart. It might have been going on for years, with bodies buried throughout the backyard which, now that I thought of it, was unnaturally neat. The name Edward Given would go down in history with the most gruesome serial killers, and the name Eleanor Forrest would become synonymous with bravery and perspicacity and good old-fashioned pluck. Allowing her and the detective to ride off together to the nearest upmarket motel and celebrate in style.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

      


      I have an excellent idea for a column for you. Why not write about neighbours? It sounds pretty mundane but good or bad neighbours can have a huge impact. We have the neighbours from hell. She sunbakes topless in the backyard and he is constantly putting their garbage in our bins.


      


      Ashley Armistead was accompanied by a younger colleague with flaming ginger hair and such pale skin that he looked corpse-like himself. They glanced across the road at me and then strode up to Edward’s front door, rang the doorbell and waited. Shortly afterwards I could see that a conversation was taking place and the two detectives vanished inside. I frowned, a little surprised at how easy it had been.


      Behind me, the workman had given up all pretence at labour and was sitting on some debris drinking coffee from a thermos. He lit a cigarette and held the packet out towards me. I shook my head, turned back towards Edward’s house. If my knowledge of television crime shows was anything to go by, at any minute a lumbering Edward Given would burst forth, trying to make his escape, and be immediately surrounded by a battalion of police cars. Network news crews would arrive, at around the same time as a grim-faced coroner who was brusque but efficient and possibly having an affair with one of the police. Hopefully not Ashley.


      Instead all remained quiet, still. The sun was now mid-sky, a shimmering ball of heat. I took off my scarf and ran my fingers through my hair, then retied it. Finally the two police exited the house, the ginger one grinning at something Ashley had said. He went straight to their car as Ashley continued on, crossing the road towards me. I frowned. ‘Well? What happened?’


      ‘It seems you caught him in the act all right, but not quite the act you had in mind.’


      I blinked. ‘Eew. Seriously?’


      ‘No, not that.’ His grin widened. ‘Not anything like that.’


      ‘Then what?’


      ‘On the advice of his doctor, Mr Given is making a concerted effort to lose weight. He has fitted out his dining area as a gym.’


      ‘A gym.’


      ‘Yes. He was in the middle of a session this morning when you called around.’


      ‘But –’


      ‘And he’s a little embarrassed about it all. Plus he exercises in boxers.’


      ‘Oh.’ I looked over at Edward’s house, wondering if he would ever speak to me again, and whether it would be before or after I stopped feeling like a complete idiot.


      ‘Nell, you must leave this to us.’ Ashley had no trace of a smile now. ‘This is dangerous stuff. Someone has killed around here, and you’re treating it like frigging amateur hour.’


      ‘Really?’ I drew myself up, stared at him. ‘Thank you for your advice.’


      ‘Now you’ve taken offence.’


      ‘Heavens, no. Although I suppose that would be in keeping with my amateur approach. Never mind, I don’t want to keep you any longer. Goodbye.’


      ‘Nell –’


      ‘Let me know when you’ve solved everything, would you? I need to know when to start swooning with awe.’


      ‘Nell –’


      I got into the car and shut the door, effectively drowning out the rest of his sentence. I felt tears of embarrassment pricking at my eyelids so I turned to one side, pretending to rifle through my shoulder bag. When I straightened again, about five minutes later, he had gone. I picked up my rear-vision mirror from the floor and held it so that I could watch as the white Commodore executed a three-point turn and then headed off down the lane, turning right towards Majic.


      I threw the mirror onto the passenger seat and took a deep breath. Even apart from his supercilious attitude, what grated was that this would no doubt become a family joke. I’m just doing some sit-ups, Mum, please don’t call the police or Block your ears, Mum, we’re passing a gym! What also grated was that this had been my chance to tell him about the lapel pin/s but I didn’t, largely because of his attitude, which meant I had prioritised my own pride and thus proved his point.


      So now there was only one thing to do, and that was redeem the situation with information. I got out of the car again and walked slowly over to the Craig house. A vivid pink Barbie campervan poked from beneath one of the ferns, beside an abandoned doll. The screen door stood open but the mission-brown door was firmly closed. I took a deep breath and reached out to ring the doorbell. After a long silence, I rang it again, feeling even more nervous. Finally I heard footsteps, then the door swung open and Beth Craig stood there, stiff and unfriendly.


      ‘Hello.’ My smile faltered. ‘Look, I, ah, just wanted to apologise for my behaviour the other day. It was rude and I certainly didn’t mean it like that. It’s more, well, that movie is tied to a traumatic incident from my childhood.’


      ‘Psycho?’


      ‘Yes, it was the movie that was playing on the last night I ever saw my father.’


      ‘My god! Really? What happened to him?’


      ‘He went to London.’


      ‘Oh. Okay. Well, thank you for coming over to apologise.’ She gestured towards Edward Given’s house. ‘What was going on over there?’


      I flushed. ‘I called the police because I thought there was something suspicious and it turned out Edward was just exercising.’


      ‘Exercising?’ She stared, and then laughed. ‘Oh, how funny. Not about him exercising – about you calling the police! What did they say?’


      ‘Nothing much. They’re all idiots.’


      ‘Anyways, I could have told you nothing was going on over there. He’s not involved.’


      I kept my face still. ‘How can you be so sure?’


      ‘Because it’s all that Ramage female, of course. Stands to reason.’ She gazed at me, and then stood back. ‘D’you want to come in? Have a coffee?’


      ‘Sure.’ I crossed the threshold, my heart quickening. Beth shut the door and led the way through an untidy lounge room and into the dining area. With the kitchen off to one side, it was exactly the same design as Berry Pembroke’s house. Except that here there was a pile of dishes beside the sink and an ice-cream tub of Lego on the counter. Beth waved me towards a round pine table as she continued to the kitchen and turned on the kettle. A matching pine display unit held an array of trophies, mostly football and cricket and all from many years ago. The corner window faced Leon Chaucer’s enclosed decking.


      ‘Why does everyone have those pins?’ Beth was pointing to my collar. ‘And why do you have two?’


      ‘Ah, I collect them. What did you mean about it all being Fiona? The Ramage female?’


      ‘I reckon it’s why she’s done a runner; she knew the cops were on to her.’


      ‘But why would Fiona kill … um …’


      The end of my sentence hung in the air for a moment, and Beth looked at me. ‘Did you know she was having an affair with Leon Chaucer?’


      ‘Yes.’


      She paused again. ‘I never wanted to shift here, you know. It was all Dustin’s idea. A fresh start and all. He was here for a bit as a kid so knew the area. But I didn’t know anyone. And he was gone all the time.’


      I watched as she ducked her head, busied herself with the coffee. She really was a very beautiful woman. ‘You were having an affair with him too.’


      ‘No! Well, yes, but it was only twice.’ She brought my coffee over and took the seat opposite. ‘Three times if you count the one on Halloween where I …’ She frowned, as if trying to work out whether Halloween was somehow exempt. ‘Never mind. But you have to understand that my husband was a jealous type. Our whole marriage he kept accusing me of having an affair, all the time, and I never had. So then, I don’t know, it was like what the hell – he thinks I am anyway.’


      I wrapped my hands around my mug, kept quiet.


      ‘The funny thing is that after all those accusations, he never suspected when I really did.’


      ‘But his brother, at the funeral, he accused you …’


      She shrugged. ‘That was just from Dustin over the years. Getting all pissed and paranoid. Evan’s always hated my guts, thought I didn’t treat Dustin well.’ She grinned, as if this last was amusing. ‘But no, Dustin never knew about Leon. Fiona did, though, and she also knew he still liked me.’


      I was frowning. ‘But then doesn’t it make more sense for Leon to be the culprit?’


      ‘No, because he knew how much I hated it here. And I’m guessing he told her.’


      ‘I still don’t see –’


      ‘She was obsessed with Leon. Anyone could see that.’ She leant forward intently. ‘With Dustin dead, she knew I’d go back to the city. Plus she hated Dustin because he used to complain about Leon’s dog. The one that yapped all the time.’


      ‘Ah. But it’s one thing to not like someone, and another to actually do away with them. Besides, wouldn’t it be rather risky? It could backfire and Leon end up with you.’


      She shook her head. ‘No, because she also knew I was just filling a void. Women can tell that sort of thing. And this was the surest way to get rid of me. She was right, too. I’ve already had the real estate agent around, got the first valuation. It’s not the best time to sell, but I don’t care.’


      ‘Speak to my mother,’ I said dryly. ‘She’s in negotiations for the Fletcher house, so she might as well buy up the whole street.’


      ‘Really?’ Beth looked interested. ‘Excellent! I’ll ring her later. Thanks for that.’


      ‘But hang on, why didn’t she just kill you? No offence, but wouldn’t that have been easier?’


      She took a sip of coffee, stared out the window. ‘I think it was more about timing. I think she got up during the night and saw Dustin in your mother’s backyard.’ She glanced at me and away again. ‘Being an arse. I think she sort of acted on the spur of the moment.’


      ‘Ah, what was he doing in my mother’s backyard?’


      ‘Being an arse,’ she repeated, and then turned her mug between her hands. When she spoke again, it was in a low voice. ‘Our petrol tin was missing. For the mower.’


      I blinked. ‘Your petrol tin … oh my god! He was going to burn her house down!’


      ‘He was pretty drunk,’ said Beth defensively. ‘And your mother had called him some nasty names.’


      ‘Oh my god.’


      ‘I don’t think he would really have done it.’


      I took a deep breath, got myself under control. The last thing I wanted was to insult this woman again. I thought about her theory. ‘So then I assume you think Berry saw Fiona … carrying out the deed, and was snuffed out as a result.’


      ‘Yep.’


      ‘And you think that’s why Fiona has disappeared. Because she’s afraid of being caught.’


      ‘Yep,’ said Beth again.


      ‘It makes sense,’ I said slowly. ‘But … I don’t know, I just can’t quite see it. Not Fiona.’


      ‘Nah, it was her all right.’ Beth tucked blonde hair behind her ears and leant forward. ‘The stupid thing is that he wouldn’t have ended up with her anyway. I mean, I’m sure they had fun, but it just didn’t mean the same to him as it did to her.’


      ‘No, I gathered that as well.’


      ‘So in a way, I killed my husband.’ She stared out the corner window again, her eyes suddenly shiny.


      I tried to think of something soothing to say but my mind was blank. What did you say to someone who had committed adultery with a man whose other lover then killed your husband to get rid of you? The etiquette books didn’t cover that one.


      ‘Everyone’s making out he was this monster, but he wasn’t, you know. He was a great dad, really great.’


      I nodded, remembering the witness accounts that had him demanding his daughter perform gymnastics that night. And this was a man who climbed a neighbour’s fence with a petrol can because she had the nerve to take him to account for his boorishness.


      ‘I’m going to move back to the city and put all this behind me.’ She drew herself up. ‘Start afresh.’


      ‘Well, I wish you the best of luck. I’m sorry your stay here was so, ah, tragic.’


      ‘That’s okay,’ she said politely. She grinned suddenly. ‘It’s been nice, this. I hardly ever get to have coffee with anyone. Just chat. We should do it again before I go.’


      I returned her smile even though I knew already that it would never happen. Beth Craig was one of those women who other women didn’t like. Not because of her beauty, but because there was something rather shallow about her. A little narcissistic. Her theory, though, made sense. I recalled Fiona at the Richard III Society, and how quickly she had become intense, passionate. It was possible that she could have acted on the spur of the moment and then found herself on a slippery slope. It was also the theory that came closest to ticking all the boxes. So I couldn’t understand why I didn’t like it, and why it just didn’t sound right.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

      


      I just came across an old column of yours when you wrote about over-protective parents and gave the example of a woman who stripped her backyard of trees to better manage risk to her children. I have reason to suspect you were talking about me and I have now contacted my lawyer. You will be hearing from us.


      


      The cool change swept in shortly before five o’clock, and within ten minutes the temperature had dropped fifteen degrees. There were thunderstorms forecast for later but in the meantime the southerly wind was blissful. I opened all the windows and doors and then stood on the doorstep and opened my arms wide, feeling a bit like Kate Winslet on the Titanic.


      Back inside I started getting things ready for dinner. Both Uncle Jim and Petra should be arriving in about an hour so I planned to have the meal ready soon after. Lucy had been dropped off by Sharon, as my mother was working back, and she and Quinn were now sprawled across the couch in the living room with Gusto. Fortunately I had arrived home before either of them, so I could let the dog in and pretend he’d not been left outside for the entire day.


      I got a French bread stick from the freezer and sat it on the counter to defrost. Then I glanced across at Lucy, who was reading a book. ‘Any regrets?’


      She looked up, confused. ‘Huh?’


      ‘About taking on the shop, I mean. Any regrets? I know it’s early days yet, but …’


      ‘No! I love it!’ She beamed. ‘And Grandma said I have a knack.’


      ‘Yes. You do.’ I nodded slowly. ‘Just promise me you won’t get a YOLO tattoo. It’ll get old quickly and then you’ll spend the rest of your life fending off acronyms.’


      ‘You Obviously Like Owls,’ said Quinn. ‘That’s the one on web comics at the moment.’


      ‘Well, actually, I do like owls.’ Lucy looked thoughtful, and then grinned at me. ‘But thanks, Mum, for the knack thing. It means a lot.’


      ‘I’ve always thought you had a knack too,’ said Quinn, looking up from her laptop. ‘Now all you need is a couple of knicks and you’ll be all set.’


      ‘Shut up,’ said Lucy. She smiled at me again and returned to her book.


      I shredded lettuce and added some mushrooms and feta. Then some grated carrot for colour.


      ‘No more orange.’ Lucy popped her head up again. ‘And please, please don’t let Grandma near it.’


      ‘Mum, can I have the doll’s house when you’re dead?’ Quinn was staring at the house, to which I had now added a perfectly decorated Christmas tree and some tiny gifts. So much easier than the real thing.


      ‘Hey, no fair!’ Lucy snapped her head from her sister to me. ‘I want it!’


      ‘As I have no plans to shuffle off this mortal coil in the near future, perhaps we can postpone this discussion?’


      Lucy frowned at me and then turned back to her sister. ‘I’m older so I have first dibs.’


      ‘I’ve helped her fix it up so I get first dibs.’


      ‘Really?’ Lucy flung her book aside and dived across the room to the doll’s house, where she straightened the little Christmas gifts. ‘There, now I’ve helped too. It’s mine.’


      ‘I tell you what,’ I put in agreeably, grating carrot, ‘the next person who mentions either my death or the doll’s house will not get it. Feel free to toss a coin after I’m gone.’


      ‘Tails,’ muttered Quinn.


      ‘Hey, I wanted tails!’


      I tuned out, pushing the salad bowl to one side so that I could begin peeling potatoes. I had spent the better part of the afternoon working on my somewhat neglected website; answering emails, supplying topical links, updating news and events. The monotony of the task had allowed me to mull over Beth’s theory but I still couldn’t quite put a finger on my unease. I was looking forward to Petra’s arrival so that I could lay it before her, get her opinion. I was hoping this new information would go some way to balancing my slight error of judgement regarding Edward Given, and his exercise regime. I stared at the whiteboard as I peeled potatoes, hoping something more would leap out. Apart from the two lapel pins, which I had blu-tacked to one corner, complete with arrows.


      Lucy’s phone rang and she curled away to answer it. Almost immediately she twisted back to stare at me as she spoke. ‘What type of sex?’


      I got out a bowl and added some herbs, a clove of garlic, a little olive oil.


      ‘Unbridled? What the hell’s unbridled?’


      I started slicing the potatoes into wedges, flipping them into the bowl.


      ‘Like with a horse? That’s disgusting. Okay. Yes. Thanks.’ Lucy tossed her phone onto the couch and sat back, regarding me with a distinct lack of approval. ‘Really, Mum? Really?’


      ‘I’m not sure at this stage. I’ll let you know in a few weeks.’


      ‘What’re you talking about?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘Mum having sex with that policeman,’ replied her sister promptly. ‘Which Scarlet says is illegal, too.’


      Quinn grinned. ‘Especially if there’s horses involved.’


      Lucy pointed towards my shoulder bag, which was sending off intermittent vibrations. ‘That’s probably him now. I tell you, I’m having trouble believing this, at your age.’


      I pulled my bag over and extracted my mobile. Message from Fiona Ramage.


      ‘I hope he gets into trouble. It’s disgusting.’


      ‘Ssh.’ I focused on the screen, my heart thumping as I read the message.


      
        Hi Nell, am back & hav been so stupid. Have spoken 2 police. Thought I cd make Leon jealous but no point :( Have decided 2 go away 4 longer, move on. Am going 2 talk 2 Leon soon & wanted 2 talk 2 u 2, tell u something. Can u come 2 my house 2nite?

      


      She was alive. I felt a surge of relief, accompanied by a sliver of self-satisfaction. My hunch that she was not the killer had been correct, despite the logic of Beth’s theory. I read the message through again, and was now washed with pity. Poor Fiona, attempting a ruse so transparent that even if Leon was head over heels in love with her, it would have done more harm than good. Even apart from the questionable timing. But at least it appeared that she may have gained some perspective. 


      I read the message through again and then checked the time, did some quick calculations. I could be there and back before Petra arrived, thus allowing me to recommence our investigative partnership with a wealth of knowledge. More than enough to balance out my faux pas with Edward this morning. Intrepid local stalwart comes through despite earlier setback. Film rights available. I keyed a reply and then tipped the potatoes onto a tray, spreading them out before sliding them into the oven. I grabbed my bag. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour. Lucy, could you keep an eye on these wedges? Quinn, you can set the table. If Auntie Pet gets here first, tell her I’ll be back any minute.’


      ‘Where are you going?’ asked Lucy with narrowed eyes.


      I grinned. ‘Let’s just say I have an assignation. Sans horses.’


      ‘Vomit,’ said Quinn, but without the investment her sister seemed to have in my personal life. She flicked on the television and dragged the dog onto her lap.


      ‘What about Dad?’ asked Lucy abruptly. She blinked, as if she had surprised even herself.


      My grin faded. ‘There are so many things wrong with that question I hardly know where to start. And I don’t want to say something I’ll regret, so I’m just going to leave. Keep an eye on the oven.’


      Once outside I took a deep breath of the cooling wind and briefly considered returning for a cardigan, or even a rain jacket, but that would risk a continuation of the conversation with Lucy. Instead I tried to concentrate on Fiona, and what she might have to say. I half expected to pass my mother or Petra on the way into town but there was very little traffic, so I arrived within minutes. Fiona’s house stood on a road that ran parallel to the main street, but one so narrow that cars were not permitted to park by the kerb. Instead, visitors used a large asphalt car park opposite, which was behind the Majic retail strip and only really came into its own during the height of the tourist season. A solitary triptych of festive genitalia hung from a light pole in the centre.


      I saw Leon’s convertible as soon as I turned into the car park, with him in the process of locking the doors. I coasted over and parked in an adjacent spot, beside a pittosporum that was mostly contained within a wire cage.


      He came over, holding up his phone. ‘She’s okay!’


      ‘I know. She messaged me too. What a relief.’


      ‘You can say that again.’ He shook his head. ‘At this stage I’m still relieved but I suspect that soon I’m going to get angry. How could she do this?’


      I locked my car and dropped the keys in my bag just as my phone started to vibrate. At exactly the same moment, Leon’s mobile let out a burst of classical music. We grinned at each other as we both went to check. I c your both here but Dad now playing up. Cn we meet at pub instead? I’ll b there in 5.


      Leon was frowning. He lowered his phone. ‘Did you …?’


      I nodded. ‘Her father can be a bit of a tool. Shall we walk over there?’


      ‘Nah, the heavens are going to open up any moment. Let’s take my car.’


      I glanced towards the sky, where the clouds had darkened to pewter. Even as I looked, a tiny bud of rain burst against my forehead. I opened Leon’s passenger door and jumped into the car quickly. My hair didn’t much like any of the elements, but it saved its most virulent reaction for rain.


      Leon stuck his head in the driver’s side. ‘I’ll grab some umbrellas from the boot.’


      By the time he got back the rain had begun in earnest, still relatively light but with the promise of more to come. In the distance, towards Melbourne, the first jagged length of lightning scissored the sky. Leon got into the car beside me, slammed the door. ‘God, that was fast! I think we’re in for a doozy.’


      ‘I think you’re right.’


      He grinned at me, then his eyes slid to something over my shoulder and widened with shock. ‘Oh my god!’


      I whipped my head around and almost immediately felt a prick of intense pain in my hip. Now it was my turn to be shocked. My hand was reaching for the spot even as I turned back, made eye contact with Leon. He was holding a syringe.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I’m really very sorry.’ He shook his head, and actually did look sorry.


      ‘Christ, what have you done?’


      ‘Just relax, it’ll be easier.’ He reached out and pressed play on the radio, the dulcet tones of Justin Bieber filling the car. Then he wrapped the needle carefully in tissue and put it in a compartment in the centre console.


      I was having difficulty comprehending what had just happened. ‘You? It was you?’


      He nodded, leant back, folded his hands.


      I stared for a moment longer and was suddenly floored by the knowledge that time may well be of the essence. Otherwise Justin Bieber would be the last thing I heard. I jerked around to open the car door but it was locked. I wrestled with the handle desperately and then scrambled onto my knees, through the gap in the seats and into the back. I felt suddenly swollen, drained, and this only increased my desperation. I grabbed first one door handle and then the next.


      ‘It won’t kill you,’ said Leon conversationally. ‘Just put you to sleep for a while.’


      I slapped both hands against the window, peered out into the rain, searching for somebody, anybody. Lightning serrated the sky.


      ‘I couldn’t kill you, Nell. I like you too much.’


      I flopped against the back seat, stared into his eyes through the rear-vision mirror. For some reason I thought of Dustin Craig, and it nagged, but then the two eyes swam together, pooled, and separated again like the nucleus of dividing cells. Or perhaps fertilisation, and that thought segued towards my children. My only chance of escape was to hurt him, knock him unconscious. Kill him. I lifted one hand and it was like lifting concrete. Like the sculpture at the gallery, except she made it seem so effortless. I opened my mouth to say something but now my tongue had expanded, crowding out words. The knowledge that it was too late was accompanied by one last surge of panic and then both were gone, consumed by the darkness. Along with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen

      


      Your column is a crock of shit. Your an idiot.


      


      I woke to a murmur of voices that sounded hollow, as if they were spiralling down a tunnel. My entire body ached and I was cold, very cold. It took a moment for remembrance to come flooding back and with it came a frothy sense of surprise that I was still alive. I lay still, waiting patiently, aiming for equilibrium before I tried to sit up. After a while the voices swam into normality and I realised they belonged to Leon and Fiona.


      ‘I really can’t apologise any more,’ said Leon. ‘I’ve said sorry about a hundred times.’


      ‘What about my parents?’ asked Fiona. She sounded flat. ‘How are they coping?’


      ‘Fine, fine. Is she awake yet?’


      There was a rusty, rustling sound before Fiona spoke. ‘No. You probably killed her.’


      ‘I most certainly did not!’


      ‘You might as well, because leaving us here will accomplish the same thing.’


      Silence followed this last comment. After a while I opened one eye a sliver. Pain immediately rocketed through my skull and I winced.


      ‘You’re awake!’ Leon’s voice came closer. ‘How are you feeling?’


      Fiona snorted. ‘As if you care.’


      ‘Nell? Nell, can you hear me?’


      I pulled myself into a sitting position, realising about halfway through the manoeuvre that one of my wrists was manacled. I tentatively opened my eyes a little more and peered around, following the chain to a stone bench that seemed fuzzily familiar. On the other side was Fiona, sitting against the wall, also manacled. Leon’s face swam into view, looking concerned.


      ‘Nell?’


      I started to nod but then changed my mind as the motion echoed down my spine. Instead I peered around, trying not to move my head too much. We seemed to be in a large, shadowy room with a cobblestoned floor. A single pendant light was the only illumination. And suddenly I knew; it was the wine cellar beneath Sheridan House.


      ‘If you’re going to go,’ said Fiona, with a burst of anger, ‘then just go. Fuck off.’


      He continued to ignore her. ‘Nell? Are you fully awake? I want to tell you why I’m doing this. It’s the least I can do.’


      Fiona snorted again.


      ‘I’m awake.’ My voice emerged in a croak.


      ‘I didn’t mean to kill him, you know. That is, I didn’t plan it. I got up just after twelve to get some water and there he was, hanging head down on your mother’s fence.’ Leon paused. ‘It was bizarre.’


      The throbbing within my head began to ebb, and I straightened myself against the wall.


      ‘So I went to have a look. My guess is the drunken fool tried to climb across and got one shoe caught on the top of a paling, then swung face first over the top, knocked himself out.’ Leon demonstrated with his hand, smacking it against the bluestone wall. ‘So while I’m staring at him, wondering what to do, he suddenly slips out of the shoe and tumbles down into the garden. Starts saying “bitch, bitch” over and over. So I didn’t even really think, just picked up a rock and bashed his head.’


      I was staring at him now, watching him pale.


      ‘Then I panicked and ran home. I can tell you my heart was thumping so hard –’


      ‘Unlike his,’ put in Fiona.


      ‘I just sat there on the veranda for hours, hoping he’d get up. That it hadn’t happened. Finally, at about half three, I had to face facts. So I went back over and that’s when I saw the jerry can and knew he’d been going to try to burn down your mother’s place. It was her he’d been calling a bitch, not Beth.’


      Fiona laughed flatly. ‘The ultimate irony.’


      ‘So I thought I’d follow that through, then it’d look like he just slipped or whatever.’


      ‘And my mother?’ I asked, staring at him.


      ‘I knew she’d get rescued. Besides, I think she poisoned Wilson.’


      ‘You don’t even know that he was poisoned,’ said Fiona. ‘The vet said it could have been any number of things. You ought to remember, given you slept with her.’


      ‘He was poisoned. I have no doubt.’


      I looked at Fiona, tried to ascertain what her condition was. Her blonde hair looked matted. Had she eaten? Drunk? ‘Fiona, are you okay?’


      ‘Ask the monster there.’


      ‘We’ll get to that in a minute,’ said Leon impatiently. ‘And I’m not a monster. I need to tell you all this. I need to tell you about Berry.’


      ‘Did she see you?’


      He nodded. ‘I don’t think she knew what she saw till the next day. Apparently she’d let the dog out for the toilet, just caught a glimpse of me climbing my fence. So she came around to see me, said she hated Dustin Craig like you wouldn’t believe. It seems Beth’d bought guinea pigs from her, for the girls, and he’d killed them. So she said for ten thousand she wouldn’t say anything. Good riddance and all that.’


      ‘Why did you kill her then?’


      ‘Because when I saw her outside the police station that day, I knew she’d changed her mind. So I had no choice.’


      For a moment I saw Berry’s face, the shutters whipped into place. It hadn’t been the scowly young man at all, but Leon Chaucer. If I hadn’t come out of the police station, would she have gone in?


      ‘It was horrible,’ continued Leon. He stood up, walked over to the other side of the room among the shadows. ‘I had to do it from the back, so I couldn’t see her face.’


      ‘That’s why he’s not going to kill us.’ Fiona twisted so that she was facing me. Her face was pale, streaked with dirt, and her lips were chapped. ‘Because it’s all just so hard for him. The poor, sensitive man.’


      ‘It’s starting to seem easier,’ said Leon, from the shadows.


      My vision had now all but cleared. I gazed around the room, finishing at our manacles. They were fixed through U-shaped bolts that had once helped support a series of shelves of which the bench had formed the base. Now it was all that remained. Thick stone surrounding a wooden insert for the seat. I tucked the information away and concentrated on Leon again. ‘But why Fiona?’


      ‘Because I’m a fool,’ said Fiona bitterly before he could answer. ‘Because I heard him having a shower at four o’clock that morning. Because I thought if I told him that, he’d know how loyal I was. Because I hadn’t told anyone, see.’


      ‘You went to his house after you rang me on Sunday.’


      She shook her head. ‘No, I rang him and he came over. We sat in his car and talked.’


      ‘And she said that a wife couldn’t be forced to testify against her husband,’ added Leon. He was looking at me. ‘But you have to see how impossible that was. I need to be with Beth, otherwise it’s all been for nothing.’


      ‘She doesn’t want you,’ said Fiona, with a flash of spirit. ‘So it has all been for nothing.’


      ‘You’re wrong,’ he said complacently. ‘She just needs time.’


      I coughed. ‘I hate to be selfish here, but what do I have to do with all this?’


      ‘Oh, Nell, I so didn’t want this to happen.’ Leon came across the room once more and gazed down at me. ‘You left me no choice. Asking questions everywhere. Your whiteboard of alibis and motives. Going around to Beth’s today was the last straw. Telling her you thought she was wrong about it being Fiona.’


      ‘But I never thought it was you!’


      ‘Yes, but you would have. Besides, as soon as I knew you’d been there, seen those trophies, I knew you had to go.’


      I stared at him, trying to work out what the trophies had to do with anything.


      ‘I should never have told you about my father. Of course if I’d known, I wouldn’t have.’


      I frowned, and then it hit me. Dustin Craig had been here as a child. Dustin Craig had played football. Dustin Craig’s family had moved away, quite abruptly. Dustin Craig was Leon’s father. I spoke slowly, still not quite believing it. ‘You killed your father.’


      ‘And he slept with his mother,’ added Fiona. ‘It’s all very Oedipal, isn’t it?’


      ‘Stepmother,’ said Leon quickly. ‘Which doesn’t count.’


      I was still staring at him. ‘Did you know?’


      ‘Of course not!’ He sat back down, ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing on end. ‘I’d never been to her house until after he died. But as soon as I saw those trophies I knew. I couldn’t believe it.’


      ‘Good lord.’ I took a deep breath, let it out. ‘You killed your father.’


      ‘Technically no. I thought I had, but it turns out he was still alive at that point.’


      ‘I think dragging him into a garage and setting it alight indicates some culpability.’ I shook my head as I considered the ramifications. ‘The funny thing is that if you’d not interfered, then he would have set fire to my mother’s house and most probably been jailed, leaving the stage clear for you.’


      ‘Yes. Very funny. But I can’t change the past, I can only insure the future.’


      ‘In that case, could I mention that I’m actually not a very good investigator? The odds are I would never have put two and two together.’


      ‘I don’t believe that,’ said Leon kindly. ‘I’ve always said you’re much more than you think you are. And you deserved much more than you’ve had.’


      ‘Why, thank you, Leon. Are you including me being injected with a foreign substance and chained in a wine cellar?’


      ‘Don’t be sarcastic. It doesn’t suit you.’


      I shook my head, because this whole conversation was surreal. ‘Even if I had figured out Dustin was your father, that has nothing to do with the murder.’


      ‘Yes, but don’t you see how embarrassing it would be? For people to know that thug was my father?’


      ‘Don’t try to reason with him,’ said Fiona, turning away. ‘It’s a waste of breath.’


      ‘So what now?’


      He looked regretful. ‘Now I leave you.’


      ‘Here?’


      ‘Yes.’ He rose, smoothed down his pants. ‘The Wine and Cheese Society meetings have finished for the year so there’ll be nobody back until late January.’


      ‘But what happens then? I mean, I know we’ll be dead –’ I said the words without believing them ‘– but how will you explain two bodies? We might put everyone off their wine. Or cheese.’


      ‘With this.’ He held up a sheet of paper, and then placed it by the door. Now I could see my shoulder bag over there, plus Fiona’s. ‘This is a suicide confession from Fiona, duly signed, where she admits to both murders and explains why she took you with her.’


      ‘Do tell.’


      He flushed. ‘Because of us. You and me. If she couldn’t have me, nobody could.’


      ‘Wouldn’t she have been more likely to kill Beth? All I did is have dinner with you.’


      Fiona twisted around again. ‘You do get that I’m not really doing this, don’t you?’


      ‘It seems we had more than dinner, and so Fiona was convinced you’d replaced Beth in my affections. You even boasted to her.’ He pointed to the paper. ‘It’s all detailed here.’


      I stared at the pile of belongings, so far from reach. I was beginning to realise this was all carefully considered, and that despite his chatty reasonableness, Leon was about to leave us to die. ‘So waiting around to explain, that was like confession? To make you feel better?’


      ‘No, it was for you, not me. I thought you deserved at least that.’


      ‘What about my children? I have five daughters, and they need me.’


      He flinched. ‘I know, and I’m sorry. If it makes you feel better, I’ll keep an eye on them.’


      ‘Oh, that makes me feel much better! A killer is going to look out for them. Excellent.’


      ‘I hate sarcasm,’ Leon said, with a flare of annoyance. ‘It is the lowest form of wit.’


      ‘I do apologise. I never got to the “being murdered” part of the etiquette book.’


      He sighed, as if pained by my inability to accept his good intentions, and then strode over to the door, putting one hand on the light switch as he looked back at us. ‘Goodbye.’


      A surge of panic washed through me and I pushed myself forward as far as the chain would let me. ‘You can’t do this!’


      ‘It won’t do you any good,’ said Fiona from beside me, in a low voice.


      ‘That’s true.’ Leon flicked off the light and the room plunged into a darkness more intense than anything I had ever experienced before. Panic mushroomed again but this time I swallowed it, determined to make the most of these last few seconds. ‘Leon, I just want to say something before you go.’


      ‘Yes?’ came his voice. A ribbon of light appeared as he opened the door.


      ‘For the next few days, as I slowly die of thirst, I shall be cursing you with my every breath. I shall curse your business, and I shall curse your relationship with Beth, and I shall curse you. Over and over. I shall die cursing you. And I shall –’


      The door slammed, cutting me off mid-curse. The darkness was even worse this time, because I knew it was permanent. I would never see light again, or colour, or my family. I held my un-manacled hand up to my face and could not even see that.


      I could hear Fiona sobbing quietly beside me. It suddenly occurred to me that as bad as this was for me, it was infinitely worse for her. She had already been down here for almost forty-eight hours, and she had been placed here by the person she loved. I knew that I should say something, be comforting somehow, but for now I just didn’t have the energy to spare. The enormity of what had happened, and what was about to, was so mammoth that there was no room for anything else. And there was also the thought – almost a certainty – that if I opened my mouth, even just a little, then I would begin screaming and screaming and never be able to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty

      


      You’re right, but I would take it even further and say middle age should be all about reflection. We need to take time out and reassess EVERYTHING – career, marriage, friends, relatives, over-dependent grown-up children – and then readjust (or shake off) a few of the manacles so that we can run and jump and dance.


      


      I woke again straight into the awareness of where I was, and why. Even so, the unremitting darkness came as a shock and I blinked several times, struggling to accept that it made no difference. Claimed by the Wine and Cheese Society almost fifty years ago, the wine cellar was two floors beneath the community centre, reached via a staircase that was set to one side of a basement that was itself rarely used. I knew, from the time Darcy served as president, that there were about five solid wine racks and that none were anywhere near the bench to which we were tethered. I also knew that the bench was a perfect place for a romantic picnic, but my mind veered swiftly from that. More relevant was my knowledge that the bluestone walls were below ground level and that even our loudest screams would not make a ripple in the noise levels outside.


      ‘Fiona?’ I whispered, stretching my legs and trying to raise my bottom off the cold floor. ‘Fiona? Are you there?’


      ‘That’s a particularly daft question,’ replied Fiona evenly.


      ‘Something which did occur to me while I was saying it. Are you okay?’


      ‘Another daft question.’


      I knelt, feeling as far as I could along the stone bench, hoping to reach her. I wanted to make physical contact, perhaps even squeeze her shoulder, but the chain was too short. I squatted against the wall and wrapped my arms around myself. I would have done anything to return to that moment where I decided against bringing my cardigan. Or, for that matter, leaving the house at all. ‘What happened, Fiona? How did you get here?’


      She sighed, a weary sound that seemed to echo in the blackness. ‘It was my own stupid fault. After I spoke to you on Sunday I went home and thought about what you said, about putting myself first. Did you get my message?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I thought we could have lunch on Monday and I was going to tell you just enough that you would act as my insurance. I was trying to be clever.’ She made a noise that was half-laugh, half-sob. ‘And then I kept thinking about everything and I thought I need to go after what I want. So I rang Leon and, well, he told you.’ She fell silent for a moment. ‘I never really thought I was in any danger from him, especially not sitting in a car. How stupid was I?’


      ‘Not stupid at all. Did he inject you?’


      ‘Yes. And I woke up here, just like you.’


      I pushed a finger between my wrist and the manacle, just to ease the pressure. ‘Do you know what he used? Will it have any lasting damage?’


      ‘Does it matter? Anyway, apparently it was just that stuff vets use to sedate animals.’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘Hey, I suppose at least it’s cooler here than outside, with the heatwave.’


      ‘I hate to tell you this but a change came through. Rain, thunder, the whole works.’


      After a while, Fiona spoke in a low voice. ‘What day is it?’


      ‘It was Tuesday, just before six. But I don’t know how long it’s been since then.’


      ‘Tuesday.’ She breathed in, let it out. ‘I know people die of thirst long before starvation but, um, how long do you think I have? Be honest. I’ve had one drink of water, back when he brought you down.’


      I sank onto the floor and hugged my knees. ‘A couple of days?’


      ‘That’s what I thought. I can already feel it.’


      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I stared into the blackness, suddenly realising that even with her one drink, Fiona was going to go first and then I would be left in the dark with a dead woman. I did some calculations; probably it would be Thursday for Fiona, and Friday for me. Pity, as I’d had a busy day planned for Friday. Plus my daughter was arriving from London.


      ‘My blood is beating.’


      ‘If that’s making you warmer, it might be a good thing. It’s freezing down here.’


      Fiona’s clothes rustled as she readjusted herself. ‘What’re you wearing?’


      ‘Why, Fiona! Are you flirting with me?’


      ‘Nell, you make me laugh. You really do.’


      But she didn’t. My stomach rumbled and I thought of the garlic potato wedges I had been making, and the pork butterfly steaks. I thought of my fridge, filled with food, and the pantry. Biscuits and pasta and bread. Oh, the French bread stick defrosting on the counter! I’d been going to toast it in the oven, and put it in a wicker basket with curls of butter.


      ‘I don’t suppose you know how my parents are coping?’


      ‘I believe the council arranged some sort of respite care. Everyone’s worried, you know. There’s a real sense of disbelief.’


      ‘That’ll soon change,’ she said bitterly. ‘There’ll be a real sense of hatred when they read the note. I can’t believe he’d do that to me.’


      I rolled my eyes in the darkness. Did she have no trouble believing he would kill her, but drew the line at the note? ‘Fiona, no-one’s going to buy it. I mean, seriously, if you were going to kill yourself through guilt, would you really chain yourself up with me?’


      ‘Maybe as extra punishment.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      ‘No, I mean the note makes it sound plausible. It says about how things got out of control so quickly, and my hatred of you, and how I was going to chain us together so that I could watch you die. How I was going to throw the key over to our bags so I couldn’t change my mind.’


      I thought this through, realising that the drink he had given her on my arrival had no doubt been to delay her death, bring it more in line with mine. Otherwise the note would make no sense. ‘But it’ll just be a typed note, Fiona, which will still look odd.’


      ‘Except it’s not. It’s all handwritten, and signed.’ She let out another of her strangled sounds. ‘It’s amazing what you’ll do after two days without water, when someone offers you a drink.’


      I closed my eyes, digested the information. There was a macabre irony to the fact he needed her to write the note and drink the water, and had managed to achieve one with the aid of the other. I rubbed my arms, trying to build circulation. ‘You know that fleur-de-lis lapel pin from the Richard III Society?’


      It took a moment for Fiona to digest this. ‘Huh?’


      ‘The lapel pin from Grace June Rae. I was just wondering – did you give yours to Leon?’


      ‘What? Why?’


      ‘Just curious.’


      ‘I didn’t actually give it to him, I left it at his house on a jacket and he just started wearing it. He loves little arty things like that. Loretta said she’d order me another through Grace June Rae because she’d lost hers too. Why? Did she say something? Am I in trouble?’


      The artlessness of this last question floored me for a moment. ‘No, it’s fine. Everything’s just fine.’


      Silence fell again and I realised that it would continue like this until the end. Bursts of conversation interspersed with long periods of nothing. Time suspended in every way except inside our bodies, where organs would begin shutting down. I already felt thirsty.


      ‘D’you think there really is a bright light? At the end?’


      ‘If there is, it’ll be a pleasant change from all this darkness.’


      Fiona shifted noisily, her chain scraping across the bluestone. ‘Leon doesn’t believe in the afterlife; he believes in reincarnation.’


      ‘Excellent – dibs I come back as a rabid elephant. So that I can trample him to death.’ I took a deep breath, rotated my neck. ‘I know, let’s play a game.’


      ‘Are you kidding?’


      ‘Come on.’ I tried to inject enthusiasm into my voice. ‘It’ll help pass the time.’


      ‘Okay, how about I Spy? I spy, with my little eye, something beginning with B.’


      ‘Black. I win. So now I get to pick the game. How about …’ I cast my mind over the possibilities. ‘The alphabet game. We go through the alphabet letter by letter naming all the animals we can think of. So each letter has a different winner. I’ll start. Alligator.’


      ‘Alsatian.’


      ‘Aardvark.’


      ‘Leon likes aardvarks. He thinks they’re unique.’


      ‘In that case I’ll come back as an aardvark so I can sneak past his guard. And then trample him to death.’


      ‘He likes albatrosses as well. Albatross.’


      We played for what seemed like hours, with at least every third animal relating to Leon in some way. But it was nevertheless an inspired idea on a number of levels, not least because Fiona became so irritating that I suspected, after a few days of this, death would look pretty good. At Q we let the game slither into silence and I fell asleep, eventually waking with a stiff neck and cold buttocks. I needed to go to the toilet, badly. I unzipped my cargo shorts and slid them off with my knickers, flinching as my skin touched the frigid floor. Then I manoeuvred out as far as I could go and relieved myself, listening to the trickle hit the cobblestones. It sounded like a piano. Concerto in full pee.


      ‘You can’t drink urine, can you?’


      ‘I’m afraid not.’ I had a fleeting moment of panic as I couldn’t locate my pants, struck by an image of my body being found sans bottom half of clothing. I dressed awkwardly, even that small effort ridiculously tiring. I wondered if it was the residue of the injection.


      ‘Queen bee.’


      ‘Queen wasp.’


      ‘Queen ant.’


      I fell silent again, thinking. It occurred to me that I could use an earring to carve Leon’s name in the wall. I grabbed my ears and realised both sets of studs were gone. So were my rings. Okay, before I became too weak, perhaps tomorrow, I would use my own blood to write his name on the floor. Hell, I’d leave an epic. Maybe even my column for next week.


      ‘Your turn.’


      ‘Ah, quokka.’


      ‘Queensland groper.’


      ‘I think I went out with one of those once.’


      Fiona sniffed. ‘I only ever went out with Leon. Thirty-three years old and I only ever went out with one man. Isn’t that pathetic?’


      ‘No,’ I said, not really meaning it. Particularly given that the man turned out to be a homicidal maniac and she still couldn’t stop talking about him every few minutes. I thought about Dustin Craig being Leon’s father, and hoped the whole Oedipus thing would send him around the bend. And I wondered if anyone would ever discover the truth, or whether Fiona would go down in history as a three-time murderer, with me her last victim. Mother of five felled by jealous rival. Lover devastated. Offspring peeved.


      ‘Your turn.’


      ‘Uh, quail.’ I thought of my column, and wondered who would be given the gig instead. How long would they wait? Would there be an obituary, a flood of letters, a feature article?


      ‘Quahog.’


      I frowned. ‘Isn’t that from Family Guy?’


      ‘It’s a type of clam. And I don’t watch Family Guy.’


      I wasn’t sure about the accuracy here but decided that a bit of creative licence was probably not our most pressing concern. ‘Quetzal. It’s a South American bird.’


      ‘I learnt about quahogs from Leon. He knew all about seafood and that sort of thing.’


      ‘A real catch.’ I thought about my mother, and how people would flock to the shop to see how she was coping. A hundred conversations, all going quiet as she came near. Then I thought of Petra, who would need to step up to the plate now. Lastly I thought of my girls, something I had been avoiding for hours. Almost immediately I was washed with waves of stomach-clenching nausea. How would they cope? Would this scar them for life? Tears pricked at my eyes, and I felt them fill with fluid I could not afford to lose. Quinn was only thirteen years old. Who would take her on? Scarlet? Ruby? My mother? Darcy?


      ‘Nell, can I ask you a personal question?’ Fiona’s voice sounded brittle, like sour candy. ‘When did you find out your husband was being unfaithful?’


      I let this question hang for a moment, even though I knew the answer like the back of my hand. ‘Thirtieth of April at seven in the evening. We were sitting in the living room having a glass of wine. She rang, and told me.’


      ‘Tessa Sheridan?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘She was in the Wine and Cheese Society as well, wasn’t she?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘How long had it been going on?’


      ‘A couple of years apparently. Although it wasn’t his first affair. He had a fling about fourteen years ago. We split up for a few months over that one.’


      Fiona went quiet, and then sighed. ‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’


      ‘Yes.’


      I thought of Darcy and wondered how he would react to news of my demise. Would it interrupt his quest to ‘find himself’? Would she comfort him, in their Gold Coast apartment? Would they drink wine on their balcony and gaze out to sea, occasionally commenting on the awfulness of it all? Would he be just a little riddled with guilt?


      ‘I think it’s worse when you know the other person. If it’s a stranger, you can’t picture them together. But if you know her, then it’s sort of relentless.’


      ‘Yes.’


      I ran my hand over the wooden insert of the bench, for a moment picturing Darcy as he had been fourteen years ago, ushering me into this very same cellar, grinning. My mind flicked shut, moved on. Like an old-fashioned View-Master, changing the scene. ‘Maybe someone will come down here unexpectedly. Before it’s too late.’


      ‘There’s just the two keys. Leon’s got one, which he’s going to pretend I had cut. And Sally Roddom’s got the other, because she’s the treasurer. But she’s off visiting her daughter till after Christmas.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘I give up on Q. Let’s move to R. I’ll start. Rabbit.’


      ‘In a little while, Fiona, okay?’ I curled away, trying to nestle my back into the wedge of the bench. But everything was equally uncomfortable, with the bluestone so cold it was like ice. Even my bones felt chilled. I flicked the View-Master back because it didn’t make any difference anyway, my misery might as well be the only thing that was fed. And there I was standing by the door, my eyes closed and a huge grin on my face. ‘Now!’ cried Darcy and I opened my eyes to a magical sight. The bench was covered with a cloth and there were candles and wineglasses and a platter of food. Amazingly romantic, so far removed from everything except each other. I had been able to believe, without any doubt, that this was the way it would be forever.


      I ran the memory through again, this time pausing on Darcy by the door. ‘Close your eyes!’ he said, a smile lifting each word. I rewound, played it again, and then frowned. He had been empty-handed. At the time this had added to the surprise because I hadn’t suspected a thing – but it meant he already had the things here.


      ‘Fiona, when the light was on, did you notice a cupboard at all?’


      ‘No. Why?’


      I rewound the View-Master again. ‘Close your eyes!’ he said, and then … what? I knelt up, my chain rattling against the bluestone. I slowly ran my finger around the wooden slats of the bench until it dipped into a tiny alcove. Hardly daring to hope, I hooked my finger and levered the insert upwards. It came quite easily but then slipped and fell back. ‘Shit!’


      ‘Nell? What are you doing?’


      I tried again, this time slipping my entire hand underneath as the insert rose. Now it was just a matter of lifting. On the other side of the bench I heard Fiona gasp and then the insert was tipping and I had to use both hands to haul it off. It was heavy, but not as heavy as I expected. I leant it against the stone and reached inside, my heart beating so loud it echoed in my ears.


      ‘What is it?’ whispered Fiona. ‘What have you done?’


      ‘Just a minute.’ I touched bottom and thought I would die of disappointment. There had to be something. I walked my fingers back towards me, leaning as far as I could go, and almost immediately felt something soft but lumpy. ‘Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.’


      ‘Nell! You have to tell me what’s happening!’


      ‘The top of the bench comes away.’ I spoke rapidly, the words tripping over each other. ‘And there’s something inside. You feel your side and see if anything’s over there.’


      There was a rattling sound as Fiona manoeuvred herself towards the bench. I dug my fingers into the soft cloth to get a better grip and heaved the bundle up, dumping it in my lap as I collapsed into a sitting position. Even before I started to unwrap it, I knew what I had from the rattling sound of the matches. Never had anything sounded as sweet. I held the box in my hand and kissed it, then took out a match and struck it with a shaking hand. Light flared and I was looking straight at Fiona, pale in the flickering shadows.


      ‘I have a candle,’ she whispered, rolling it across. I lit the wick and sat it on the floor, waiting for the flame to settle. ‘My god, Nell. How did you know?’


      ‘Never underestimate the ingenuity of a middle-aged woman.’ I stared around the room, pausing at each object. I was ravenous for sight. Finally I lifted the candle and looked back inside the bench. There was an open packet of water crackers on Fiona’s side, plus two wineglasses from a set I had at home, one of which held an imprint of bright red lipstick against its etched rim, alongside a corkscrew and a condom packet. I blinked, realising quite suddenly that this was not the remains of our last picnic, where the latter had been most definitely absent, but a regular port of call. Never underestimate the ingenuity of a middle-aged woman, sure, and also the resourcefulness of a cheating arse.


      ‘Nell! Over your side! Is that a water bottle? Please tell me that’s a water bottle?’


      Darcy was cast aside as I scrambled back onto my knees and pulled out a jar of pickles. Loretta Emerson’s Majic Dill Pickles. Most importantly, the plump juicy pickles were swimming in liquid. It might look like it had been collected from a swamp, but it was still liquid. I glanced over at Fiona, who was staring at the jar hungrily. ‘We have to be careful with this. Make it last as long as possible.’


      She nodded, without taking her eyes away.


      I turned the pickle jar over in my hands, delighting in the lumpy swish of juice as the pickles hit the glass. And also delighting in the thought that if we did die, then it would be obvious to Darcy that I had done so with the knowledge that he had entertained down here on a regular basis. That should be enough to riddle him with guilt. Nevertheless, it was a pity that he and his picnic pal/s hadn’t been more into tools, like a hacksaw or hatchet. Or battleaxe. But beggars couldn’t be choosers, and pickles had never looked so good. They might have been more about prolonging our lives than saving them, but maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      


      Do you ever go on holiday? Or get ill? I ask because I would like to volunteer my services for such times. I have a writing diploma and am trying to build up my portfolio. I also have some great ideas for your column. I enclose a bio and a sample of my writing and look forward to hearing from you.


      


      At some stage we exhausted the animal alphabet game and started on place names. Then people’s names, and professions. We also spoke about topics as diverse as the current political landscape (tedious), to whether McDonald’s should be allowed to get a foothold in Majic (no), to people we would invite to our last dinner party (George Clooney, period). Every now and again we slept, but with no idea for how long.


      We doled out the supplies, making them last as long as possible. But the pickle juice ran out a long time before the crackers. After which we ate the pickles themselves, joking about how apt it was to have pickles as a last meal, and I felt sorry that I would never be able to tell Mrs Emerson just how good they were. Eventually our mouths grew drier and our throats became raspier, and words started to emerge with a husky edge that made them sound like gravel. But most of the time I tried to make myself think happy thoughts. Not just because they were required to balance out Fiona’s unremitting pessimism, but because I was convinced they would help me survive.


      Perhaps Sally Roddom would return early with her heart set on a 1956 Cabernet Sauvignon. Or maybe there would be an earthquake that caused Sheridan House to collapse, leaving a gaping hole above the wine cellar. Or perhaps Ashley Armistead would do something more productive than flit around flirting. Something like figuring out that Leon was involved, from which it would just be a hop, skip and a jump to investigating all the places he had access to. How much time would that take? And how ironic that it felt like we had all the time in the world, and yet that was the one thing that was in short supply. As well as water.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      


      Totally identify with everything you wrote about middle-aged invisibility. In fact, I think ASIO should recruit us. We’d make the best spies!


      


      ‘What’s it like, being a writer?’ asked Fiona suddenly. It was the first time she had spoken for a long while. And a definite improvement on her last conversation, which had been about an aardvark that was perched on the wall, apparently staring at her. ‘What do writers do about Christmas parties?’


      ‘How do you mean?’


      ‘Well, they don’t work with people. So they don’t get a Christmas break-up?’


      I ran my tongue around my lips. ‘No, they have them anyway. Only there’s less gossiping about inappropriate sexual liaisons.’


      The silence stretched, and then her chains rattled as she moved in the darkness. ‘Do you realise my dream came true, about you having a picnic by candlelight? This was it. I was the tall person.’


      ‘I’m pretty sure you said it was romantic. No offence, but you’re not my type. With or without manacles.’


      ‘I read it wrong, that’s all. Perhaps it was supposed to be a warning.’


      ‘That might have been handy.’


      She fell silent for such a long time that I thought it was the end, but then her voice came once more, gravelly in the darkness. ‘Nell, Tessa Sheridan didn’t wear red lipstick.’


      ‘I know.’


      This time the silence stretched even longer, until it felt final. I didn’t think she had much longer because if I was feeling as bad as I was, then she had to be even worse. I smiled grimly at the fact my last ever conversation with another human being was about my philandering ex. But rather him, I supposed, than hers. Before the candle gutted, I had used the dead matches to spell out Leon did it both inside the bench cavity and out. I also laboriously wrote the same on top of the wooden insert with candle wax. This made me feel considerably better about what was in store. Of course, I still wasn’t happy, but at least I could try to ensure that Leon paid the price. Just in case I wasn’t reincarnated.


      I knew the hallucinations would begin soon, because Fiona’s had started a long time before. I was actually looking forward to them, because I imagined they would provide some visual effects. At the very least they would counter the mind-numbing boredom. I kneaded my half of the torn cloth slowly between my fingers and began muttering my well-worn litany of names. Scarlet, Ruby, Red, Lucy, Quinn, Yen, Petra. I closed my eyes. Scarlet, Ruby, Red, Lucy, Quinn, Yen, Petra.


      When I woke next, I knew that the delirium had started as there were repetitive explosions of noise. They were so loud that it hurt to listen, and they continued for a long time. I curled in on myself and pressed my hands against my ears. Suddenly they stopped, quite abruptly, and were replaced by an expanding strip of light in the distance. I blinked, because it was amazingly, blindingly bright. I knew what that meant. There were also people, one after the other. All men, and all tall and muscly with intense eyes. I smiled happily, because either heaven was everything it was cracked up to be or these were quality hallucinations.


      ‘They’re here!’ shouted Hallucination Number One, who looked oddly like Ashley Armistead. He started across the room.


      ‘We need the paramedics!’ yelled Hallucination Number Two, following him.


      My smile widened, even though it hurt my lips. This fantasy was looking up, and it certainly shat all over Fiona’s aardvark on the wall. Hallucination Number One knelt beside me and took my hand. I peered at him. ‘Should I go towards the light?’


      ‘Not quite yet,’ he said. ‘Perhaps wait for the paramedics to look you over first.’


      ‘Fine,’ I said agreeably. ‘Do you like horses?’


      ‘Not particularly. How about we go sailing instead?’


      ‘Okay, it’s a date.’ I closed my eyes and opened them again to find myself being wrapped in tin foil, which seemed a little odd but I didn’t think I was in any position to argue. Then someone jabbed me in my arm and I jerked away, frowning. Were hallucinations supposed to be violent?


      Now I was on a stretcher, surrounded by a bevy of illusion-men, and being raised skywards. It was like cheerleading meets pantomime. I could see the ceiling and the overhead light and the doorframe. I closed my eyes and opened them again to find even more people crowding around and there was a flash of even more intense light, and another. Somebody shielded my eyes but the light still glowed through their fingers. It was painful, but wondrous. I realised that people were cheering, which seemed a little over the top but I felt so good that I wriggled one hand from the tin foil and gave my best interpretation of the royal wave.


      Then my hand was grabbed, held tight. Scarlet, Ruby, Red, Lucy, Quinn, Yen, Petra. It seemed that they were all there, and it was wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      


      Dear Nell, I am writing to thank you. Your common sense and humour and empathy helps me get through the dark spots in my life. Thank you.


      


      I heard their voices a long time before I opened my eyes, which was how I knew for sure that I had survived. I just hadn’t been wicked enough for the afterlife to consist of my daughters bickering. I lay still, listening, washed by a contentment that was laced with joy.


      ‘How can you deny wearing my black tank top when I can see it under your shirt?’


      ‘I don’t know why either of you care. It’s frigging ugly.’


      ‘You’re frigging ugly.’


      There was the sudden clap of hands. ‘Shut up, all of you! How the hell does your mother put up with this?’


      ‘What day is it?’ I asked, and the words came out as husks alone.


      ‘Auntie Pet, you’ve gone out with policemen before. What’re they like?’


      ‘Lucy, it’s not like they’re generic. They’re all different.’


      I opened my eyes a crack, took in Quinn sitting at the end of my bed fiddling with her phone. She looked up. ‘I need a word that has like five letters, second letter P, fourth letter S, last letter M.’


      ‘Spasm,’ I croaked.


      ‘Prism,’ said Lucy. ‘No, hang on, did you say second letter P?’


      ‘What about spasm?’ asked Petra, from somewhere to my right.


      ‘Thanks.’ Quinn keyed it in and then grinned. ‘I got forty-eight points!’


      Maybe I was dead. I swivelled my gaze and took in Ruby and Lucy sitting at a circular table by the door. As I watched, Red swung through the doorway bearing a cardboard tray of coffee cups and paper bags. My heart puffed like a balloon. She looked well, her red hair tamed into sculptured curls that were a lot longer than when last I saw her. She held out the tray and there was momentary bedlam as cups were distributed, paper bags thrown across the room, gratitude voiced.


      I was in a hospital room, a private room it seemed, which was probably fortunate given the level of noise my visitors were making. I flexed my right hand and felt the pull of the cannula against my skin. But nothing could detract from the warmth, the wonderful, blissful warmth. I felt defrosted, almost liquid. Even my headache was just a dull memory of what it had been. Coffee would be the icing on the cake. And cake wouldn’t be bad either. I opened my eyes a little wider. ‘Where’s mine?’


      ‘Mum!’ Quinn launched herself at me, her cup tilting sideways and spurting hot chocolate over the candlewick bedspread. Now I was even warmer.


      Lucy joined her. ‘Oh, Mum. You had us so worried!’


      I felt my hands being taken, first one and then the other as the girls crowded around, now all talking at once. Given we were not an overly demonstrative bunch, I took this show of affection as a compliment. It might well have continued for a while, had it not been for the nurse who bustled in, pushing a mobile blood pressure monitor. It was Emily Martiner, who had nursed my mother back when all this started. She wheeled the monitor over to the bed and waited while the girls backed away, all except Quinn, who got off the bed but kept a firm grip on my hand.


      ‘Good to see you back in the land of the living, Mrs Forrest!’


      ‘Ms Forrest,’ I replied in my husky voice. But I could already feel it moistening. ‘How’s Fiona?’


      ‘She’s doing okay. Still in intensive care for now, but she’ll be fine.’ Emily checked the IV bag and then set up her monitor. ‘Now we’ll just check your blood pressure, shall we?’


      ‘I think you need to check my eyesight.’ I pushed myself up the bed a little. ‘I can only see one of you.’


      She frowned. ‘There is only one of me.’


      ‘Then why do you keep calling yourself “we”? That’s plural.’


      ‘Christ,’ said Petra from the armchair beside my bed. ‘She’s come back as our mother.’


      Emily flushed. ‘All rightie, just pass us – I mean me, our, I mean your …’ Then she stopped talking altogether and just strapped the blood pressure cuff to my upper arm. She pumped it up steadily and let it deflate, watching the monitor.


      ‘Red.’ I smiled at my middle daughter. ‘So lovely to see you. Did you have a good trip?’


      ‘Until I got to Tullamarine.’ A slight English accent tinged her words. ‘And everyone’d forgotten me.’


      ‘We were in the middle of a crisis,’ said Ruby.


      ‘Where’s Scarlet?’ I asked, surveying my visitors. ‘And where’s Yen?’


      Both Ruby and Red sent a fleeting glance towards their aunt. I frowned, but at that point Emily pulled the cuff away and jabbed briskly at the cannula. She seemed to have recovered her equilibrium. ‘All rightie then. How about I leave you all to it? But try to tone it down a little, let the leading lady get some peace and quiet.’


      That was the last thing I wanted. I waited while she packed up the monitor and wheeled it from the room, then turned back to Petra. ‘Where are they?’


      Petra crossed her legs, smoothed down her pants. ‘They’re down at the police station. Scarlet’s helping Yen get bailed.’


      I blinked. ‘Why does Yen need bail?’


      ‘Because she shot Leon Chaucer.’


      ‘Only in the leg,’ added Red. She tipped a sachet of sugar into a disposable cup, stirred. ‘She should have finished him off. Or at least shot him between the legs.’


      Ruby was shaking her head. ‘No, kneecapping is more efficient. That’s for life.’


      ‘Excuse me but I think between the legs would have a certain longevity also.’


      ‘I’m so proud,’ I said, still looking at my sister. ‘Now, how about you start at the top, when I didn’t come home. Someone get me some coffee.’


      ‘Okay.’ Petra leant forward, her smile fading. There was silence for a few moments and I realised she was struggling to start. This alone told me more than any hand clasp or hug. ‘I arrived at your place just after six. Lucy and Quinn were watching TV and there were some potatoes burning in the oven.’


      ‘I told you to watch those wedges!’


      Lucy rolled her eyes. ‘Really, Mum?’


      ‘Anyway, we were just cleaning up when Uncle Jim and Yen arrived so she took over dinner.’ She grimaced. ‘The girls said you’d gone off to see Ashley Armistead so we waited for ages before we started to worry, thinking you were just, I don’t know …’


      ‘Vomit,’ said Quinn, readjusting our clasped hands so that she could prop herself on the bed. I pushed the wet part of the bedspread to one side. Ruby passed me the rest of her coffee and it tasted like heaven.


      ‘We tried to ring you several times but you never have your phone on so –’


      ‘Yeah,’ said Red with feeling. ‘Good luck with that.’


      ‘It wasn’t until about seven-thirty, eight, that we really started to think something was up. We rang the Armistead fellow and he said he hadn’t seen you. That’s when all hell broke loose. Within half an hour the place was swarming with police and he was there with another detective questioning the girls. What did your mother say? How did she sound? And there was all this confusion about horses and bridles and sex.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘To think I always thought you were the conservative one.’


      ‘Oh my god.’


      ‘We had two TV crews out the front filming,’ added Lucy happily.


      I was having trouble moving on from thoughts of Ashley Armistead’s face while being regaled with the equine side of things, and the fact I was apparently pretending to have a liaison with him. Grave fears held for local woman. Police investigate links with animal abuse and sexual fetishes. I took a sip of coffee, nestling the cup awkwardly with my spare hand, and wrenched my mind forward. When had I last weeded the front garden?


      ‘Auntie Pet rang Scarlet and me about nine,’ said Ruby. ‘So we came straight up.’


      ‘Nobody rang me.’ Red looked up at the ceiling, shook her head. ‘As usual.’


      ‘I expect they thought there was no point worrying you,’ I said reassuringly. ‘Given you were stuck on the other side of the world.’


      ‘As opposed to being stuck at Tullamarine with no idea what’s going on?’


      ‘Ssh, Red,’ said Ruby. ‘Let Auntie Pet tell the story.’


      ‘Anyway,’ Petra continued, ‘then they found your car opposite Fiona’s house, so Uncle Jim organised this search party. There were people everywhere but it was so damn dark that it ended up getting called off till the morning. That was probably one of the lowest points, waking up and realising how bad it looked.’ She looked around at the girls, and then went on. ‘Yen called a meeting for the Wednesday afternoon, but here’s the funny thing, Nell – it was at Sheridan House.’


      ‘So we were all there, discussing your disappearance –’ Lucy reached over to touch my leg briefly ‘– and you were right beneath us the whole time.’


      ‘But that’s when we started getting organised, instead of running around like headless chooks.’ Petra took my empty cup and tossed it with hers into the wastepaper bin. ‘The detectives came to answer questions but they weren’t sharing much. We found out later they’d already had Leon in for questioning but it was like there were two investigations going on, them and us. There was this sense of urgency, of time running out.’


      ‘Mr Poxleitner said if you were alive and somewhere without water, then we had till Friday night,’ said Quinn rather quietly. I made a mental note to thank Mr Poxleitner.


      ‘So we divided up the surrounding area. But we only included all the empty buildings, like old farmhouses, warehouses, even houses where the people were away, like the Roddoms and the Nightingales. No-one thought of occupied buildings.’


      ‘He was right there, too.’ Ruby shook her head, remembering. ‘Leon. The whole time. He even closed the art gallery on Wednesday so he could join the search.’


      Petra nodded. ‘And we all thought it was poor Edward.’


      ‘Edward Given?’


      ‘Yes, it made sense. Not just because of the pin. We knew you’d received a text and it had to be from someone you knew. Otherwise even you wouldn’t be that stupid.’


      ‘So it was clear you were targeted.’ Ruby moved her chair closer. ‘Meaning it had to be because you posed a threat somehow, that you knew something. Most probably something you found out during that day.’


      ‘Which led straight to Edward Given.’ Petra took over again. ‘We knew you’d rung the police because of something you’d seen, and then Beth Craig told us how you’d said the police were idiots, which suggested you weren’t happy with their response.’


      Lucy leant forward again. ‘And she also said the murderer was Fiona, so a few people went off on that tangent as well!’


      ‘How did you work it out?’ I looked from one to the other. This was better than any movie I had ever watched. I only wished I could have taped it, to replay later. Especially as my eyes were starting to feel heavy.


      Petra answered first. ‘Well, by Friday night there was just this real sense of depression. Almost resignation. The TV crew had packed up, and your paper had sent someone up to do an interview, which they were going to run the next day instead of your column.’ She paused, remembering. ‘We were all sitting in your living room watching the clock because of that whole Friday night thing. It was like a wake.’


      ‘That reminds me,’ said Ruby. ‘Did you say Quinn and Lucy could toss a coin for the doll’s house when you’re dead? That’s not fair.’


      ‘First come, first served,’ put in Lucy sanctimoniously.


      Red was frowning. ‘I wasn’t even here!’


      ‘Enough!’ said Petra loudly, sounding remarkably like me. She shook her head. ‘I tell you what, now that she’s alive your mother can do another four doll houses so you can have one each. Okay?’ She glanced at each of her nieces but avoided my raised eyebrows. ‘Now can we get on with the story? Thank you. So, as I was saying, it was like a wake. And then at about ten o’clock, Yen suddenly stands up and says –’


      ‘This is fucking ridiculous,’ said Quinn quickly, proudly.


      ‘And off she goes. Next thing we get a call from Uncle Jim to say he and Yen have been arrested, along with Leon Chaucer, and the police are on the way to Sheridan House.’


      Red took up the story. ‘So we raced over there and police were barring the entry. We joined the crowd, trying to find out what was going on, and there were more people arriving all the time. I don’t know how they all heard.’


      ‘You can get snatched from a car park and no-one sees a thing,’ I commented, a trifle bitterly, ‘but a free show draws an instant crowd.’


      Petra laughed. ‘They were breaking the wine cellar door down, which took forever. Then about midnight they brought Fiona out.’ Her smile faded. ‘I don’t think any of us had really allowed ourselves to hope until then.’


      My hand was squeezed again so I squeezed back, but kept my attention on Petra. ‘You were just worried you’d be stuck with Yen.’


      ‘I’m not sure why,’ said our mother from the doorway, with Scarlet just behind. ‘I am perfectly capable of looking after myself.’


      ‘Mum!’ Scarlet hurried across the room and hugged me, standing back for a moment only to hug me again. ‘God, Mum, you gave us such a fright.’


      ‘Sorry.’ I looked past her towards Yen. She looked tired. ‘You shot Leon Chaucer?’


      ‘Someone had to do something.’ She moved into the room and made a brief gesturing motion to Ruby, who vacated her chair. ‘Uncle Jim sends his love; he had to go home.’


      ‘She also shot Edward Given,’ said Scarlet helpfully. ‘Well, shot at him.’


      ‘Time was of the essence,’ said Yen, examining the contents of a paper bag that had been left on the table. ‘And I only shot his lounge-room wall, which needed painting anyway. Is anybody eating this muffin?’


      I stared at her for a moment longer, and then looked back at Petra. ‘Tell me.’


      ‘Well, it seems that Yen here decided to take matters into her own hands. So she went around to Uncle Jim’s place to borrow his gun and then they paid a visit to Edward.’


      I suddenly had an image of the elderly couple strolling down Small Dairy Lane while loading their weaponry. I stared at her. ‘Good god. Poor Edward.’


      ‘Poor Edward nothing. Most excitement that man’s had since Mavis Fletcher reversed her car into his bedroom.’ Yen finished the muffin, licked her fingers. ‘Besides, it was unavoidable; he had to be ruled out in order for us to move on.’


      ‘He actually proved to be the catalyst,’ said Petra to me. ‘See, he’d been hiding out because everyone made it clear he was the number-one suspect. So when Annie Oakley here turned up, he started bitching about the whole thing. Apparently he’d been getting nasty phone calls too. So she started regaling him with all the reasons why it had to be him, and that was when he said that Leon Chaucer had a lapel pin as well, that he’d seen him wearing it on his tie.’


      ‘Everything fell into place,’ said Yen, peering around for more abandoned food. She frowned, disappointed, and then fixed her eyes on me. ‘Although I have to say taking that pin from poor Berry was probably the stupidest thing you have done in your entire life. And that’s saying something. It never fails to amaze me that you get paid to give advice.’


      ‘This from the person who’s out on bail from shooting up the neighbourhood.’


      ‘At least I got results; all you managed was to nearly get yourself killed.’


      ‘Okay, okay.’ Petra put her hand up. ‘Long story short, Edward’s now being feted around town as a hero for supplying the missing piece so he’s as happy as Larry. Oh, and he’s also coming to dinner tomorrow night. Yen invited him.’


      ‘It’s the least I could do. Jim Hurley’s coming too. I’m cooking.’


      ‘Yay.’ I avoided looking at my daughters. ‘Okay, back to the story. What next?’


      ‘Well, as I said, when Edward said that about the pin, I knew immediately it was Leon because I’d rather suspected him in the first place.’


      ‘I never did,’ said Lucy. ‘He was so cute.’


      Scarlet laughed. ‘That’s right. Because only the ugly ones kill.’


      ‘You so did not suspect him.’ I was still looking at Yen. ‘I think you thought it was Beth, and you were trying to protect her. You felt sorry for her. Plus you wouldn’t have encouraged me to go out for dinner with Leon that night if you thought he was involved.’


      Petra was nodding. ‘And you rather enjoyed being a suspect yourself. Be honest.’


      ‘I’m not even going to dignify that with a response. Anyway, as soon as Edward said that about the pin, we hotfooted it around to Leon’s house and I knew as soon as he opened the door,’ said Yen, collecting some crumbs from the empty muffin bag. ‘Can somebody get me something to eat? They don’t feed you on the inside.’


      ‘I’ll go, Grandma,’ said Red. ‘Anyone else?’


      Everybody started giving their orders, so the explanations had to cease while Red wrote a list, and then borrowed my credit card to pay for it. I closed my eyes for a second and opened them again as the noise quietened. I looked over at my mother expectantly. ‘How did you know?’


      ‘I’ve raised two daughters and assisted with five granddaughters. I can tell when somebody’s acting. They always lay it on that little bit thick.’


      ‘So she shot him in the leg,’ said Petra, grinning.


      ‘As I said, time was of the essence.’


      ‘Hang on.’ I readjusted myself against the pillow, being careful not to tug the IV tubing. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’


      Yen sighed. ‘I’ve already had to go through this over and over. I knocked on the door, he answered, and I said, “Where’s my daughter, you fucking troll?” And he said, “Why, Mrs Forrest, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” so I shot him in the thigh. It’s meaty there. Then we could hear the police sirens so we knew we had to step it up a notch.’


      ‘Step it up?’


      ‘Jim took the gun off me and clunked him on the head but Jim can be a little heavy-handed so I got the gun back before he knocked him out. Then I pointed it just north of the thigh wound and Jim said, “You have three minutes to start singing, mate, otherwise the next one’ll make you a soprano.”’


      ‘What’s a soprano?’ asked Quinn.


      ‘He meant they were going to shoot his dick off,’ clarified Ruby helpfully.


      ‘So he sang,’ said Yen complacently. ‘Where’s that girl with my food?’


      ‘Mum, Dad says hi,’ said Lucy, reading from her phone. ‘And get well.’


      I smiled slowly. ‘You can tell him thanks. Actually, you can tell him he kept me going.’


      Lucy was now staring at me and I felt suddenly guilty for raising her hopes. Lucy had always been Daddy’s girl and she, out of all of them, had taken our separation the hardest.


      ‘He wants to come down for Christmas,’ said Ruby quietly. ‘Spend it with us.’


      Yen snorted and then muttered something that included the word ‘gun’.


      I saw the wineglass again, ruby-red lips against the rim. Like a fingerprint, with ridges and whorls. I blinked, breaking up the image, and realised I was being watched. ‘Tell him he’s more than welcome for Christmas dinner. Maybe he’d even like to have you lot around to wherever he’s staying for Boxing Day. But you’ll have to organise everything as it’s got nothing to do with me.’ I looked at each of them in turn. ‘He’s your father so he’s always welcome, but … that’s it.’


      With perfect timing, Red came bustling back into the room with another cardboard tray laden with supplies. At this rate we would be paying for a new hospital wing just with our sustenance. Their father momentarily forgotten, her sisters dived forward to grab paper bags and coffee cups even as she tried to lower her burden. The tray tilted and now there were purchases toppling onto the table, with one blueberry muffin bursting free of its bag and being caught deftly by my mother. She began eating as her granddaughters bickered above her. I closed my eyes once more, letting their voices ebb and flow like the tide. They faded quickly, wonderfully. Of me, always, and yet apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      


      While I was horrified to hear about your recent experience, I do have to admit that watching the updates on TV became rather addictive. Probably because I’ve been reading your column for so long that it was good to ‘humanise’ you despite the circumstances. Things like your messy garden, the daughter around the side sneaking a smoke, the other one who flipped the bird, your sister flirting, your mother driving over the reporter’s foot. So glad everything worked out okay, but I’m going to miss it! You should write a book.


      


      Tourism to Majic increased exponentially over the following days, both in casual daytrippers and bookings for the school holidays. So many people wanted to see the wine cellar that the Historical Society began regular tours for five dollars a head. Cup of tea and Tim Tam included; free guinea pig optional. Petra, who promptly took a tour herself, told me that considerable effort had gone into creating ambience, with a single candle and suitably haunting music in the background. Our meagre supplies were also on display; the torn cloth, pickle jar, corkscrew, pair of wineglasses complete with lipstick kiss, and condom. Visitors were left to appraise the usefulness of these items, particularly the last.


      Unexpected benefits were also experienced by Mrs Emerson, who fielded such a demand for her dill pickles that she was now taking orders for next August. Sam Emerson had suggested buying up all available pickles from the local shops and re-labelling the jars but she would have none of it, maintaining it was the quality of the pickle juice that had saved the day and she thus owed it to her fans to produce the real deal. I had three of these real deals beneath my Christmas tree this very minute, each prettily cellophaned and each holding a version of the same message. Merry Christmas, Nell, here’s a little something for your next pickle!


      They sat beside another present, tissue-wrapped and book-shaped, that had appeared a few days ago. It was anonymous, but fortunately my natural curiosity had led to me holding it up to the light and deciphering the title. Fifty Shades of Grey. I suspected strongly that the benefactor in this case was my sister, as it fitted with her sense of humour. To show my own sense of humour, I had since removed the book and replaced it with Little Women. And to show my appreciation I was giving her a five-year membership for the Richard III Society.


      The tree was now decorated also, a sumptuous triangle of tinsel and ornaments, with lights blinking higgledy-piggledy amid the fake fir. Just in time, given Christmas was in less than a week. We were expecting extras this year; my five were a given, plus my mother and sister, but this time we also had Ned Given, who was literally dining out on his notoriety, and Uncle Jim, who had been cast into temporary bachelorhood by Rita’s sudden decision to visit her sister in Wagga Wagga. I still had no idea what was going on there, and decided I might be better served that way. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. Which was not the case with our last prospective guest – Darcy, who due to arrive on Christmas Eve, sans Tessa Sheridan.


      It appeared that the soul-mate relationship, worth sacrificing his marriage of twenty-five years, had hit a rocky patch, leaving him with a two-year lease on a Gold Coast apartment and a revamped wardrobe that included skinny-leg jeans and a pork-pie hat. I cared – but not as much as I would have expected. It was more a dull feeling of regret, cushioned by grim gratification that the whole thing had lasted such an embarrassingly brief time. I wondered if I would have felt differently a few weeks ago, before my near-death experience. If so, what had changed? Was it spending what could have been my last days beside a wineglass with a ruby-red rim? Or waking in hospital beside everyone who mattered, and realising that was enough? Or perhaps it was just an awareness that life was short; and some people never change. Nevertheless I sincerely hoped that he enjoyed Christmas dinner, if only because I wanted him to have a sense of what he had thrown away. Perhaps I might lend him my new book.


      I was still having nightmares, and suspected I would for some time. Big, black affairs with shadows that loomed around corners and woke me at odd times, chilled by a sheen of sweat that felt like oil. I slept with a night-light now, something I hadn’t needed since I was five. I attended one of the counselling sessions recommended to counteract post-traumatic stress disorder but found it fairly unhelpful. I didn’t need to spend another hour silenced by the enormity of what almost happened; I had spent more than enough already. No, I trusted in time as the great healer, along with the little blue anti-anxiety pills I’d been prescribed.


      I celebrated the first seven days of freedom by setting up a deckchair on the back patio. My column this week amounted to little more than an ‘exclusive’ interview conducted over the phone, with the scheduled letters segment being postponed until after Christmas. Along with my editor’s latest brainwave, which was the development of a blog to take advantage of the current surge in reader response. All of which meant busy times ahead, but right now I was going to make hay while the sun shone. It was certainly doing just that, with a blossoming warmth that felt therapeutic itself.


      Yen was at the old Fletcher house, giving it a thorough clean with the help of Ruby and Red. Lucy was working at Renaissance, while Quinn had set up camp in the living room with Caitlin and a couple of other friends for an impromptu movies-about-vampires marathon.


      I opened my book and read the first page, then read it again. The sunlight danced across the words, giving them an iridescence that sparkled like the filaments of a butterfly wing. I laid the book against my chest and closed my eyes instead, knowing that this wouldn’t help with sleep tonight, but not really caring.


      ‘Mum! Mum!’


      I opened my eyes into thick confusion. ‘What?’


      ‘Mum! Are you awake?’


      ‘Of course I’m awake.’ I peered up at Quinn. ‘Why wouldn’t I be awake?’


      ‘Because you’re drooling?’


      ‘I am not.’ I reached up one hand and wiped my chin. All I wanted was to curl up and go back to sleep. ‘What is it?’


      ‘That detective is here.’


      I lifted my sunglasses, as if that would help me comprehend, and then flicked my gaze to where Ashley Armistead stood with the sunshine creating something of a halo around his head. The only thing missing was the appropriate music and the scene could have come straight from a movie. I sat up a little straighter.


      ‘Thanks,’ he said to Quinn, then turned back to me. ‘Must be a good read if it sent you to sleep.’


      I glanced down at my book, and my eyes widened as I registered which book. I shut it quickly and turned it over before thrusting it beneath the deckchair. I cleared my throat. ‘Ah, so how are you?’


      ‘Good, good. I just thought I’d drop around and see how you’re going. Fill you in. Oh, and I wonder if you’d autograph my paper?’ Straight-faced, he held out a copy of today’s newspaper. It was folded so that my replacement column was uppermost. MAJIC HAPPENS! screamed the headline, and, See our exclusive interview with long-time columnist Nell Forrest. My grimace deepened as I realised they had used my least favourite photo, which my editor thought made me look interestingly bohemian and I thought made me look like Sideshow Bob from The Simpsons.


      ‘Yes.’ I tried to work out whether he was joking. ‘But don’t you already have my signature? On all those statements?’


      ‘True.’ He slapped his thigh with the paper, grinned. ‘How’ve you been?’


      ‘Lovely. Actually you’ve saved me a trip. I was going to drop in to the police station tomorrow, pass on my thanks for all your help.’


      ‘Just doing our job. Speaking of which, I suppose you’ve heard he’s been remanded?’


      I nodded. ‘I also heard that he pleaded not guilty.’


      ‘Yes, but I wouldn’t worry too much. He’s going to have his work cut out for him defending all the charges.’ He bobbed down, dropping the paper by his side. ‘Did you also hear that Fiona Ramage has been to see him?’


      I was surprised, but not particularly shocked. I visited Fiona when she was first discharged from hospital and suspected even then that a rewrite might be on the cards. As with Beth Craig, she was also busily making excuses for the inexcusable. I regarded Ashley thoughtfully. ‘Ah, you think she might forgive him. She can’t really change her testimony, can she?’


      ‘No. But she can become uncooperative, which makes you quite important.’


      ‘And I wasn’t already?’


      He grinned, laughter lines fissuring. ‘Of course you were. Very much so.’


      ‘I thought you might have dropped in a little sooner. Given my importance. I haven’t seen you since you took my last autograph, with the statement in hospital.’


      ‘Thought I’d give you some space. Hell of a thing you went through.’


      I nodded, but didn’t want to discuss that part. ‘Can I get you a cup of coffee? Tea?’


      ‘Actually I brought a bottle of wine.’ He plucked a piece of grass from between the patio pavers and twirled it in his fingers. ‘In case you felt like a drink.’


      For the first time I realised that he was wearing cargos and a T-shirt rather than his customary trousers, shirt and tie. ‘Are you off duty?’


      ‘I thought it would be more appropriate.’ He began shredding the grass. ‘Given I wanted to ask you out.’


      ‘Well, in that case I think a glass of wine is definitely called for.’


      He dropped the grass and stood in one fluid movement, which was only spoiled by one of his knees emitting a loud crack. He grinned. ‘I’ll get it. You stay there.’


      I watched until he disappeared from sight, then ran my fingers through my hair and tied it back with an elastic from my wrist. I could feel several corkscrew tendrils escape immediately but fancied that only made me look romantically dishevelled. While there was no mirror around to tell me different, that was what I was sticking with.


      Ashley returned bearing two glasses and a bottle of very nice white. Gusto burst from the back door at the same time, heading straight for his favourite tree, where he cocked a leg and let loose a stream of urine that just went on and on. Ashley pulled over a chair from the outdoor setting and then poured the wine, passing me my glass with a flourish. ‘Quite the gathering happening in there.’


      ‘Which is why I’m out here.’ I watched the dog as his pee finally decreased to a dribble. He shook his leg fastidiously, had a good sniff of the fruits of his labour and then wandered over to rest the same snout on the detective’s leg. It left a wet patch. I took a sip of the wine. ‘Nice.’


      ‘Speaking of Leon, why didn’t you tell anyone about Dustin Craig being his father?’


      I took another sip and regarded him thoughtfully. ‘So you know about that?’


      ‘Fiona included it in her statement.’


      ‘Oh.’ I was disappointed, and it probably showed. ‘It just didn’t seem relevant. I mean, he wasn’t aware of it until after. It wasn’t a mitigating factor, or a motivating one either.’


      ‘Except with regard to his attempted murder of you,’ said Ashley quickly. He was ruffling Gusto’s fur. ‘As soon as he saw those trophies and put two and two together, your days were numbered.’


      ‘I prefer to think it was my canny investigative skills.’


      Ashley grinned. ‘Okay, let’s say it was your canny investigative skills. This is a man who just tried to kill you; why protect him?’


      ‘I’m not protecting him,’ I said defensively. ‘It’s more that I didn’t think it served any useful purpose. I might not be crazy about Beth Craig, but does she need that knowledge on top of everything else? That she slept with her husband’s son? That her girls’ brother is also their father’s murderer?’ I shook my head. ‘Anyway, it’s like he’s almost an accidental murderer. Like this whole chain of events sprang from coincidence. Timing.’


      ‘I hate to tell you this, but most of them do.’ He shrugged. ‘Plus I don’t know that sleeping with one’s neighbour can be classed as coincidence. Unless they just happened to be wandering around the neighbourhood naked and ran into each other. Literally.’


      I laughed, and then tried to find the right words. ‘I mean the murder itself was sort of accidental. Something spur of the moment that spiralled out of control. And yes, I know Berry’s death and what happened to Fiona and me was fed by Leon’sself-centredness and so on. But … I don’t know, to find out you just killed your father when you’d been searching for him for years, that’s so huge. He’ll live with that forever, and I’m not sure even he deserves everyone else knowing as well. Not when it’ll serve no useful purpose other than a lot of headlines that use the whole Oedipus angle.’


      ‘It is pretty amazing. If you read it in a book, you’d think it was over the top.’


      ‘Maybe.’ I finished my wine, rather surprised at how quickly it was affecting me. I felt warm, and bubbly, and a little fuzzy around the edges. ‘So what’ll happen? I suppose the information will come out in court.’


      ‘It’ll be up to the DPP, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they use it as leverage. If he’s so desperate to keep it under wraps, it might even change his plea.’ He topped up our glasses, then sat back and patted his knee. Gusto immediately resumed his position. ‘Did you know that the teenage pregnancy was the reason the Craig family moved away? His brother told us. They were worried pressure would be put on Dustin to marry the girl down the track.’


      ‘What charmers.’


      ‘Yep.’


      Silence fell, placid and pleasant. A kookaburra laughed in the distance, a rollickingly jovial sound that, oddly, only added to the tranquillity. I examined the detective through my sunglasses, wondering if it was true he was a player. And whether this knowledge added to his appeal. Maybe I was masochistic? Certainly I was finding him very attractive at the moment, significantly more than when I had first met him. But that might also have something to do with a growing suspicion that if I wandered into my bedroom right now, and picked up my little vial of blue anti-anxiety tablets, I would find the words Not to be taken with alcohol. Another glass of wine and I would probably find the dog attractive.


      ‘So your girls must be a handful.’


      I frowned. ‘In what way?’


      ‘Well, they’re so … noisy.’


      ‘No noisier than any others. In fact, sometimes they hardly say a word.’


      ‘Hey, I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just when I grabbed the wine in there they were so … giggly. That’s all.’


      Still frowning, I followed his glance towards the house, and then realised his mistake. ‘Oh god, they’re not all mine! For starters, they’re all the same age! What, did you think I had quintuplets or something?’


      ‘Well, I knew you had five girls and there were five girls there. So I put my highly tuned detective skills to work and came up with a deduction.’


      ‘Do you have children?’ I asked, already suspecting the answer. It was also something of a test, as any man who appended their answer with ‘… that I know of’ automatically lost brownie points.


      He shook his head. ‘No. Not that –’


      ‘Ever been married?’


      ‘Once. For about six years. We’re still good friends.’


      ‘That’s great,’ I said, meaning it. ‘I think acrimonious break-ups are such a waste.’


      ‘Agreed.’ He gave Gusto one last neck ruffle and then leant back, gesturing towards the house. ‘So where are the rest of yours then?’


      ‘Spread around the countryside. The others are all adults, you know.’


      ‘Oh.’ He looked relieved. ‘Oh, that’s marvellous.’


      ‘Thank you. I count it as quite an achievement myself.’


      ‘Although you look too young to have that many adult daughters.’ He added this quickly, as if it was de rigueur.


      ‘I was a child bride.’


      He grinned. ‘And where might the husband of the child bride be nowadays?’


      ‘In an apartment on the Gold Coast,’ I replied smoothly. ‘Rueing the day he left.’


      ‘Was that day fairly recent?’


      ‘Seven months ago.’ I took a sip of wine. ‘Which is long enough.’


      ‘Good to hear. So …’


      I took another sip, stalling. Everything was a little nebulous, as if it didn’t quite count. ‘So a date would be very pleasant, but I should tell you at the outset that I’m not interested in a relationship. You know what would be even better? A weekend away!’ I imagined transferring this scenario, with us sharing a bottle of wine, to a hotel balcony. Perhaps dressed in white fluffy dressing-gowns. I smiled and then realised Ashley was staring at me, clearly surprised. ‘Maybe I should explain myself better. I’ve just got out of a twenty-five year marriage to a serial philanderer and both before and after we split I thought the permanency of a relationship was what I wanted. No matter what. So even a few weeks ago, if you’d asked me out, I’d have been really thrilled and hoped it might lead to another, and another. But not any more. See, for the last seven months when I’ve been pretending to extol the joys of solitude, I actually had a point. I just wasn’t listening.’


      He was still staring. ‘Um, look, I was just asking you out on a date. That’s all.’


      ‘And the old me would now be feeling all embarrassed at oversharing, but the new me is just going to shrug –’ I demonstrated ‘– and say honesty is the best policy. All I want to do is draw a line and then cross it. Maybe twice. I don’t want you to end up getting hurt.’


      ‘I don’t want to get hurt either, so thanks.’ He leant back even further, balancing the chair on its rear legs for a few minutes. ‘You’re very interesting, do you know that?’


      I nodded, quite pleased.


      ‘Most of the time I’m the one trying to slow things down. Yet here you are laying down the ground rules from the beginning. I could point out you’ve already agreed to a date. Sailing, if I remember right.’


      ‘I have?’


      ‘Yes, but you had just been rescued from several days chained in a wine cellar, so I wasn’t going to hold you to it. Unless I had to.’


      I frowned as I dredged up a vague recollection of something to do with sailing, but there was also some cheerleading in there, so I wasn’t sure if it was an actual memory or one of Quinn’s teen movies. ‘Well, I still think a weekend sounds nicer. Separate from all this.’ I waved to the house in general. ‘You don’t want the complication of being involved in my life, and same here. Let’s just take off instead.’


      He rocked back again, regarded me thoughtfully. ‘Maybe I’d like things to be complicated?’


      ‘But maybe I wouldn’t?’ I smiled, to take the sting from my words. ‘How about we have our weekend away, and then assess it from there.’


      ‘Should I bring along some evaluation forms?’


      ‘Only if you’ve a particularly high opinion of yourself,’ I replied. ‘Or you’re fine with constructive criticism.’


      He grinned as he leant forward to empty the bottle into our glasses. ‘Bit of both. Now you’ll have to excuse me for a tick. Bathroom break.’


      I watched as he strolled towards the back door, admiring the way his cargos sat. The further away he walked, the more blurred he became around the edges, until his image rippled like a mirage in the heat. I wondered if that would happen with my time spent in the cellar, that it would fade until all that remained was the nucleus alone. At the same time, it seemed that my middle-aged invisibility had done the opposite. I had never felt so alive, so visible, as I felt right now. It might be temporary, just a hiatus in the fabric of my time, but I was going to make the most of it. Maybe I’d get a YOLO tattoo. I turned back and took a sip of my replenished wine. Gusto came over to keep me company, scrambling onto the deckchair and then draping himself across my lap. From inside the house came the high-pitched squeals of thirteen-year-old girls being delightfully frightened by vampires or zombies or whatever unworldly creatures featured on their latest movie.


      I took another sip and suddenly frowned, holding the glass up and examining the etched rim, then glancing across at Ashley’s. Recognition dawned, alongside amazement that of all the glasses in the cabinet, he had chosen the two that matched those Darcy had taken for his wine-cellar trysts. I wondered if this was some sort of omen, or just coincidence. I pressed my lips against the rim and then watched as the damp imprint condensed to nothing. Middle-aged woman enjoys risqué weekend with rugged detective. Ex-husband crushed. By an elephant.


      Peals of laughter burst from the house and Gusto started, then settled again with his head on my thigh. I heard a door shut inside, which meant Ashley would no doubt soon be joining me again. What a two weeks it had been, what an amazing, tragic, life-changing two weeks. I held up the glass again, letting the setting sun transform the wine to a ruby claret, and gave a toast. To Berry, who had deserved so much more of everything, and to me, who was going to get it.
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        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 Gainsis the second book in Ilsa Evans’ new NellForrest Mystery series.Nefarious Doingsis the first.
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