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Dedication

To Lisa, Cristina, Kate and Kate, and Angela —

partners in the creation of a series that tells the history

of our nation from the viewpoint of those historians

too long ignored.

And to all whose stories were hidden.

May they now be heard.
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The Last Dingo

I had a dingo uncle when I was young.

He wore black fur. I had bare feet.

We lived on an island of sand dunes and scrub.

Each morning he waited, watched, protected,

Lying panting in the shade of thin-clothed casuarinas

As we swam and built castles vast enough to pierce the sky.

His hackles rose if strangers came too near

And once he patrolled the lacy edges of the waves,

Refusing to let us paddle.

That was when we saw the shark.

He was not our pet,

Nor were we his.

As a girl I heard the dingo’s song

So often that I failed to listen to it.

They baited ‘wild dogs’ up in the mountains,

Dropped poisoned meat from helicopters.

Was it months or years before I missed their cry?

That was fifty years ago

And yet last night, midnight, driving home,

A shadow tore at road kill on the gravel.

Long legged, skinny and gold eyes.

He did not even glance at me, and then was gone.

Maybe somewhere in the mountains dingoes hide

But do not let a human hear their song.

They’ve learnt that we aren’t worthy to be uncled.

One day earth’s last rose will bloom,

The final gum tree wither.

We’ll turn on a screen to escape the magnitude of loss

And assume there’ll always be another season of the green.

Meanwhile the hills are silent.

But tonight, as the moon bounces above the ridge

And the valley grows its silver shadows,

I will hear the dingo howl again

And imagine it’s not just echo

Of memory and of love.
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Prologue

Gibber’s Creek Gazette, June 1978

Dogs of Gibber’s Creek Art Exxhibition

The great day is on us again. It’s doggy time! Come on, all you dodgggy artists. Which dag will win this year?

Entry forms at the Gazette office, above the Blue Belle Gafé.

THE KILLER

This was where the dead had rested.

The killer stood among the thistles that had grown since the Drinkwater church burned. For over seventy years worshippers had stood here after the service was over. Old Matilda Thompson had donated the land for this church and paid for it to be built. Now it was gone.

The bones found by the bulldozer driver a month ago had vanished too. Each skeleton had been draped in a body bag and taken to the morgue. Four had been clean with age. Only one still had the burned flesh about his body. The forensic team had taken samples among the crumbled rafters and charred floorboards.

The killer’s glance moved to the graves in the churchyard. Their wooden grave markers were charcoaled and illegible, the memorial stones smoke-dark too.

There were no gravestones for the bodies from the wreckage. Perhaps there never would be.

The winter air cut like a knife, smelling of new gum leaves and the lingering scent of bushfire. Above, the drought-blue sky seemed to snicker. I can see you, it seemed to say. You can’t escape from me.

Soon there would be no sign a church had been here at all. But every week the killer stood in the ash and dust.

Remembering.




Chapter 1

Gibber’s Creek Gazette, September 1978

Nixon Travels to Australia

Mr Richard Nixxon, former US President, has announced an imponding visit to Australia. The only problem? He’s not invited!

Despite Prime Minister Mr Malcolm Fraser’s refusal to see Mr Nixon, the President’s former Chief of Staff, Colonel Jack Brennan, says, ‘He’s getting mail from dozens of citizens saying, “Come and stay at my home,” or, “Have lunch.”’ ‘Tricky Dicky’s’ favourite meal is meatleaf and ice-cream sundays, if residents of Gibber’s Creek want to invite the former leader of the Free World to dinner.

SAM

Sam McAlpine gazed out his kitchen window, joy fizzing even through the deep tiredness of every parent with a seven-month-old baby who requires food, nappy changing, an hour’s burping and possibly an entire vaudeville performance at two am. The winter showers, more mist than rain, had turned Dribble’s fire-blackened grass into a green carpet. Plum blossom frothed in a haze of white. Bees hummed, their buzzing just at the edge of hearing, like the song of the river that knew it flowed forever.

‘Are you going to eat that toast or just sit grinning?’ Jed appeared in his old shirt — she wore them to bed now: easy to open for those two am feeds. Maxi padded behind her, carrying a small, once-fluffy hippopotamus that the Doberperson had decided was hers.

Sam’s grin grew wider. Darling Jed. Her legs were even better than plum blossom. As for the rest of her . . .

‘Did you hear the dingo howl last night?’ he asked.

Jed yawned. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever heard a dingo. I thought there weren’t any around here.’ She popped two slices of bread into the toaster.

‘Haven’t heard any for about ten years. The wild-dog baits got them all back in the 60s. Maybe the bushfire has driven some in from the national park.’

‘What’s it sound like? Spooky?’

Sam hunted for a way to describe it. ‘Beautiful. Lonely. I hadn’t realised how much I missed their call. I suppose you hardly ever get a chance to think, “That’s the last time I will ever hear that.”’

Jed spread butter thickly, and strawberry jam (Mrs Sampson’s, from the CWA stall) even more thickly. ‘Why lonely?’

‘Because no other dingo answered.’

A sleepy mutter erupted down the hallway.

‘Speaking of answering the call of the wild,’ murmured Jed, her mouth full of toast.

Maxi thrust her wet nose at Jed when she failed to dash immediately to her daughter’s cot, then placed a large paw on Sam’s foot. ‘Your puppy is awake,’ the Doberperson was clearly saying. ‘Attend to her!’

Sam passed Jed the latest edition of the Gibber’s Creek Gazette, still enjoyed mostly for its typos. ‘Eat. I’ll get her, darling.’ Maxi curled herself under the kitchen table, temporarily relieved from duty.

Sam opened the door to Mattie’s room. His daughter sat in her cot, chewing Koala’s ears and drooling. She held up her arms to him. She’ll be standing soon, he thought proudly.

‘Daaaagaa!’ announced Mattie.

Which clearly meant ‘Daddy, please pick me up and take me to Mummy for a feed’.

Mattie was a genius, born miraculously in the middle of a bushfire. Even a genius baby couldn’t have a conversation when she lacked teeth to articulate with, but Sam was sure Mattie had understood the science of photovoltaic panels when he’d explained it to her at two am as he’d carried her back and forth along the corridors to burp her after her feed, especially the conversion ratios of sunlight to electricity, one of the main problems he and the others were working on now.

‘Don’t forget to change her!’ yelled Jed.

‘I never do!’ Sam unpinned the nappy, wiped the small pink bottom with lanolin, pinned on a crisp cloth nappy and calico overpants, then straightened the pintucked nightdress, lovingly stitched by his mother long before Jed’s pregnancy, ‘Just in case.’ Pity he’d miss bathtime this morning, but a shipment of inverters was arriving, a new model with a much larger capacity . . .

He carried the baby down the corridor into the sunlight of the kitchen, where Jed was quickly spooning up muesli. ‘I’ll jiggle her for a while,’ he said as Mattie leaned towards the source of her breakfast.

‘I can eat with one hand and feed her in the other. Pass her over.’ Jed settled Mattie into the crook of her left arm and opened her buttons. She looked at her daughter with deep contentment. ‘You’d never think she fed four hours ago.’

‘You’re not too tired?’

‘Always.’ They exchanged the grins of chronically sleep-deprived parents. ‘I’ll have a nap when she goes down this afternoon,’ said Jed. ‘You need sleep more than me.’ Mattie had kept Sam up for two hours last night.

‘I’m fine.’ For life was perfect. Even with too little sleep.

He gazed around the Dribble kitchen, newly painted sunshine yellow, at his wife, his daughter. Outside, chooks clucked and the solar pump chugged. He would spend today at the business he had longed for all his life without knowing it. The Whole Australia Factory bought or engineered everything needed for an alternative Australia — from solar panels to chook-shed doors that shut themselves when it grew dark. ‘Playing with big boys’ toys’, Jed called it, with love and an indulgent smile . . .

‘I’d better go.’ He bent and kissed her on the cheek, then on the lips; kissed Mattie’s fragrant baby head, then kissed Jed again, just because each time he kissed her the solar panel of happiness had an efficiency ratio of three hundred per cent.

‘I’ll be back about four. Hope you get that nap. Don’t worry about dinner. I’ll pick up something from the Blue Belle. Cheese and spinach triangles okay?’

Which would give him time to play with Mattie before dinner and read her The ABC of Monsters as well as an article from The Ecologist. It was important for a baby to hear a wide vocabulary as soon as possible.

The ute hummed down the road, slowing as it weaved its way through a mob of sheep heading from Drinkwater to the sale yards. Nancy believed they were in for a drought, a bad one, despite the winter rains. She and Michael were gradually reducing Drinkwater’s and Overflow’s stock while the price was still high. Nancy had learned tens of thousands of years’ understanding of the land from her dark-skinned grandmother. You didn’t argue with Nancy about the weather.

Sam raised a two-finger salute to Michael, on his motorbike. Funny how fast you got used to motorbikes driving the sheep, instead of horses. Sam yawned. Yep, he was tired.

He turned in at the gate of the factory. The delivery van was already in the courtyard, with Bruce and Greg edging a heavy pallet of inverters onto the forklift.

Sam parked, yawned again and wandered over to them, just as the pallet slipped. Instinctively he ran to grab it, knew the second that he should not have, should not, should not, should not, if only that moment could be undone. Felt the corner of the pallet touch him, push him . . .

Blackness. Cold. He was on the ground. Someone yelling. Cold.

He vomited, was able to move his head just enough to see the colour. Blood.

More cold.

It was so lonely here in the cold. As lonely as the dingo’s call.

Then nothing.

JED

The phone call came just as she’d got Mattie to sleep and was heading down the corridor to bed. Wonderful soft warm bed . . .

Jed grabbed the receiver. ‘What do you want?’

A laugh on the other end. ‘Is that any way to greet your best friend and editor?’

‘What?’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘Julieanne? Sorry, I’ve just got Mattie to sleep. She’s teething.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it? Getting teeth?’

‘You wait till you’re a parent.’

‘I’ll wait for my gorgeous Scot to follow me back to Australia and propose. Didn’t you hear that last bit?’

‘What last bit? My brain’s turned into a soggy nappy.’

‘I am your new editor.’

‘What? You mean . . . ?’

Another laugh. ‘Yep. The acquisitions team adore your book. I told you so! And I get to edit it, the first major edit of my career. This is a formal offer for publication of Matilda’s Waltz, with a two-hundred-dollar advance. And yes, my darling genius, two hundred dollars is peanuts, but it’s not as if you need the money.’

Jed let herself fall onto the hall chair. A decade ago she had been starving, penniless, desperate. Two hundred dollars would have been a fortune. Then there’d been Tommy’s legacy and her directorship of Thompson’s Industries, which would have made her rich if most of the money didn’t go to maintaining Scarlett’s wheelchairs, the Sydney flat and all the other paraphernalia needed to keep a girl with multiple musculature problems at medical school, as well as setting up the Whole Australia Factory. But, no, the advance was not critical . . .

She rubbed Maxi’s ears. The Doberperson liked to share whatever joy was going. ‘They really liked it?’

‘Yep. That last draft was miles better than the first. And now you and I are going to make that book the best Jed Kelly is capable of.’

‘I think I’m dreaming.’ I really am a writer, she thought. No longer a person who writes and hopes. When I go into the bookshop, my book will be on the ‘new releases’ shelf.

Another laugh from Julieanne. Damn it, that woman even laughed elegantly. Jed bet she didn’t have drool stains on her shoulder either. ‘Go and have that nap. The contract will be in the mail. Okay if I come down for the weekend and we’ll talk about restructuring?’

‘Restructuring?’ Jed’s tired brain attempted a guess at what this might mean, then gave up. They liked it! ‘Yes. Sure. If you don’t mind being woken at two am.’

‘I can sleep through police sirens. I’ll sleep through a crying baby.’

You don’t know babies, thought Jed. Or the instinct to wake up and tend them. Her mind lurched back to the topic in hand. ‘Restructuring? You said they liked it.’

‘They adored it. It’s just the beginning needs a bit more tension. The ending is unresolved too, and it does sag in the middle.’

‘But if they liked it . . .’

‘Everyone agrees it’s absolutely brilliant. Maybe it shouldn’t be in the first person though. But we can talk about all of that when I see you. They’re thinking of publication for Christmas 1979 . . .’

‘But that’s more than a year away!’

‘So we have plenty of time for rewrites. Easy-peasy,’ said Julieanne airily. ‘See you Friday night.’

‘We’ll have the billy boiling. Might even throw an extra rat in the stew.’

Another laugh. The phone line clicked off. Jed sat staring at the receiver. That heap of badly typed paper would actually become a book. After a few ‘rewrites’, of course.

And everyone who read it might understand more about the beginning of their nation and the roles played by those the history books mostly failed to mention: the women, the Indigenous Australians, the Chinese — and how a drought had led to colonies uniting to form a nation.

Would old Matilda have approved of her life being turned into a story? Jed smiled. Even after death, she was pretty sure Matilda could find a way to make her displeasure understood.

But Jed had also known Matilda well in their few years together. Jed’s book put women back into the history that had ignored them. No matter what errors Jed had made fictionalising her life, the old woman would have agreed with the aim.

Jed looked at the receiver still in her hand. Should she phone Sam now to tell him, or wait till tonight?

Tonight, she decided. She might even ask Blue to babysit so she and Sam could take a bottle of champagne down to the river and watch for platypuses in the moonlight. They hadn’t done that since Mattie’s birth. Blue would keep her granddaughter awake long enough so that she might just possibly sleep till three am before demanding milk and entertainment . . .

The phone rang again, just as she clicked the receiver down to dial Blue. The voice on the other end spoke before she had a chance to say hello.

‘Jed? Come to the factory. Hurry.’

It was Mack, the only woman among the factory’s Beards.

‘But what —?’ Jed began.

‘No time.’ Mack sounded like she was crying. Mack never cried. ‘We’ve called the ambulance, but you can get here faster. Now!’

Ambulance?

Fear slashed like a scalpel. In thirty seconds she’d grabbed Mattie, strapped her into the bassinet in the sensible Honda that had replaced her sports car.

Ambulance. Ambulance!

It took her eight minutes to speed down the road to the factory, gripping the steering wheel hard, trying to endure the extra minutes to weave through the complaining sheep.

Ambulance . . .

No ambulance in the factory car park. Just a truck, blokes standing around a big cardboard box. They moved and she saw the figure on the ground next to the box.

Then she saw the blood.

Mack ran to her. Jed pushed her away and scrambled out of the car. ‘Look after Mattie,’ she ordered.

She ran to the figure on the ground.

The Beards stood back as she kneeled by Sam. He lay in a black pool slowly growing around his chest. Even his hair was crusted red.

‘Sam! Sam, it’s me!’ The faint wail of an ambulance siren came closer.

No answer. She looked around wildly. ‘Can’t you stop the bleeding?’ Her knees were wet with blood.

Mack kneeled next to her, ignoring the blackness seeping into her jeans too. ‘It’s internal,’ she said gently. ‘The ambulance will be here in a minute.’

Jed stared at Sam’s pale face again. ‘Sam,’ she cried urgently.

His eyes opened. Thank God, his eyes opened.

‘Sam, do you know who I am?’

He gazed at her, unknowing. His eyelids drooped. Mattie gave a wail from the car. Jed was vaguely aware of Mack scrambling up to get her.

‘Sam! Sam, please!’

The eyelids flickered open again. Saw her, stared at her, as if clinging to the sight.

‘Do you know me?’ Jed pleaded.

‘Yes.’ The whisper was almost too faint to hear.

‘What’s my name?’

‘Don’t . . . know . . .’ He blinked slowly, forcing himself to focus.

Concussion, she thought. But he was conscious, so it must be going to be all right. Twenty minutes to the hospital, a blood transfusion, surgery . . .

‘Sam, who am I?’ she urged as the ambulance came to a stop next to them.

A look of triumph. The slightest of smiles. ‘I know your name now. It’s Darling.’

‘Yes. Yes, that’s right. Sam, you’re going to be okay. I love you so much, Sam.’

His eyes closed, the smile still on his face.

The Beards parted again for the ambos. Jed moved back so they could feel his pulse, open his shirt, look at the crushed pulp of what had once been a rib cage. The world whirled, but she would not faint, not till Sam was safe.

‘Mack, I’m going with him in the ambulance. Can you follow in my car with Mattie?’

‘Jed . . .’ said Mack softly, Mattie in her arms. Jed ran over to the ambulance. The two medics had already lifted Sam onto a stretcher and pulled a blanket over his face.

‘No!’ she screamed. She pulled the blanket back. His eyes looked up at her, seeing nothing.

Suddenly he seemed so far away. But she wouldn’t let him go. She couldn’t!

‘He’s not breathing,’ said the younger medic, vaguely familiar, as was everyone in Gibber’s Creek. Sam was slid into the back of the ambulance.

‘You have to resuscitate him! Mouth to mouth. Compress his . . .’ She stopped at the word ‘chest’.

‘Love, I’m sorry,’ said the older medic sympathetically. ‘It’s no use.’

She beat on the man’s shoulder with her fists. He allowed it. ‘How do you know till you try it?’

‘Too much damage to compress his chest,’ said the younger man. The other quietened him with a look.

‘At least try mouth to mouth!’

The older man looked at her. ‘All right.’ He turned to the other. ‘You drive. I’ll be in the back with Mrs . . .’

‘McAlpine,’ she said as he clambered in next to Sam, bent and began to gently breathe into his mouth. Except she’d always used Ms McAlpine-Kelly. She stumbled after him, felt Mack help her into the ambulance.

‘I’ll see you at the hospital,’ said Mack softly.

Jed just nodded, hardly hearing as she watched the older ambo blow gently again. Something must happen. It had to happen. But the medic’s eyes were on her, not Sam.

The doors shut behind them. The ambulance moved off, no siren now. ‘Use the siren!’ she yelled. ‘Hurry.’

The older ambo glanced at her in sympathy, then bent to Sam’s cold mouth again.




Chapter 2

Gibber’s Creek Gazette, February 1979

20 Vietnamese Refugees Found Dead in the South China Sea, Singapore

A refugee boat, which had been aimlessly floating in the South China Sea for a month, has just been picked up by an oil tanker, World Kingdom. Many of the 54 survivors were too weak to even board the tanker, suffering from malnutrition, dehydration and dysentery. One woman had to bury her husband and three of her four children. Another went into labour, only to see her child die.

Since 1975, 45 boats have made it to Australian territory with 1,664 people, but it is believed that the majority of those trying to make it to our shores have sunk. The government has established posts in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia to process refugees to try to prevent further loss of life.

FISH

The tiny 1948 de Havilland Dragon, deeply loved and faithfully restored by Gran and Gramps, buzzed towards the distant township of Gibber’s Creek. Fish pushed her pink sunglasses back up her nose and stared down as Gran manoeuvred the joystick. The bush below looked big. She felt extremely small.

Down there was what people called ‘real Australia’, as if the bush were more solid than suburbs or city centres. Endless trees and endless paddocks. If she painted them, they’d be slabs of greens and browns.

Down there were also snakes, funnel-web spiders, dingoes, bushfires, mountains people got lost in, feral cats as big as tigers, and maybe even yowies and bunyips. Why would anyone in their right mind want to live here? It was all completely strange to her, even though she was Australian. Was still Australian, not Vietnamese, despite what everyone had been thinking the last few months . . .

‘Going all right?’ called Gran over the noise of the wind and engine.

‘I’m fine.’ Fish wasn’t fine. She would never be fine again. But she wasn’t scared of the bumps that came from flying in a small plane, which was what Gran meant, so ‘fine’ wasn’t a lie. The truth mattered. Always, always, the truth mattered.

Which was why she was here now, exiled from her life.

Gran glanced at her. ‘It’ll be all right, you know. Your mum —’

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ said Fish loudly.

Gran bit her lip, shrugged, then looked at the controls again.

Fish gazed down as the town emerged from the paddocks. A straight main street wide enough to turn a bullock train. No building over two storeys. Old houses in old gardens with big leafy trees. A black patch with the remnants of house foundations from last year’s bushfire. And a big building . . .

‘That’s the Whole Australia Factory.’ Gran attempted conversation again.

Fish just nodded. The Whole Australia Factory had been started by Gran’s nephew, Sam. She looked down at the tiny figures shifting something onto a truck. The factory was still going despite Sam’s tragedy.

‘That’s the old train station over there. Used to be trains twice a day when I was young. You can see the school too,’ said Gran.

Fish looked. Small towns were good, weren’t they? Everyone knew each other, fought bushfires together, shared food when asked to ‘bring a plate’. Maybe that was why they lived here, despite snakes and bushfires. There’d be no secrets in a town like this, or anyway, not the kind of secret where a whole life was built on a lie, like hers had been. Secrets like Mum’s lies to her. Secrets that led to tragedy, like what happened when she’d told the truth to Dad. Truth mattered!

Fish was good at seeing the truth. An artist’s job was to see what was really there. But she was used to embarrassment and anger too. The few friends she had at school knew how to stop her telling too much of the truth with a quick, ‘Shh, Fish.’ If only they’d been there to stop her telling Dad the truth too.

She missed them. Missed them badly, Di and Carly and the others. But she couldn’t go back now. People back home would soon find out what she’d done. At least here the Greats and Gran probably wouldn’t want to ask questions about Dad.

Fish glanced at her grandmother, her truly excellent red boots and scarlet flying jacket, her look of focused joy as she steadied the small plane among the updraughts from the hot brown paddocks laid out neatly as if someone had carved them with a ruler, the only unruly elements the drifting mobs of pale brown sheep.

Gran hadn’t even asked her any questions when she picked her up after her anguished phone call. She’d just brought her here, on her long-delayed visit to her younger brother, and then to her older sister, up in the mountains, where her great-niece was due to have a baby, away from Mum’s despair and anger. Mum had no right to be angry! It was Mum’s lies that had caused it all . . .

Fish shoved the past week away as her grandmother looped down over Moura homestead to let her great-uncle and -aunts know they had arrived. Why don’t sheep look up? thought Fish as the Dragon began to circle over a twist of glinting river, banks of quartz-white sand, shaggy lines of gum trees and curiously incurious sheep, as if Gran was soaking up the once-familiar landscape again, and at last glided in over the Drinkwater paddocks, the small plane’s wheels touching, bouncing, drifting, bumping across the paddock.

The sheep just stared at them.

Fish glanced at her grandmother, her eyes bright with the joy of flying as the Dragon came to a standstill. Fish thrust her fingers through her pink hair so it spiked up again, then shrugged off her poncho. It had been cold up there. She grabbed her bag from behind the seat and opened the door. The air hit her, thick with the smells of animal and hot dirt, a dryer heat than she was used to in Brisbane. She clambered out onto the wing, inspected the ground carefully for long slithery things and spiders, then jumped down.

Each sheep head turned again as an elderly ute bumped across the tussocks. The flock began to move towards it in a single brown tide. Interesting, thought Fish. Sheep ignored planes, but were interested in utes. Why? Maybe sheep food came in utes. And why were sheep portrayed as white when clearly they were not? That sound wasn’t ‘baa’ either.

Did sheep ever get bitten by snakes? Sheep didn’t wear shoes, so how come they even survived in snake country? And did sheep bite people? They ate grass, so they must have sharp teeth. But at least they weren’t interested in her. From a sheep’s point of view, she was probably just a potential nuisance. From everyone’s point of view, actually. Including Gran’s, even if she was too nice to say so.

The ute stopped. An elderly man got out, his face lined with strain and loss. Great-Uncle Joseph, retired country doctor and Gran’s only surviving brother. Fish hadn’t met him since she was five, when he and Great-Aunt Blue had come up to Brisbane to stay with Gran. Mum wasn’t keen on ‘nuclear families’ or ‘extended families’ either.

‘Kirsty!’ he yelled.

Gran ran to him. For a second brother and sister held each other, then Gran stepped back. ‘I’m so sorry we weren’t able to get here before.’

Great-Uncle Joseph’s face twisted. ‘You couldn’t help it.’ He forced his voice into cheerfulness again. ‘How’s Johnno doing now?’

‘Still on crutches, but trying to convince everyone he’s up to flying. Silly old coot,’ said Gran with affection.

‘Hopefully next time he won’t land on a cow.’

‘He didn’t land on a cow,’ corrected Fish before she could stop herself. ‘It was a bullock. He avoided it at the last minute. That’s why his plane rolled.’

Great-Uncle Joseph blinked at her pink hair, the matching pink sunglasses and the pink fanged fish Fish had painted on her flares, but didn’t comment. Fish awarded him eight points. He managed a tired smile. ‘And you must be Fish. I’m glad to meet you again.’

Interesting. He meant it. And he used the name she’d adopted, way back when she was six and overheard someone saying she was a ‘queer fish’, instead of the name she’d been given, Felice.

‘I’m so sorry about your son,’ said Fish, hoping it wasn’t the wrong thing to say. But grief was a grey cloud about him: ignoring it would be a lie. Fish met Great-Uncle Joseph’s eyes briefly.

‘It’s breaking my heart,’ said Joseph quietly. ‘And Blue’s.’ He stopped, looking startled at his own honesty. Gran gave a muffled sob and hugged him again.

The grey cloud thinned. Fish let out a breath of relief. Truth had been right, this time, at least. Maybe things would be different down here.

They all squeezed into the ute’s front seat. The sheep turned away, disappointed. It would not be interesting to be a sheep, thought Fish. She suspected sheep asked fewer questions of the world than any creature other than an amoeba.

But she’d like to paint them, even though she normally never painted animals or trees, except for fish, of course. She’d make the sheep a single beige creature, moving through beige landscape like a machine . . .

The ute bumped through paddocks. Fish got out twice to open and shut gates, which it appeared was the job of the most junior occupant of any vehicle in this part of the world. She didn’t mind: at least it got her temporarily out of the sweaty front seat.

‘That’s Drinkwater homestead up on the hill,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph, pointing to a grove of trees in varied shades of greener green than gum trees. ‘Old Matilda used to live there. She was the one who gave Moura to Blue.’ He smiled reminiscently. ‘Matilda said every young “gel” needed a home of her own. She gave Jed Dribble too.’

‘Dribble?’ asked Fish.

‘It’s a house and a few acres halfway between Drinkwater and Overflow. Matilda gave it to Jed, long before she and Sam were married. The name began as a joke, because it’s between Drinkwater and Overflow. They’ve been run as one property since Michael married Nancy. Drinkwater homestead’s a temporary physical rehabilitation centre for young people since River View burned down last year.’

Fish nodded. Gran had told her about the bushfire. Great-Uncle Andy had died in it, saving a kid.

‘A hard year,’ said Gran quietly.

‘Yes,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph blankly.

And you need the comfort of your sister, thought Fish, not to be lumbered with me so you can’t talk easily to each other. But Fish had nowhere else to go.

The ute bumped out onto the road. Bitumen and boring, but the scenery was not, the river flashing mirror gleams through the gum trees and casuarinas on one side, paddocks on the other, rising to hills. She’d paint this as light, water blue-bright on one side, blue hill light on the other.

Another ute passed. Great-Uncle Joseph raised three fingers in a sort of salute. The ute’s driver made the same signal back. ‘Drinkwater’s septic tank must have got blocked up again,’ Great-Uncle Joseph said to Gran.

‘How do you know?’ asked Fish.

Great-Uncle Joseph looked at her in surprise. ‘That was Steve. He pumps out the septic tanks around here.’

‘Wretched septic tanks always go wrong,’ said Gran. ‘It was all long-drops in my day.’

Great-Uncle Joseph nodded. ‘Can’t beat a well-positioned long-drop dunny.’

Gran grinned. ‘As long as there’s plenty of absorbent newspaper . . .’

‘And no redbacks under the toilet seat,’ finished her brother. ‘But try telling that to the council.’

‘Um, redbacks?’ asked Fish.

‘Spiders,’ said Gran cheerfully. ‘Deadly.’

‘But not if you get to hospital in time,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph.

Were they serious? Yes, they were. ‘Thank you,’ Fish said politely, adding ‘redback spiders’ to the list of things to avoid here. She needed to check the carnivorous habits of sheep too.

‘Remember when Sam dropped six double bungers down the dunny one Christmas? He was ten,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph wistfully. ‘He wanted to see if human waste really did produce methane.’

‘And he found out,’ said Gran dryly. ‘The house stank for weeks.’ She gave Joseph’s sun-spotted hand a squeeze.

A small speck down the bitumen became a bicycle pulling a three-wheeled trolley. Fish stared. The bicyclist’s scanty hair was pulled back in a ponytail. He wore baggy long pants made of scraps of many fabrics and a red vest. His brown arms and the rest of him were bare, except for bangles that seemed to have been made of strips of aluminium cans. Excellent.

Great-Uncle Joseph wound down the window. ‘How’s it going, Bill?’ he called.

The bicyclist nodded. ‘Doing okay.’ He wasn’t even out of breath. ‘Delivered the cooking tomatoes Blue asked for. Sure I can’t tempt you with some zucchini? Two bags for a dollar.’

‘No, thanks, we’ve got plenty.’

‘How about I give you a dollar to take some of mine?’

Great-Uncle Joseph laughed and shook his head. He wound up the window.

Fish peered back at the bicyclist. His trolley was filled with shaggy lettuces, clusters of radishes, boxes of tomatoes that seemed not to have been told that tomatoes should be really round and only one colour red, as well as zucchini, and bunches of greens that must be herbs. ‘Where’s he going?’

‘Drinkwater, Dribble, Overflow,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph. ‘They’re the only places further along this road. That’s Broccoli Bill. Good bloke. They grow the veg at Halfway to Eternity, that’s a commune on the way into town. First really fresh vegetables in Gibber’s Creek since the Lees closed their market garden. When I first came here, you had to grow your own if you wanted anything other than pumpkin or cabbages.’

‘Do you remember that pumpkin vine that grew through Andy’s bedroom window?’ asked Gran. ‘He named it Horatio.’

Fish tuned out as they reminisced.

The ute swung into a dusty driveway. The rutted track led between two looming cliffs, then there was the house.

An . . . interesting . . . house, thought Fish, not like the ‘six variations on a box’ she was used to back in Brisbane. An ancient slab hut had a newer corridor added on, leading to a more ordinary weatherboard house, all linked with a veranda. There were rose bushes just like you’d see back in Brisbane, and a lawn and a carport, but also a big home-made outdoor oven out the back and solar panels on the roof. Sam’s solar panels, she’d bet. She wondered if they were still used.

Fish glanced at Great-Uncle Joseph. The pattern of life here had been ripped apart, even more completely than her own. You might cobble the whole together, like the two houses had been, but the join would always show.

And that must be Great-Aunt Blue coming down the front steps. Boring jeans and predictable shirt, and the same grey grief overlaid with a more recent, urgent worry.

What?

Go carefully, Fish told herself. Don’t make things worse by asking what she’s worried about.

She hoped she could manage it.

No one mentioned anything urgent — or her pink hair — as she hugged Great-Aunt Blue and Great-Aunt Mah, who had the elf-like build of her Chinese ancestors. Both women smelled of biscuits and gardenia bath salts.

Fish looked at Mah enviously. Fish had thought her own background was a nice straightforward fifty per cent ‘ancestors came from China’ till a few months ago. Chinese-Australians had been here since the gold rushes, and even before.

Great-Aunt Blue showed Fish to a bedroom in the slab-hut side of the house, with two walls of bookshelves with interesting books, presumably belonging to the daughter working as a research psychologist in London, though the wall above the bed was bare.

Fish wondered if they’d like her to paint a mural on it, like the one above her own bed at home, a dozen grinning fish in space helmets swimming in a star-speckled sky.

Probably not. She looked out the window instead. A view of a creek weaving a thin crevice through bedrock, except where it trickled into deep round pools. And so far, not a single snake or spider.

Maybe Gibber’s Creek was a snake-free area? She’d better ask.

‘Fish? Come and have a cuppa!’ called Great-Aunt Mah. Fish checked her hair in the mirror, then wandered out.

The ‘corridor’ linking the two houses had become a living room, with French windows opening onto paving in the backyard, though in this case the ‘yard’ contained a woodshed, a chook house and a vegie garden, and then went on forever up a mountain.

‘There’s cordial if you’d like it,’ offered Great-Aunt Blue, still with the same look of strain. ‘Home-made lemon from the tree out the back.’

Fish accepted the cordial. The living room had bookshelves, with medical textbooks and detective stories; much polished wood; a framed circus poster of two girls with long blonde hair and brief, frilly costumes standing next to an elephant. But no paintings and . . .

. . . no TV set!

Fish looked around urgently, in case she had missed it.

How could you survive without TV?

‘Er, where’s the TV?’ she asked Great-Uncle Joseph, now seated in a worn leather armchair, cup, saucer and cake plate beside him on a coffee table.

‘What? Oh, can’t get reception here between the ridges.’ He smiled. ‘I don’t think Matilda’s father ever imagined TV would be invented when he built this place back in the 1880s. I can offer you a game of Scrabble after dinner.’

‘Thank you,’ said Fish politely. She always devastated the opposition at Scrabble, which most people didn’t enjoy.

At least afternoon tea looked promising, a table set with china cups, small cake plates, cake forks and sugar basin. She watched as the great-aunts brought out a teapot dressed in a knitted tea cosy, another pot of hot water, a milk jug, a plate of steaming scones, whipped cream, apricot jam, plum jam, blackberry jam, a still-hot apple cake, small shortbread pastries that looked a bit like commercial ‘squished fly’ biscuits but looked delicious instead of dry, cheese and salad sandwiches on bread that had been cut with a kitchen knife, not a machine, and small hot spinach quiches.

‘Thought you might be peckish after your long trip,’ said Great-Aunt Mah.

Fish approved.

She did not approve of the deepening silence.

Not real silence, she thought as she sat in an armchair and helped herself to a scone, then a pastry, followed by two sandwiches, another sandwich, a little quiche, a sliver of cake, another sandwich and another quiche. (She’d forgotten to eat over the last few days. Maybe because food reminded her too much of Dad. Dad loved to cook . . .)

This silence was covered over with words meant to cover up real feelings. Great-Aunt Blue asked carefully after the health of every member of the family, which she must already know about from letters and phone calls. Joseph gave a detailed report of the last month’s weather. Gran praised the jam and the apple cake. Great-Aunt Blue told her which tree every bit of fruit had come from. Finally Joseph even tried the ultimate refuge of someone who had no idea what to say next:

‘How is school, Fish?’

‘Irrelevant,’ said Fish, piling more apricot jam from the ‘seedling tree that just sprang up ten years ago out of the old compost heap’ onto her scone.

More silence. She looked up to find the Greats staring at her, and Gran embarrassed. Oh, brilliant. She’d made everyone uncomfortable already.

She tried to put things right. ‘I know all the subjects to university graduate level already. Mrs Morrison agreed it wouldn’t matter if I took time off.’

Had she made things worse? Intelligence made some people nervous. She looked at their faces anxiously. But the Greats just smiled.

‘Just like Scarlett,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph. ‘She knew it all long before the exams. Still does at uni, I bet. Jed too. And me.’

‘Don’t boast,’ said Great-Aunt Blue mildly. ‘Mah and I never had a chance to go to high school or university,’ she explained to Fish.

Great-Uncle Joseph gave a grin. A good grin. ‘I reckon the circus taught you all you needed.’

Fish stared at the poster, then back at the great-aunts. Blondes in short skirts and tights? ‘Those girls are you two?’

Blue managed a smile. ‘We’ve still got the costumes. And the wigs.’

‘Great-looking pair of sheilas, aren’t they?’ said Joseph. For a moment the room felt balanced. Then Great-Aunt Blue looked at Great-Aunt Mah and the silence began again. Heavy silence. Too much wasn’t being said. And needed to be.

Fish hauled her courage up from her sandals. ‘Something’s wrong,’ she started, looking at the faces in the room.

About four full seconds of real silence, then —

‘Of course something’s wrong!’ cried Great-Aunt Blue. ‘My lovely, lovely son!’

Fish sat, stricken. Great-Aunt Blue sprawled into Great-Uncle Joseph’s arms as if every bone had dissolved. ‘I . . . I didn’t want to tell you till later,’ she managed. ‘I didn’t want to spoil Kirsty’s arrival. The police came while you were out. A detective.’ Sobs overtook her words.

‘What? What did he want?’ demanded Joseph.

I was right, thought Fish.

Blue blew her nose. ‘You know the body they found under the burned church after the fire? The one with the two old skeletons nearby?’

‘Of course,’ said Joseph. ‘The inquest’s in a couple of weeks.’

Great-Aunt Blue tried to keep her voice steady. ‘They’ve finally found out who he was. A man called Ignatius Mervyn.’

‘Never heard of him. What has this Ignatius Mervyn got to do with us?’

‘He was “Merv”, the one who . . .’ Mah glanced at Fish and obviously chose her words with care ‘. . . hurt Jed, all those years ago. The detective said they . . . don’t think his death was an accident.’

‘Of course it was an accident!’ said Great-Uncle Joseph. ‘He was obviously trying to shelter from the fire.’

‘No,’ said Great-Aunt Mah, almost too quietly to hear. ‘Detective Sergeant Rodrigues said he’d been tied up so he couldn’t leave.’ Her voice grew even softer. ‘I think they are investigating it like a . . . murder.’

Fish could feel the shock. ‘Murder’ was a word used in newspapers or on TV. Not in living rooms.

‘Jed,’ said Joseph sharply. ‘Have they spoken to Jed yet?’

‘They were going to Dribble after they left here.’

Great-Uncle Joseph surged to his feet. ‘You should have told me straight away! We have to get over there —’

‘No!’ Blue grabbed his hand. ‘I rang her as soon as the police left. She said she didn’t want anyone with her.’

‘We can’t leave her alone at a time like this.’

‘Jed was very . . . definite,’ said Great-Aunt Blue shakily. ‘She said she wanted to speak to the police alone.’

Joseph sat, almost buzzing with the suppressed urge to look after his family. No one spoke.

At last Fish asked the question that surely had to be asked: ‘Why?’

‘It’s not our business, Fish,’ said Gran quietly.

Great-Uncle Joseph looked at Gran and then at Fish. ‘You’re family. It is your business,’ he said slowly. He glanced at his wife. ‘I think Jed may not want us to hear how that man . . . assaulted . . . her.’

‘I’m fifteen,’ said Fish. ‘I know the word “rape”. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?’

‘I hope you don’t know what can come with it,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph evenly. ‘A country doctor gets to meet rape victims. Sometimes the rape itself isn’t the worst part. It’s what happens later, when you need to live with it, have to explain it to people.’ He shook his head. ‘Jed shouldn’t be alone.’

‘Her choice,’ said Great-Aunt Mah. ‘I . . . I just wish she’d let us help sometimes.’

They were missing the point. All of them were missing the most important thing of all. ‘But what if the police arrest her?’

The others looked at her blankly.

‘The police might think Jed killed Ignatius Mervyn,’ said Fish.

To her relief the Greats shook their heads, almost simultaneously, like they’d been trained.

‘Not possible. Jed had a baby the afternoon of the bushfire,’ said Mah. ‘Darling Mattie. We all thought Jed had come into town as the fires were spreading — it was a confused day, all the evacuees . . .’ Her voice broke off. That had been the day her husband had died too, Fish realised, looking at the pain on the pretty face. When would she learn to keep her mouth shut?

‘Jed went into labour and couldn’t get to town.’ Joseph continued for her. ‘Luckily Sam . . . Sam had put in a sprinkler system at Dribble and burned firebreaks. The fire passed around the house. Scarlett and Carol and I got through to her just before the baby was born.’ He shook his head. ‘I doubt Jed would have the strength to tie a man up and put him in a church. And there is no way she could have done it that afternoon.’

Fish looked at him, at her great-aunts. She carefully bit down the next question. Because no one had said, ‘Jed would never have done anything like that.’

And if Jed couldn’t have done it, there seemed to be one person with the biggest motive of all. Fish could see the second Great-Uncle Joseph came to the same conclusion. He looked at his wife in dawning horror.

‘The detective wanted to know where Sam was that afternoon,’ whispered Great-Aunt Blue. ‘They wanted to know if he might have . . . killed Merv . . . to protect Jed.’

Fish met Blue’s eyes. She didn’t care if they thought her weird now. And sometimes pain was necessary. Because this mattered. The Greats were scared, and when you were scared, you needed to admit what you were scared of. Even at fifteen she was sure of that.

‘Do you think Sam could have killed him?’ asked Fish softly.

Blue stared at her in anguish. ‘To protect Jed and Mattie? I don’t know,’ she said.




Chapter 3

Inquiry into Aboriginal Education: Anti-discrimination Board Report on Aboriginal Education

The Anti-Discrimination Board Report on Aboriginal Education recommended that the NSW Education Department develop education policies with Aboriginal people that would support self-determination.

It also recommended employment of Aboriginal people at higher levels of management and decision-making.

JED

Jed put the telephone receiver down and looked blankly out the screen door. She had been waiting for the police to call since the body was found in the burned-out church months after the fire. Or even since she had learned about the burned-out car that had been found on the track to the billabong the day after: a car so unrecognisable that only she knew it had been driven by Merv.

It was almost a relief to stop wondering if the body in the church would ever be identified. Because she had been very sure that that body had been Merv’s. If it had not been, he’d have come back for her again.

It had even seemed gruesomely appropriate that a man like him should be flanked by two other skeletons. Not that anyone deserved to be near a bloke like Merv.

She looked numbly around the house. Things had got into a mess since Scarlett went back to her flat near uni after Christmas. After Jed had urged her to go back, claiming she needed the solitude to write, when really her life just seemed to have narrowed after the accident. There wasn’t room for anything in her mind except Mattie and Sam, Sam and Mattie, not even the pile of manuscript she was supposed to be revising.

It would be Mattie’s first birthday soon. But a party was impossible. Everything was impossible . . .

There were enough spiderwebs in the windows to weave a parachute, enough dog hair to sculpt at least two more Maxis. But the phone call gave her enough time to move the stack of unfolded nappies from the armchair, as well as the books from the sofa and the pile of unopened mail.

I should make scones, she thought vaguely. Gibber’s Creek’s tea ceremony was as important as the Japanese one. A decade of life in the country had taught her you must offer food and tea to guests, but there wasn’t even a packet of biscuits in the house. She supposed she could offer the police one of Mattie’s bananas . . .

Maxi pricked up her ears. She began to trot towards Mattie’s room just as the baby gave her first gurgle. Jed followed her. A quick nappy change, she thought automatically, then feed her before the police arrive . . .

Police. She shivered. She could never quite lose her fear of police. Living rough did that to you.

Mattie was already standing in her cot, holding on to the bar. ‘Book?’ she demanded.

Jed felt a smile quiver behind her fear. Her daughter believed that ‘book’ meant food, because every time she needed to be fed Jed muttered, ‘I’ll just find a book.’ Reading while she fed her daughter had been her only escape these past months. Everything else reminded her too much of Sam. ‘Nappy first, little frog. And no book today.’

She’d just wiped the small bottom, Mattie’s chubby legs waving, when Maxi gave three sharp barks. The doorbell rang. Jed did the safety pins up swiftly, balanced Mattie on her hip and went to answer it, Maxi at her heels.

Two men stood on the patio: young Will Ryan in uniform, looming as large as a backyard dunny, brown skin and darker eyes, looking uncomfortable, embarrassed and sympathetic; and an older stranger in plain clothes, forty maybe, tall and wiry. Neither looked in the least terrifying.

‘Detective Sergeant Rodrigues?’ she enquired, forestalling his greeting. ‘Please come in. Down, Maxi.’

‘You don’t want to see identification?’

‘I already know Constable Ryan,’ said Jed. She managed a smile, holding Mattie firmly to stop her hands trembling. Constable Ryan smiled back apologetically. ‘And my mother-in-law phoned me to say you’d be visiting,’ Jed added.

‘Of course she did,’ said Detective Rodrigues. She watched him assess the dust on the hall telephone table, the living-room carpet that hadn’t been vacuumed since . . . actually Jed couldn’t remember when she’d last vacuumed. Christmas? Not that anyone had felt like celebrating . . .

Maxi jumped onto an armchair, turned around three times, then lay down with her nose to the visitors, watching them with deep suspicion as men with no more than the slightest fragrance of sheep or other animals. Jed sat in the other armchair, leaving the sofa for the police. It creaked under Constable Ryan’s weight.

‘I’m so sorry we have to bother you about this,’ he said. ‘How have you been going?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Jed briefly.

‘If you ever need a hand or are worried about anything at all, you only need to call.’

‘I know. Thank you. You’re very kind.’ How many times had she said those words in the past five months? None of the offers could give her the one thing she needed. Sam.

‘Urgle bugle book!’ Mattie pulled at the buttons on her shirt. Another one of Sam’s shirts. Jed had taken to wearing them every day, not just to bed. No need to decide what to wear each day, just jeans and a shirt. Easy to undo the buttons for feeding . . .

. . . and if Mattie wasn’t fed in ten seconds, she’d begin to wail. Her daughter had the appetite of an elephant. Should she retire modestly to the kitchen?

Mattie gave a preliminary roar.

Constable Ryan wouldn’t be bothered by her feeding Mattie — she’d seen him in the Blue Belle when she’d fed her there. But a detective from Sydney probably felt that women and babies needed to stay decently out of sight. Well, he could lump it, she decided. Male chauvinist pigs deserved to be made to feel uncomfortable.

Jed unbuttoned her shirt defiantly, then moved Mattie as discreetly as possible to her breast. The baby began to suckle.

She looked up. Constable Ryan was carefully keeping his eyes above her bosom. Detective Rodrigues watched her thoughtfully. ‘My mother was put on a train to a concentration camp in World War II,’ he said at last. ‘She said there were eight babies in the carriage. No water for three days. My mother breastfed me. I was the only child who lived.’

Right. Time to put away preconceptions. This man was not a fool. And what was she supposed to say to that revelation? ‘Rodrigues doesn’t sound German.’

‘She was Czech. My father died. I took my stepfather’s name.’ Detective Rodrigues took out his notebook. ‘Speaking of stepfathers . . .’

‘Merv was my stepmother’s boyfriend. They weren’t married.’

‘I know. We’ve spoken to her.’

Jed looked at him in terror. What had Debbie told them? That she’d broken Merv’s nose when she hit him with the telephone? That she had every reason to hate Merv, to fear him, that she would violently attack a man . . . ?

‘I didn’t kill him,’ she said shakily.

‘Of course you didn’t,’ said Will Ryan quickly.

Detective Rodrigues silenced him with a look. ‘We know you couldn’t have,’ he said calmly. ‘You were isolated here by the fire and in labour. You couldn’t have got to the Drinkwater church then back here that day.’

Jed stared at the two policemen. They didn’t know, she realised. The whole world thought she’d run her car off the road when the labour pains struck as she tried to get to town, that she’d staggered straight back to Dribble to wait the fire out. No one else knew that Merv had lit a fire to stop her getting through to Gibber’s Creek, and another to stop her driving back towards Overflow. No one had even guessed that she’d had to flee into the fire itself to escape him. Only the old Driza-Bone she’d found at the billabong, and the river, had saved her.

But she’d had a chance to kill Merv, even if she doubted she could have managed it either physically or psychologically. Nor could she have carried his body into the church. But there was no way she was going to admit that to the police.

Jed McAlpine-Kelly always spoke the truth, but she was also an expert in not telling the whole truth. She had never told anyone, even Sam, how she had run from Merv towards the flaming billabong, because the fire seemed a lesser danger than a madman who wanted to kill her and her unborn baby; how she had managed to half float, half swim upriver to Dribble . . .

When had Merv been killed? It had to have been sometime between when she escaped from him and the fire burning the church down. An hour, at most, probably much less.

Was that why Merv hadn’t pursued her to the billabong? Had someone seen them and struck him down? The smoke had been so heavy she’d only been able to see a few yards ahead, the screaming wind blotting out most other sounds. Had someone else been there that day? But who? She shook her head and voiced her thought aloud: ‘Who else would have wanted Merv gone?’

She saw both men blink. ‘I didn’t want him dead,’ she added hurriedly, realising it was true. ‘Just to leave my family alone.’

Detective Rodrigues glanced at Constable Ryan. ‘We know you reported him to the police a week before his death. Who else knew of his connection to you?’ He spoke as if this were a normal afternoon chat. And she’d forgotten to offer them a cup of tea . . .

‘Scarlett. She’s my, well, we sort of adopted each other as sisters. Sam knew. And Michael — he’s my great-uncle.’

‘Do you know who they might have told?’

‘Lots of people,’ said Jed evenly. ‘The idea was to have people watch out in case Merv came back again.’

‘We look out for each other around here,’ said Constable Ryan. ‘Always have. Always will.’

Detective Rodrigues ignored him. Jed noticed Will flush. She gave him a sympathetic smile. It must be hard for him dealing with a newcomer who had no idea how country towns worked. ‘Your husband was out of the area with the fire brigade all that day and the day before?’

‘Yes,’ said Jed. ‘He and the boys on the bushfire truck only got back here after the fire had gone through. Merv,’ it was still hard to say his name, ‘must have been dead by then. Then Sam came with me and Mattie and his father and Scarlett to the hospital.’

‘I’ve already told you that,’ said Constable Ryan impatiently.

‘I was asking Mrs McAlpine,’ said the detective.

The detective put his notebook down. He spoke with what Jed recognised as an illusion of well-practised frankness. ‘Mrs McAlpine, I know how hard this is for you.’

‘I doubt that.’

‘All I can do is apologise. But it’s our duty to find out who might have felt so strongly about Ignatius Mervyn that they tied him up and left him to burn.’

‘I don’t know anyone who would be capable of that.’ Certainly not her darling Sam.

‘Was your adopted sister with you the whole time?’

‘No. Scarlett left for town just before I tried to drive there. But she couldn’t have killed Merv.’ Again her voice cracked a little at his name.

‘You’re sure about that?’

‘Very sure.’ She had seen Scarlett’s car vanish into the smoke. And anyway . . .

‘Scarlett is in a wheelchair,’ said Constable Ryan, anger in his voice now too. ‘And . . .’ he was obviously looking for tactful words ‘. . . and small.’

Which didn’t do justice to Scarlett’s life-long struggle for mobility and independence. But it served its purpose.

‘Scarlett can’t walk,’ said Jed. ‘She can lift light things these days, but her arms still can’t manage heavy stuff.’

‘She wouldn’t have done it, even if she could,’ said Constable Ryan. ‘She’s a good person, sir.’

‘So you keep telling me,’ said Detective Rodrigues dryly. ‘Everyone in Gibber’s Creek is a good person. But Ignatius Mervyn is still dead.’

Jed moved Mattie to the other breast. Feeding her daughter was reassuring, despite the questions and the memories the detective’s questions evoked. ‘You don’t understand. Everyone was fighting the fires that day, or helping with the evacuees at the Town Hall. Overflow, that’s down the road, where my great-uncle Michael and great-aunt Nancy and their sons live, was probably cut off by the fire even before Scarlett left here. People just weren’t driving about. It was too dangerous.’

‘But you and your sister drove into town separately?’

‘We knew we might need the two vehicles, especially if this house . . . burned. I meant to follow Scarlett into town straight away. And then suddenly I couldn’t.’ Let them assume it was because labour had struck hard and fast.

‘Was your husband upset at Ignatius Mervyn’s harassment of you?’

‘Of course.’

‘I see. So your husband and the rest of the fire crew arrived just after the baby was born? Young Mattie, isn’t it?’ This smile could have been a grandfather’s.

‘Yes,’ she replied to both questions. ‘The fire front had passed by the time Sam arrived with the rest of the fire crew. They’d been up at Rocky Valley fighting the fire for about thirty hours. They took the back road to get back here.’

‘And then?’

‘Sam stayed with me at the hospital. I’m not sure for how long; till midnight, maybe. Then he came back here to sleep.’

‘Did you see a burned-out car on your way to the hospital?’

‘No. But I wasn’t looking.’ Strange, she thought. She really had forgotten Merv in the joy of Mattie’s birth and Sam’s return. ‘The smoke was so thick that day. Like a grey soup. It was hard even to see the flames till they were on you.’

‘And you didn’t see him when you tried to follow your sister?’

Jed stilled. She never lied. Lies were like a fungus that slowly spreads its rot. But she had grown very good at evading questions. ‘All I thought of was saving my baby.’

And that was true.

‘Mrs McAlpine, do you think it just possible that your husband and his friends might have decided to . . . deal with your persecutor on the way back here?’

Constable Ryan made a noise of protest, muffled as the detective shook his head at him. ‘Well, Mrs McAlpine?’

She had never known that fury could leave you sweating. ‘Perhaps you should ask Sam that.’

Will flushed and looked down at his notebook.

‘It’s . . . inconvenient . . . that you can’t ask Sam, isn’t it?’ Jed could hear the venom in her voice. ‘But you can ask the rest of the crew.’

‘We have asked them,’ said Detective Rodrigues briefly.

Of course, Jed thought. He’d have asked at the hospital, at Bushfire Control, all the places that would give him facts, before he had come to her or the McAlpines. ‘Then you already know Sam didn’t have any idea that Merv was still anywhere near here. And the church was burned before he got home.’

‘They are all mates, aren’t they?’ the detective asked quietly. ‘All the fire crew?’

‘Yes. Sam was at school with Bluey and Bill, and he’s been on the tanker with Tubby since he was about fourteen. But if you think that means they’re all lying for him . . . ?’ She shook her head. ‘Impossible.’

‘But if your husband had needed to . . . protect you . . . the fire crew might help?’

‘What? No! Look, if Sam or any of them had seen Merv trying to hurt me, they might have hit him. But then they’d have called the police. Just like we called the police when Merv threatened me last year.’ She looked at Will for confirmation. He nodded to her, sympathetic, helpless.

‘The church burned before Sam and the crew got here. They couldn’t have killed Merv, and they wouldn’t have. And I couldn’t have and wouldn’t have either.’

Mattie burped. Jed wiped away the dribble of milk with the tail of Sam’s shirt. Her hands were shaking too. And she had forgotten to comb her hair.

‘Thank you, Mrs McAlpine,’ said Detective Rodrigues, getting to his feet.

‘It’s Ms,’ said Jed, her body tingling with adrenalin, her mind screaming, I cannot cope with this. I can’t! Sam . . .

Will Ryan let Detective Rodrigues go first. ‘I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this. About everything.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

‘It does matter. I used to play football with Sam. Sam was one of the best blokes who ever lived.’

She looked at him, fury taking over once again, all the anger at today’s futile conversation tumbling out. ‘What do you mean, was? Sam is alive! And one day . . . one day . . .’ Her voice vanished. She bit her lips, forcing her eyes wide, refusing to cry.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Will quickly. ‘I know he’s alive. I just meant . . .’ He looked at her helplessly, then followed his superior.

Jed walked them to the door, stood there till the police car vanished down the road. Then she gave Mattie a hunk of banana to gum, combed her hair, grabbed her handbag and the nappy bag, and headed out to the car.

She had to see Sam.




Chapter 4

Veg Van Ban

Broccoli Bill’s ‘Monday veg van’ will now be parked at the side of Green’s Garage after complaints to counsel from unnamed members of the Gibber’s Creak Chamber of Commerce, who claim the van caused traffic congestion in the mane street.

According to Broccoli Bill: ‘There’s only two cars and a dog in the main street on Mondays anyway. Some people would rather sell canned tomatoes than eat fresh ones.’ The chair of the Chamber of Commerce refused to comment.

JED

Visiting hours at the Gibber’s Creek Hospital were strictly regulated, except for Jed McAlpine-Kelly. Each day the woman and baby trudging to the small room at the end of the corridor were carefully ignored. Jed left visiting hours free for Blue and Joseph, and for Sam’s friends, who each visited at least once a week. Even if Sam couldn’t know they were there, you did not abandon a mate.

The Gibber’s Creek Hospital had never cared for a coma patient before, nor one in what was now being tentatively known as a ‘possible vegetative state’. If there had seemed to be a chance that Sam McAlpine might regain consciousness — or even had been likely to survive the night after surgery — he would have been transferred to Sydney.

But after the relatively simple emergency surgery to repair artery damage and remove a ruptured spleen, after each of the four periods where breath and pulse had ceased for minutes at a time, Sam had begun to breathe by himself again. He had kept breathing for five months now.

And that was all. Jed paused in the doorway, as she always did on her daily visits. Sam lay in the centre of the small bed; the tubes that kept him alive had been placed carefully to one side so that visitors could sit at the other. There were no monitors for brain or heart function now, as there had been for those first months when they had hoped desperately, watched obsessively, for any change in his condition, any sign that he heard their voices, or even reflexively responded to the scrape of a spoon on his hand or foot.

The machines had simply kept beeping, the lines on the screen refusing to deviate from the same pattern hour after hour, day after day. Finally Jed, with help from Joseph and Scarlett, had accepted that blood loss and those long minutes without oxygen meant that Sam was unlikely to wake, to even feel the pressure of a hand on his, or hear the voices of those he loved.

If — when — Sam McAlpine stopped breathing next time, he would not be revived.

But he was alive today. He was her Sam and Mattie’s father. Jed put her handbag and the nappy bag on the floor.

‘Hello, darling.’ She kissed his unmoving lips.

‘Ga!’ said Mattie, glancing at the unmoving figure, then with more interest at the nappy bag, which would contain much more interesting things than nappies.

Did Mattie remember Sam holding her, bathing her, reading to her?

Jed took the picnic blanket out of the nappy bag and spread it on the floor. She sat Mattie with the coloured wooden blocks kept here for her, then moved to the armchair by the bed. If it hadn’t been for Mattie, she would be here all day, every day. But Mattie deserved normality, or at least as much of it as Jed could find for her.

‘The police came today,’ she told Sam. She waited, as she always did, in case he answered, even though she knew, as she always did, that he would not. ‘The body in the church was Merv. He’s gone now. He really has gone.’

The body on the bed breathed in, breathed out.

‘The detective in charge hinted you might have killed him. But you could never have done anything like that. Or could you?’

The body on the bed kept breathing. Jed gazed at him. How long, she wondered, before she created her own perfect Sam, instead of the very human man he’d really been?

‘You’d have told me, wouldn’t you, if you’d seen Merv again? Or would you have tried to protect me, not worried me? But you couldn’t have been there when Merv died. So I know you couldn’t have killed him, even by accident.’

Sam breathed in, breathed out.

Jed watched him. His face did not look peaceful, just emotionless. Even sleep showed more animation than this. ‘I shouldn’t have to deal with this by myself!’ she whispered. ‘All you do is lie there. I have to get up every night for Mattie, keep on going every morning. And it’s all your fault . . .’ Her voice died away as Mattie stared up at her.

‘Ga? Glub ga book,’ said Mattie, propelling herself with her elbows, like a slug with arms, over to Jed across the blanket.

‘I love you, Sam,’ said Jed quietly. She reached into the nappy bag and drew out Where the Wild Things Are and a rusk for Mattie, then picked her up and began to read.




Chapter 5

Grease: A Raunchy Return to the 50s Showing This Saturday at the Town Hall

Think jaloopies, leather jackets, soda pop and school dances! The international hit Geese stars Australia’s own Olivia Isaac Newton-John as Sandy.

The film is a nostalgic tribute to America in the 50s and the music will have you jiving in your seat. The Gazette gives it five thumbs up!

FISH

The living room was silent after Blue’s outburst. Mah and Gran began to gather up the afternoon tea dishes. ‘I’d better go and unpack,’ said Fish uncomfortably. That was tactful, wasn’t it? She couldn’t help in this house of grief and puzzlement. She’d probably only make things worse if she said anything else. She heard Gran’s voice as she walked back to her bedroom. ‘I’m sorry about that.’

Fish hesitated, then kept the bedroom door open so she could hear everything. That was the advantage of eavesdropping on old people. They were mostly deaf and said everything half as loud again and twice as clearly.

‘I . . . I’m sorry too. Blurting all that out. I don’t know why I did it,’ said Great-Aunt Blue.

‘Because Fish asked,’ said Gran wearily. ‘She has a habit of asking the wrong questions. Or the right ones. It’s hard to know with Fish. I hope it’s not too much having her here.’

Fish stilled, waiting for the answer. If the Greats really didn’t want her, then she shouldn’t, couldn’t stay.

‘It’s good to have someone young in the house,’ said Blue, to Fish’s relief, though still slightly shakily.

‘You don’t know Fish,’ muttered Gran.

Fish flinched. But Gran was right.

‘Is there any news about her father?’ asked Blue tentatively.

‘No. He’ll be right,’ said Gran, too obviously trying to convince herself too. ‘How is Jed managing?’ she added. Changing the subject, thought Fish. And of course there was no news of Dad. Because after what she’d done, he’d . . .

Fish shut her eyes, trying to block the thought. The voices from the living room were a distraction.

‘Jed’s coping so splendidly with everything. We . . . we don’t see her much though. She visits Sam when we’re not there to fit in with Mattie’s naps. She’s written a book, you know? It’s being published and everything, but she still has to do a lot of work on it. She doesn’t have time to come to dinner or things like that. I’ve offered to babysit Mattie so she has more free time to write,’ said Blue, and Fish could hear how much her great-aunt wanted to get her hands on that baby, ‘but she says she doesn’t need any help.’

‘Jed always seems to be able to do anything,’ said Mah. ‘I don’t know how I’d have coped all by myself after Andy’s death.’

‘We wouldn’t have wanted you to,’ said Joseph. Fish could almost see his smile. He meant it too. Would there ever be anyone again who really did want her around? Fish doubted it.

‘Sam and Jed were so happy,’ said Blue softly. ‘That’s important, isn’t it? Sam was incredibly happy.’

‘Of course it matters,’ said Gran. ‘It matters more than anything.’

More silence. Fish waited. At last Gran asked casually, ‘Where were you all when that man died?’

‘We were in town that afternoon, looking after the evacuees, and then at the fire when it reached River View,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph flatly. ‘We didn’t even know Jed hadn’t made it into town till Carol missed her.’ His voice softened as he added, ‘She and Scarlett and I drove out there just before Mattie was born.’

‘My,’ said Gran, ‘you do lead interesting lives.’

‘At least we don’t land planes on top of cows,’ said Blue.

‘It was a bullock, and Johnno missed it,’ said Gran.

‘I suppose the police will want to talk to me too,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph.

‘Yes. The detective said he’d be back later,’ said Great-Aunt Mah.

‘Good,’ said Joseph crisply. ‘I’ll put him right.’

A pause. Then Gran said carefully, ‘The blokes in the tanker — would they lie for Sam?’

Fish could hear silence settle on the room again. ‘They’d lie for him,’ said Joseph. His voice had lost its confidence again. Fish knew he spoke for Blue and Mah too when he said, ‘We all would.’

Fish lurked in the bedroom even after the conversation grew general, talking about the various vintage planes Gran and Gramps were doing up now they’d sold their air-freight business to TAA. The scent of roasting lamb and rosemary floated from the kitchen.

She’d hesitated over her paints when she was unpacking. She would have loved to slap some around, but she was a bit too messy when she painted for this clean, pretty room.

If she’d been back home, she’d have gone for a walk. Fish liked walking. She had whole conversations with herself while she walked, or rather with Socrates, the fifth century BC Greek philosopher who was executed for blasphemy, for encouraging young people to ask questions. Or young men, to be specific, because the ancient Greeks hadn’t thought of women as people. Something they had in common, Mum had taught her, with an awful lot of males even these days, even though it was nearly the 1980s.

But Fish’s imaginary Socrates had no problem with females, and he was the most interesting conversationalist Fish knew. Unfortunately, the conversations didn’t work when she was just lying on a bed. Nor did she want to walk outside here. Not till she knew more about the snake and spider situation. And if there were dingoes. Fish made a note to check her sandshoes for funnel-web and redback spiders before she put them on.

No, going for a walk was not an option. Nor was disturbing the Greats’ conversation, because sure as eggs she’d ask the wrong question. Gran was right. They were all in too much pain and uncertainty to have Fish blundering about in their house . . .

She finally settled on sketching, one pencil in hand, another in her mouth ready to use when the first one lost the sharp lines she wanted. Sheep grew on the white page, amorphous sheep except for their faces, which had teeth. Because Fish had learned that no matter how safe something looked, there were always sharp teeth waiting for you . . .

She looked at the page again, then put the pencils down. It wasn’t working. She didn’t understand sheep, or the potential of their teeth. If it wasn’t true, then it wouldn’t work on the page.

A car engine. Fish looked up as the household’s kelpies barked. Interesting. They hadn’t barked when Joseph drove in. Fish opened the bedroom door a little wider.

‘Yes, officer, please come through. I’ve been expecting you.’ Her great-uncle’s voice. ‘You don’t need to speak to the ladies again, do you? Good. This isn’t easy for them.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Gran.

She heard the great-aunts and Gran moving in the kitchen, the clink of the dented blue kettle being put on the gas stove. Hadn’t the Greats ever heard of electric jugs? The voices from the living room were muffled but intelligible.

‘. . . so you see Sam had no opportunity to hurt anyone. Nor would he have,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph firmly.

A lie, thought Fish. She wondered if the police were any good at catching lies. Most people thought they were, but few really could. The Greats were not at all sure that Sam, whom she had never met, would never kill. She approved of their insight. People killed enemies in war all the time, and this Merv had been Sam McAlpine’s enemy. But it hadn’t been a war: would Sam have killed to protect his family?

Not if he was intelligent, thought Fish. Not if he could think of other ways of stopping that man, like calling the police. Sam McAlpine had probably been very intelligent. Her family usually was.

The sound of the great-aunts offering tea and cake muffled the policeman’s questions, but she could still hear no sound of real alarm in Great-Uncle Joseph’s voice. The police must have just been checking that his account matched everyone else’s, just as Blue had hoped.

‘By the way,’ Great-Uncle Joseph’s voice held nothing but curiosity, ‘are you any closer to finding the identity of the other two skeletons? Svenson at the hospital told me he thought they might even be forty years old.’

‘Not yet,’ said the city detective.

‘Nor the others,’ said the deeper, younger voice of Constable Ryan.

‘What others?’ asked Great-Uncle Joseph sharply.

‘I’m afraid we’re not making that information available just yet,’ said Detective Rodrigues smoothly.

‘Old remains, or more recent?’ demanded Joseph.

‘Good afternoon, sir. Thank you for your time.’

Fish heard the door shut, the crunch of feet on gravel. She moved to the window in time to hear:

‘. . . not to be discussed, Constable.’

‘I’m sorry, sir. But Dr McAlpine is a sort of expert on bodies.’

‘He is also related to the main suspect and possibly a suspect himself.’

‘Surely you can’t believe Dr McAlpine could be involved in murder! Sir, you don’t know these people.’

‘And you will do as you’re told, Constable. You are here to take notes and give me necessary local information, not to be a character witness.’

‘But that is necessary information, sir.’

‘That is enough, Constable!’ A door shut. The police car crunched down the driveway.

Fish walked slowly back to the bed and sat down. Many dead bodies, not just three. She imagined them, skeletons below the ground, their peace broken by a bulldozer. Had they died peacefully? No, or there’d have been no need to hide the bodies. And only someone truly gruesome would hide the dead below a church. Someone who killed again and again, here in Gibber’s Creek.

That changed everything. Great-Uncle Joseph might be Sam’s father, but she suspected he knew his son and daughter-in-law extremely well. Sam or Jed might just possibly kill the man who threatened Jed, especially if it had been an accident, but no one could ever think of either of them as a multiple murderer, a twisted killer who left bodies under a church.

Nor could any of the Greats have killed the man. Fish had heard truth in their voices.

Fish lay on the bed and stared at the white plank ceiling, which would look much better with a few supernovas painted on it, and tried to think what to do next.

The police were just asking questions about the murder of Ignatius Mervyn. The real task was to find who might have been killing around here for years. A mass murderer. Because if there was a mass murderer around here, then that was who would have killed this Merv bloke. Why couldn’t the police see that? They were asking the wrong questions.

But Fish was good at asking questions. She could prove it was absolutely impossible for Jed and Sam McAlpine to have killed anyone. The first step was finding out the identities of those other bodies. Once she found out that, it should be possible to find out who might have killed them.

She snuggled into the feather pillow, feeling as if there might be a reason for her existence for the first time since she got here. The last week had been a nightmare of loss and guilt. Mum would never forgive her. And Dad . . .

She couldn’t bear to think of what she’d done to Dad.

But now she had a job to do. A job that needed to be done, a job she might even be good at. If she proved that a madman had murdered Ignatius Mervyn, someone who killed just for the sake of killing, someone who had killed before, then part of the blanket of grief across this house might lift. And maybe doing something good would counterbalance the harm she’d done.

She also had the perfect excuse for asking questions. She’d just be a visitor bicycling around Gibber’s Creek, seeing the sights and meeting people. She’d seen a bicycle she could borrow propped up against the shed. No need to tell Gran or the Greats where she planned to go or why.

Snakes couldn’t bite you while you were riding a bicycle, could they? She could even imagine the old people’s looks of relief if she did something normal, like bicycling, just like she’d bicycled with Dad . . .

No! Stop thinking of Dad! Think of finding the true killer, presenting him to the police and Gran and the Greats, showing them that while seeing the truth could hurt people, it was necessary too.

Truth was good, thought Fish.




Chapter 6

CWA in a Loo Doors Flap

The CWA ladies are turning their exacting eyes to the swing of the loo door. What do they want? An inwards, rather than an outwards, swing. Those in the know believe that an inwards swing is safer because it prevents those passing by being hit, and means those on the loo can keep others out with a well-placed foot. The Gazette’s view is that a dunny door, regardless of swing, is a luxury not to be sniffed at.

NANCY

Blood. The air about her was a mist of blood and sunlight, but if Nancy hurried, she could put the fragments of flesh and bone back together, squeeze them, shape them into the bright small boy she loved.

She needed a weapon. If she didn’t have a weapon, they might kill her sons too, her darling boys sleeping down the corridor. They’d killed Gavin, but she would not let them hurt Clancy or Tom. Nancy glanced around the kitchen, saw the knife drawer and opened it. Yes! The carving knife!

She almost sobbed with relief. Somehow she knew this had happened hundreds, thousands of times before, and each time she had been trapped and held down. But this time she could move. This time she . . . she could fight back at last . . .

‘Nancy. Nancy love, wake up.’

She struggled out of the mist. Michael stood next to her in the Overflow kitchen, one hand grasping her arm, the other stroking her face. He’d turned the light on. Nancy looked in horror at the knife in her hand. ‘What?’

‘You’re sleepwalking again, love,’ Michael said gently. He took the knife without comment and put it back in the drawer.

Nancy sat. ‘I’m sorry. Did I wake you?’

‘Shh. It doesn’t matter.’ Michael dropped a kiss on her hair.

He wasn’t going to mention the knife, she realised with relief. What would she have done with it if he hadn’t woken her? Charged outside into the night looking for the guards who had imprisoned her in the World War II internment camp?

Outside the kitchen window, trees hushed and the river song dappled the night, sounds she had heard all her life except during those nightmare years as a prisoner of war in Malaya. Nightmare, she thought. This is real. That was nightmare. Just lately it was getting difficult to tell which was which.

What if Michael hadn’t woken her?

The sweat chilled under her nightdress. ‘I need to go for a walk. You go back to sleep.’

‘May I come with you?’ asked Michael quietly.

He always asked, every time she’d had these nightmares in the whole wonderful thirty-two years of their marriage. And each time she told him the same thing.

‘I’m better off alone.’

Especially now she had begun to walk in her nightmares, which since Sam’s accident came almost every night, harsher and brighter than ever before. The light, she thought. That pitiless Malay light, glaring on the barbed wire, the emaciated faces of her friends, lying on their pallets as still as Sam lay in his hospital bed.

She’d been at the hospital with Moira, discussing the new rehabilitation centre being built there, when the ambulance arrived. She had looked out the window and seen Sam, seen the stretcher bright with blood, seen Jed stumble after it, her jeans and shirt bloody too. She’d sat with Jed, her arms around her, as they wheeled Sam into surgery and Moira had rung Blue and Joseph.

The nightmare that night had been the worst for years, after she had staggered home at nearly midnight (Sam ‘critical but stable’), had glimpsed herself in the mirror, had seen the bloody handprints on her dress. But she didn’t think it had been the blood that had called the memories back. It was the helplessness, sitting in Matron’s office, drinking cup after cup of tea, trying to get Jed and Blue to drink too, to eat a sandwich, while Joseph prowled the corridors, a doctor powerless to enter the operating theatre and try to keep his son alive.

Life shouldn’t change so suddenly, from normality to horror. And knowing that it could was more than she could bear.

She glanced at the window again, at the blessed darkness, the soft night, where she was away from death and blood and the eternal light — in Malaya, once the sun set, the searchlights came on. You dreamed of and longed for darkness in the camp, a luxury almost as great as food or clean water.

‘Go back to bed, my love,’ she said to Michael. ‘I’m fine now.’

She wasn’t fine. She would never be fine. But outside in the soft dark she would be better.

Michael looked at her with bruised eyes. He would protect her from bushfire, wake her from nightmares. But he couldn’t save her from this. His lips tightened, a strong man helpless. He kissed her hair again. She waited till she heard the creak of the bed, then slipped down the corridor to the boys’ rooms. Yes, they were safe, sleeping as soundly as wombats at midday after a day filled with enough activity for fifty nine-year-olds.

And now for outside. She didn’t bother with boots. Nancy had rarely worn shoes as a child here at Overflow, or even in the tiny bush school where Mum had taught the kids. Shoes stopped you feeling the heartbeat of the earth, according to Gran, and besides, you needed to grip the rocks with your toes when you leaped from stone to stone up the creek.

The ground was still warm, even as the breeze misted cool from the river onto her arms and face. Blessed coolness, after the oppressive heat of Malaya: blessed dry air, not humidity. Malaysia now. The Malaya she had known existed only in her memory, a brief few months of colonial boredom and then the frantic escape down the Peninsula, the evacuee ship, the water.

And then the internment camp. Three years of it. Four women alive at the end of it, though she had not truly been alive — her body breathing, just, but her mind dead, crushed by the effort of survival not just for herself but for those she loved.

And failed. The women she had loved, dead. Ben, her beloved brother, dead. Gavin, the four-year-old nephew she had loved as a son and as a symbol of all that was still joyous in the world, for he was the child who chased butterflies, a gleam of transcendence for all those in the camp, the guards too . . .

She trod across the track to the creek, feeling the stones and the dust. Moonlight sank into the bedrock of the creek and then reflected back at her. Moonlight or starlight was bright enough to keep going up the creek, feeling her ankles cold from the water, the soles of her feet warm when she trod again on rock, breathing in the frog calls, the thud of a wallaby. Then finally she was there, the largest pool, the pool Gran had taught her was the most important one of all, deep and round, its blackness still and silent, despite the dappled song of water above it and below . . .

She sat on a rock and watched.

This alone healed her, the pulse of the earth joining hers, her earth, the land of her ancestors, reaching into her. No, that wasn’t fair. Many people had healed her too. Michael, who had never given up hope he’d see the girl he loved again, her parents, Gran . . .

But none of them knew. None of them suspected that Nancy Clancy had never entirely come home from the war. The woman who wore her face still walked in blood at night. When you had lived with death on either side for so long and when you were so young, you didn’t think like others did.

The worst time hadn’t been the years after her return — she had managed to bury the memories then. She wasn’t even sure what brought the attacks on. Helplessness, perhaps? The last year of the 1960s drought had been bad. There had been times it had almost faded, when the dreams came only once a week, or less, when they had hurt but not clawed at her so she woke screaming. Setting up River View, the happy exhaustion after the birth of her sons. Maybe having children, working with children, had helped keep thoughts of death away.

She had seen so many dead. Had watched them die. Death was not just possible. It was easy. As easy as sending fat lambs to the abattoir, because humans were animals too, and as unsuspecting, mostly, that their lives could be taken as easily as a sheep’s.

And this was why she walked at night, alone, without Michael. Because Michael’s wife was the confident, capable Nancy Thompson, not the shivering victim who dreamed of blood. Nor was his wife the woman who imagined how she might have fought back, if she’d had a weapon in that internment camp, who even thought of how she might defend her sons, her family. Once you knew how easily someone you loved could be murdered, you realised that you could also kill, to save them.

She didn’t want to be a person who imagined that, and yet she was.

Gradually the stillness of the water calmed her. Strange, how a pool could fill from such brightly running water and escape in a small waterfall at the other end, and yet sit so still in this deep, dark pool. She was the water, belonging to this land. She was the stars that whirled above.

Then suddenly she heard it. A song that was part dog, part wind, part of the land itself. A dingo’s howl, the first she had heard for years.

She waited for another to answer it, for the hills to sing with the dingoes’ call, as they had her whole life, before the last ten years.

The solitary call came again, but still there was no answer. If only she could howl too, scream at the unfairness of life.

But Michael might hear, and it would worry him. Darling Michael. She was so blessed to have him to go back to, warm and safe and strong, while the dingo must howl alone.

Finally she felt clean enough to walk back to the house to her husband and her sons.




Chapter 7

Do Ya Think He’s Sexy?

Rod Stewart Wooing Down Under

British superstar Rod Stewart is in Australia on his Blondes Have More Fun tour, and getting a hot welcome too. At this stage he’s only playing in all the major Australian cities, but if we ask nicely, he might just preform in Gibber’s Creek . . .

FISH

‘A nice long bicycle ride? That’s a fine idea,’ said Joseph heartily the next morning, displaying exactly the sort of relief Fish had expected. Fish knew the Greats spent each morning sitting with Sam at the hospital. Had they been afraid that she would want to come too, or that their time with their son would be eroded by having to find something for her to do?

Joseph was eating muesli, on account of his high cholesterol, but Great-Aunt Mah had made her and Gran omelettes stuffed with mushrooms and parsley and other green stuff Fish didn’t know but liked. Mum had not rung, nor was there any news of Dad, but at least she had a brill breakfast and something real to do today, and the Greats could continue their own lives without bothering about her.

‘I’ll pack you a lunch if you like,’ said Great-Aunt Blue, only slightly too eagerly.

‘Thank you,’ said Fish politely, spreading plum jam on toast. The food here was totally fab. Mum wasn’t much of a cook, and she and her friends were always on a diet of some kind and expecting Fish to be on one too, like half the girls at school. Or maybe all of them. At least Dad’s meals had been delicious, even if it wasn’t Australian food, even if he didn’t like Australian food, like toast and Vegemite. He’d even been condescending in a nice sort of way about Gran’s roast lamb . . .

‘Don’t forget to wear your boots,’ said Blue.

Fish shoved the pain from thinking about Dad away. ‘I don’t have any. Why do I need boots?’

‘Snakes. You need footwear that goes up over your ankles. Mah’s boots should fit you.’

‘Are there many snakes around here?’ Fish asked carefully.

‘Browns and copperheads and red-bellied blacks, and tiger snakes if you head up into the hills. And pythons, of course, but they aren’t venomous,’ said Joseph.

‘We had a python living in the roof for a few years,’ added Mah. ‘I’m a size seven. That okay?’

‘In the roof?’ Fish inspected the ceiling for fangs. ‘Yes, I’m a size seven too,’ she added.

‘Did a great job keeping the rats under control. No possums either while the python was up there. Haven’t seen it for ten years or so though,’ said Great-Aunt Mah regretfully.

‘Can snakes bite you on a bicycle?’

‘My word, yes. They can rise right up to strike. But only the browns are really aggressive around here at this time of year.’

‘Are there lots of browns?’

‘Yes. Don’t worry, they can’t bite through boots and thick jeans.’ Great-Uncle Joseph looked out the kitchen window at the trees and trickling creek. The snake-infested trees and creek . . . ‘Lovely day for a ride. You’ll enjoy it.’

Fish silently vowed never to go off the bitumen. At least she could see the snakes there. Or were black snakes camouflaged on black bitumen like the soldiers’ uniforms had been in the Vietnam jungle?

‘Is there anything else dangerous here?’ she asked casually.

‘I told you about the funnel-webs,’ said Gran. ‘Not quite as deadly as the Sydney ones, but closely related.’

‘And scorpions — but you hardly ever see them,’ Great-Aunt Mah reassured her.

Joseph laughed. ‘The most dangerous animal anywhere is the mosquito.’

Fish looked at him in alarm. ‘Malaria? Here?’

‘No. But there’s Murray Valley encephalitis — we had a case just last year — and that Barmah Forest virus CSIRO have just identified.’

Neither of which she had ever heard of. She’d have to find a library and look them up, or maybe in one of the medical books in the living room. But not right now. Fish carefully forced her mind away from deadly wildlife. ‘So town is to the right once I get to the proper road, and Drinkwater, then Dribble, then Overflow to the left?’

‘That’s it,’ said Great-Aunt Blue. ‘The road’s pretty level — Broccoli Bill bicycles up it every week with his vegetables. There’s a turn-off to a billabong a few miles past the Drinkwater front gate.’ Fish automatically translated ‘a few miles’ into kilometres. Old people never seemed to have noticed the country had gone metric more than a decade ago. ‘You might like to picnic there. It’s beautiful, by the river.’

‘Haunted,’ said Great-Aunt Mah, reaching for the jam.

‘Mah, of course it isn’t.’

‘Of course it is! At least six people have heard Matilda’s ghost there —’

‘After a long night at the pub, stopping to drink a few last stubbies by the river.’

‘What about the Harrison girl?’

‘Just an excuse to stop young Hamish going too far.’

‘You’ll like the billabong,’ said Joseph firmly.

‘I’m sure it’s lovely,’ said Fish. And snake infested. Snakes ate frogs, didn’t they? A billabong would be full of frogs. And mosquitoes. And possibly scorpions too.

She had no intention of visiting it. Fish knew exactly where she was going today, and it wasn’t for a picnic.




Chapter 8

Australian Crew to Overtake Boat People in Bigger Boat

Fatima International, a Catholic aid organisation, have bought a large boat called the Tung Ni. But although bought for love, this won’t be TV’s Love Boat, and its crew won’t be swigging Blue Lagoons and scoffing prawn cocktales. Instead the Bung Ni has been bought to find refugees in unseaworthy boats, pick them up and make sure they’re medical needs are attended to. Because they are not allowed to bring them back to Australia, the crew will drop the refugees off in the New Hebrides. (Note to Editor: where is this pls?)

FISH

Heat shimmered above the bitumen as Fish bicycled down the road between the paddocks. This was much easier riding than the slopes of St Lucia back in Brisbane.

There was the Drinkwater homestead, its neat, rectangular paddocks like a Cubist artist had painted them, and yes, that must be the track that led to the billabong. Fish rounded the corner and saw a roughly painted sign on the gatepost: Dribble. Abandon irrational preconceptions all ye who enter here.

Fish suspected she’d like someone who’d make a sign like that. Jed?

The lawn was as shaggy as a sheep and much the same tan colour. The car in the carport looked dusty, the windscreen splattered with dead moths, and the roof covered with white drips from a muddy bird’s nest in the rafters above it. A ramp led up to a white-painted veranda (boring) and front door. Fish heard a child wail as she knocked.

A dog barked. Footsteps pattered away from the door, not towards it. The dog barked again, as if irritated that its warning hadn’t been heeded. The crying changed tone, but didn’t stop. Fish knocked again.

More footsteps, towards the door this time, as if the occupant had realised you couldn’t pretend not to be home with a baby yelling.

The door opened. A scent of soaking nappies and the disinfectant stuff they had to be soaked in, and all the other odours of a house that was too closed up, though not exactly dirty.

‘Yes?’ The person in the doorway stared at her, or at least at her pink hair.

So this was Jed McAlpine-Kelly, the one who coped so wonderfully with everything, including her husband in a coma. Thin, white faced, barefoot in jeans that were too big for her and a faded man’s shirt that fell to her knees. The baby held against her shoulder increased her howling. A grey-jowled Doberman stood by Jed’s legs, watchful, as if deciding whether to bark at Fish, or bite.

Add dogs to the ‘dangerous’ list, thought Fish.

‘I’m Fish,’ she said quickly, before the dog decided to attack. ‘Your cousin once removed by marriage. I’m staying with the McAlpines.’

‘Yes?’ asked Jed again. Both tone and stance said, ‘Go away.’

‘Um, can I come in?’

‘I’m sorry, I’m working.’ The baby grabbed Jed’s hair and howled even louder, as if to prove this wasn’t so.

‘Please,’ said Fish.

Jed stared at her. ‘Why do you want to come in?’

‘Um, because I don’t believe in irrational preconceptions?’

‘Look,’ began Jed angrily, then stopped as the baby’s wails changed from frustration to pure distress.

And suddenly it was impossible not to speak. Jed McAlpine-Kelly was not ‘managing wonderfully’. She was not coping at all. The world would feel crooked until the truth was made whole.

‘You need help,’ said Fish simply.

‘I . . . I’m fine.’ But the voice now was admitting to herself how far she was from being fine.

I said the right thing, thought Fish with relief. Not the normal thing or the tactful thing, but the right thing.

And the dog knew it too. It butted its head against Fish’s knees, asking to be scratched behind the ears. Fish obliged.

‘Let me take the baby,’ Fish suggested. Fish liked babies. Babysitting paid for all the art equipment she needed. ‘Her name’s Mattie, isn’t it?’

‘She’ll just cry harder,’ said Jed desperately. But Fish was already reaching out for her.

The baby yelled at Fish, then stopped suddenly. She stared at Fish’s hair and then her face. ‘Book?’ she enquired calmly.

‘That’s . . . incredible,’ said Jed shakily.

Fish shrugged. ‘Babies think I’m strange. I am strange. They’re curious.’ She let Mattie grab her finger and begin to chew it, then brushed past the stunned Jed down the hall into the kitchen and looked around.

No paintings on the wall, and walls a bland cream. Washing-up in the sink. Not much: a coffee mug, a plate, a baby’s Peter Rabbit bowl, some spoons. Two buckets of nappies soaking and none, Fish noted, on the line outside. She looked back at the woman. Jed’s eyes were sunk into her head with weariness and pain.

‘What did you have for breakfast?’ asked Fish.

‘That is none of your business.’ The edge of anger was better than the numbness Fish had heard before.

‘Did you even eat breakfast?’ I sound like Gran, thought Fish. That’s what Gran had asked the first morning at her place. And Gran had been right. The world had looked . . . bearable . . . when she’d had breakfast. Fish suspected that the only thing still linking Jed to the world was her daughter, a child who was probably picking up her mother’s anguish.

She opened the fridge, still jiggling Mattie on her hip. Two bananas, an avocado and a sweet potato. Food for a child beginning to eat solids; nothing for her mother. There wasn’t even any milk for tea.

‘You need to eat,’ said Fish.

‘I’m fine. And if one more person gives me a casserole, I’ll scream.’

‘Why?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What’s so bad about people giving you casseroles?’

‘Because no pot of apricot chicken is going to give me my husband back,’ said Jed sharply.

‘But food will make you feel better, and you’re obviously not eating enough. I’ll ring Great-Aunt Blue,’ said Fish, closing the door.

‘No!’

‘Why not?’ One thing the Greats were excellent at was feeding people.

‘Because . . . because it’ll hurt Blue to be here,’ said Jed miserably. ‘This is where Sam . . . Sam isn’t.’

‘It won’t hurt her,’ said Fish as Mattie tugged a chunk of pink hair, crowing in delight. ‘It’ll comfort her to be where he was happy. She wants to be with you and Mattie. You’re making her even more unhappy by keeping her away. You haven’t really been writing, have you?’ Fish held her breath, hoping that by some miracle telling the truth again had been the right thing to do.

‘Oh,’ said Jed. She sat numbly on one of the shabby kitchen chairs. ‘I . . . I didn’t know. I didn’t think.’ She blinked at Fish, visibly wondering exactly how Fish had managed to see reality so clearly and so quickly.

Fish was used to that. Her own despair lifted slightly. Maybe . . . maybe if she could help Jed and find the murderer, then maybe she wasn’t a waste of space.

‘I haven’t been writing,’ whispered Jed. ‘I keep promising that I’ll have the rewrite done soon, but every time I look at it I think of Sam, just lying there, of all I never said to him when he could hear me. My brain seems to have turned into cotton wool.’

‘Maybe it’s just too full to let you think about your book. The Greats can bring lunch, then mind Mattie while you and I go for a walk,’ Fish suggested. She needed to talk to Jed McAlpine-Kelly about Sam. That might be much harder than getting her to eat. She suddenly remembered the snakes.

Jed blinked again. ‘Why do we need to go for a walk?’

‘To talk about Sam where his mum and aunt can’t hear. I bet you haven’t talked to anyone about Sam since his accident.’ Fish held her breath.

‘I’ve talked and talked. Doctors, nurses, that neurologist Joseph brought down from Sydney —’

‘Not about his medical condition. About him.’

Silence. The baby tried to suck on a handful of Fish’s pink hair. Fish gently removed her hand.

‘How did you know I need to talk about Sam?’ asked Jed at last.

Truth mattered. ‘I didn’t, till you just told me. I wanted to talk about him. But I’m glad you do too.’

‘Okay,’ said Jed slowly. ‘We’ll talk. Where do you want to walk to?’

‘The billabong,’ said Fish in relief, that being the only place she knew to walk to around here. ‘Um . . . are there any snakes there?’

‘Yes.’ Was that a ghost of a smile?

‘Many?’

‘Yep.’

Fish hesitated. She could suggest a bike ride on the bitumen, but you couldn’t talk on a bike. Or not easily.

Jed held her arms out for Mattie. ‘I’d better feed her if Blue is going to babysit. Don’t worry, I can show you how to tell if there’s a snake around.’

‘Really?’ Fish looked at the young woman in front of her, unbuttoning the shirt. But the claim had the feel of truth.

‘Okay,’ Fish said more confidently. ‘We’ll walk to the billabong.’ She headed out to the phone in the corridor.

‘You remind me of someone,’ said Jed’s voice behind her.

Fish turned. ‘Who?’ she asked curiously. She had always assumed she was unique.

‘Me, ten years ago,’ said Jed. And for the first time she looked as if she was truly present in the room.




Chapter 9

Baa-baa Goes Boom!

It looks as though someone’s spinning wool into glod, at least according to the market this week. At this week’s woool auction a whopping 125,486 bales went for a cool $43.22 million — the highest price it’s fetched since 1974. All the wool was bought at the action. There wasn’t a skerrick of a skein left by the close of business.

FISH

Blue and Mah arrived forty minutes later with a box full of Tupperware containers: frozen casseroles, banana muffins, plus a spinach quiche and apple pie both still warm from the oven, with a bowl of salad, with dressing in an old Vegemite jar, and a tub of ice cream wrapped in wet newspaper. Joseph had presumably been left behind to talk to his sister in private. Excellent, thought Fish.

Ten minutes later the table was set, and everyone was eating quiche and salad. Jed reluctantly at first and then as if she was starving, while Mattie sat on Blue’s lap and chewed her car keys as well as pieces of quiche and stewed apple, in between giggling games of boo that delighted both her and her grandmother more than any other event in human history. For the first time since Fish had arrived, her great-aunt seemed truly happy.

Two helpings of apple pie and ice cream later, Jed stopped eating. So did Fish. Blue shooed them out the door, with Fish’s packed lunch and muffins ‘in case you need a snack’, Mattie still gurgling on her hip. The dog stood in the doorway, torn between a walk and guarding the puppy, and also possibly leftovers. Leftovers and the puppy won.

‘Why does Mattie cry with me and not with you and Blue?’ asked Jed shakily as they walked through the dusty garden, Fish keeping a wary eye out for snakes or potentially savage sheep.

‘Well, we’re a novelty,’ Fish said, being kind, and then more tentatively, ‘and because she knows you’re upset. So she’s upset too.’

Jed looked stricken. ‘I thought I was looking after her okay.’

‘You are,’ said Fish quickly, though she wondered what effect so many hours spent in a hospital room with a grieving mother might have on a child. But even she could see that this wasn’t the time to point that out. Jed needed to feel better, not worse. She looked down the hill to the river, flowing docilely between its banks. ‘Which way to the billabong? Do we need to go back to the road to get there?’

Jed looked at her warily. ‘Why do you want to go there?’

And why are you so guarded? wondered Fish. ‘I don’t particularly. But Great-Uncle Joseph said I should see it. It’s a local beauty spot, isn’t it?’ Not that she liked beauty spots. ‘Pretty’ had never worked for her.

‘I . . . I haven’t been there since the fire,’ said Jed slowly. ‘It’s been a special place for me ever since I came to Gibber’s Creek. I didn’t want to see it with burned trees.’

Fish said nothing. But Jed seemed to hear what she’d have said anyway.

‘Yes,’ said Jed. ‘I need to face it. Life does look different after food,’ she added. ‘I should have remembered that.’

They began to walk. Fish looked cautiously at the tussocks. ‘Snakes?’ she reminded Jed.

Jed actually laughed. ‘Listen for the small birds. They hate browns and tiger snakes because they eat eggs and baby birds. They yell a warning call above the snake. If it moves, the birds move too, yelling above it.’

‘So there aren’t any red-bellied black snakes here?’

‘Lots. They like the river. But mostly they pretend to be a stick unless you sit on them. I’ve only known one that was aggressive.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Ran. People can run faster than snakes can slither, though not faster than they can strike. But it was only passing through. I haven’t seen it again.’

‘You mean you know all the snakes around here?’

Jed hesitated. ‘I used to. Pretty much, anyway — there are always snakes coming through, or young ones. But I haven’t been out much for a while.’

A good answer, thought Fish, both true and exact. She was beginning to like Jed. ‘What made the billabong special for you?’

Which was probably a ‘none of your business’ question. But Jed answered anyway.

‘I’d had a bad time before I came here. The whole of my life had been bad. I felt as if the world would probably be a better place if I had never existed. I’d almost lost the will to keep on going. But a truckie dropped me off near the billabong, and an old swaggie fed me sausages and made me look at the world again. And it was beautiful,’ said Jed, smiling faintly at the memory. ‘As lovely as today. And with bread and sausages in my stomach, I had the strength to face Matilda, the dragon of Drinkwater, who turned out to be my great-grandmother. And from there things just got better, until Sam . . .’ Her voice died away.

‘Why did you fall in love with him? Tell me to shut up if you want to,’ Fish said. ‘I ask too many questions. And tactless ones too.’

‘I think maybe that’s a good question,’ said Jed slowly. She glanced over at the river, smiling as if she was seeing something more than the water flowing endlessly along the sand. ‘Sam made me happy. I know that sounds simple, but it’s not. Sam had the strength to do what he loved and he loved everything he did. Even swimming in the river with Sam . . . he’d think of nothing else but the joy of the water and being together. He taught me to feel the same. Not scared of tomorrow or next year, just seeing the beauty of today.’

‘Except you’re not doing that now.’ Fish flinched away from something long and black. But when she looked again, it was a stick.

‘No,’ said Jed slowly. ‘I’ve been acting more like I was before I came here. Tucking myself away from life because it hurts. I . . . I just can’t face the thought that I’ve lost him. Every day I wake up and hope his face will be next to mine, or his boots outside the back door. Every time I walk into that hospital room I hope . . .’ She paused, then shrugged. ‘I just hope. I need him and can’t have him, and yet he’s still there and it’s not fair. But life isn’t fair. Fair is a human concept, to help us deal with each other. I know it’s irrational to feel betrayed because Sam is . . . is somewhere I can’t reach.’

‘Sam is the love of your life?’ asked Fish, carefully stepping over a fallen log in case there was a red-bellied black on the other side.

Jed snorted. ‘You are far too intelligent to subscribe to clichés like that.’

She really did like Jed. ‘Then so are you. He isn’t?’

‘I’d been in love before,’ said Jed quietly, looking at the river again. ‘I fell out of love too. His name was Nicholas. He’s now preparing to do vet science, and he and his wife are waiting for the birth of their first baby. Felicity had a miscarriage not long before this pregnancy,’ she added, ‘so they are extra anxious. Not that there’s any reason to be.’ She sounded as if she was trying to convince herself of this too. ‘Our love was the shallow kind that was never going to get any deeper. But Sam is — good. It was a slow sort of love that just kept getting richer. He made me totally happy and I kept getting happier too. Then suddenly he was gone.’

‘Then you can fall in love again,’ said Fish.

Jed looked at her in sudden fury. ‘How can you say —?’ She stopped and swung her head to her right, almost as if interrupted. She shook her head, then resolutely gazed at the water glinting between the flame-darkened trees.

‘Maybe,’ Jed admitted at last. ‘Emotionally it feels impossible that I could ever love another man. Intellectually . . .’

‘George Bernard Shaw says that people who’ve had a happy marriage will want to marry again.’

‘George Bernard Shaw lived apart from his wife for almost their entire relationship,’ said Jed dryly. ‘I’m not sure my idea of a happy marriage is the same as his.’

It was excellent to talk to someone who didn’t think mentioning a dead playwright’s views on marriage was weird. Someone who seemed, miraculously, to have the same deep need for truth as her.

They walked in silence for a while. ‘I think it’s academic anyway,’ said Jed at last. ‘I love Sam. He’s still the heart of my life.’

Will he still be, in a year’s time, or even in ten years? thought Fish. She’d heard of people being in comas for years before they died. If Sam McAlpine’s life remained restricted to that hospital bed, would Jed stay anchored to it too?

But there was a more important issue now. Fish decided to risk it. ‘I want to prove neither you nor Sam could have killed that man,’ she said abruptly.

Jed didn’t even stop walking. ‘I suspected you did.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Why else come and visit me?’

‘I like you,’ said Fish.

‘But you hadn’t even met me and didn’t know you would. And you said you wanted to talk about Sam.’ She looked up at the branches, then back at Fish. ‘Sam only matters to the people who love him now, or who think of him as a medical problem. You’re not in either category.’

‘Sam matters to the police now too,’ said Fish quietly. ‘They want a nice easy solution for their case.’

‘And Sam is an easy target because he can’t defend himself?’ Fish could hear the restrained anger in Jed’s voice.

‘Yes. But you can defend him. I can too.’

‘Maybe you should have called yourself Shark, not Fish. Here’s the billabong.’

Fish looked. An uneven pond about the size of a long backyard mirroring the sky, dappled with leaves and floating casuarina needles.

It wasn’t ‘pretty’, probably hadn’t been even before the fire left scars on the tree trunks and stubby branches shooting out with bushy clumps of green leaves instead of a tall canopy. But it was beautiful.

The water flickered blue and gold; the river shone silver over a low sandbank. In a strange way the reflected light seemed to go on forever here. Which was stupid because all light kept travelling . . .

All at once, desperately, Fish wanted to paint this, not the place, but the light and colour. Paint how trees and tussocks and water could lead you to eternity . . .

And suddenly Jed McAlpine-Kelly was smiling. ‘Pull up a tree,’ she said. ‘Joke,’ she added as she saw Fish didn’t understand. She sat with her back to a broad trunk. Fish lowered herself next to her, with a careful look for red-bellied black snakes, spiders and scorpions. The ground felt warm and, strangely, as comfortable as an armchair.

They sat in silence. The breeze whispered, muttered, snickered, licking at the perspiration on her face. Fish felt some of the last week’s anguish seep out of her, as if the wind was carrying it away.

Could you paint wind too? Of course you could, in the movement of the leaves. Maybe one day she could even paint its song . . .

‘I used to think there were ghosts here,’ said Jed at last. Her voice almost sounded peaceful.

‘Why?’ Surely Jed didn’t think that leaf rustles and river quivers were the echoes of dead people?

Jed hesitated. ‘I put it in my book, the one I’m supposed to be revising. It was easier to make it fiction than write it as fact. Do you know “Waltzing Matilda”?’

‘Of course.’

‘This is where it happened. The swaggie stole the sheep, but he wasn’t just a swaggie, he was a union organiser, and the sheep was a tame poddy. It was a set-up to try to stop the push for a basic wage and workers’ rights, but it went wrong and he died. And his daughter was there too. Matilda.’

‘You mean the song is true?’

‘No. The song was a lie, to cover up the truth. But, yes, it’s based on a real event.’

‘There’s no daughter in the song.’

‘No,’ said Jed. ‘History usually doesn’t mention the women. But they are there. It’s one of the things I’m really writing about, the women history ignores . . .’ She stopped. She had not been writing, of course.

‘So the swaggie’s ghost really does haunt the billabong, just like the song says?’ Which was impossible, but Fish was curious.

Jed hesitated again. She so obviously wanted to say no. ‘No’ was the sensible answer, the sane answer. At last she said, ‘Yes. I think Matilda is here too in some way, and Tommy — her husband, my great-grandfather — and Fred, the swaggie who helped me. Not ghosts as in woo-woo and sheets. I . . . I don’t even really know what a ghost is. Sometimes it feels,’ and again the honesty came hard, ‘like a crack in time I can look through, or walk through. It means a person doesn’t vanish entirely with their death.’

‘Will Sam be here when he dies?’ Fish regretted the question the moment she asked it.

Jed said nothing, did nothing, just sat with her back to the tree and her face to the water. At last she whispered, ‘Maybe.’ Tears ran down her cheeks, but she made no move to wipe them away. Suddenly, unexpectedly, she grinned. ‘Look!’

Fish looked. A monster stood on the other side of the billabong, a giant fuzzy rock with four tiny legs and small, evil eyes glinting at them as the head bent to drink. She prepared to run. ‘What . . . what is it?’

‘Sir Cedric.’ Jed wiped the tears away, then blew her nose. The monster ignored her, still drinking his fill. ‘He’s a feral ram. He’s been on the loose for six years now. No one can catch him.’

‘So that’s all wool!’ said Fish, horrified.

‘And twigs and leaves and dirt that have been caught in it. Sheep aren’t supposed to be able to survive by themselves — if they had been, Australia would have feral sheep by now, just like we have feral camels. Sheep who don’t get shorn get fly strike or go wool-blind. But sometimes you get one like Sir Cedric . . .’ Jed sounded almost admiring.

‘Shouldn’t we try to catch him?’ Fish wondered again if sheep bit humans.

‘Be my guest. The best way is to tackle him from behind and grab a hind leg. That way you only get dragged along the ground, not headbutted. No, I’m joking, it’d take at least two people, sheep yards and a dog who really knows what to do if anyone is going to catch Sir Cedric.’

‘You like the fact he’s free, don’t you?’

‘Yes. I think Nancy and Michael secretly admire him too. Other sheep just do what they’re told. A bit like people.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How many people really have the courage to live the kind of life they want? Sir Cedric would be more comfortable shorn every year and in a paddock. He could head back to the paddock any time and be let back in. But this is what he’s chosen.’ Jed looked at the water again, as the afternoon sun sent a sheet of gold flashing across it.

‘What about you then? What do you want now?’

‘Sam. But I can’t have him, can I? No matter how quietly I try to sneak through reality, he won’t suddenly be there around the corner. I suppose I want a happy life for Mattie. The sort I had for a little while, family and friends and writing and Dribble . . .’

‘They’re all still there,’ said Fish at last.

‘I know. I . . . I just forgot.’

More silence. Good silence. The best silence Fish had known since she made such a mess of things at home. Across the water Sir Cedric gave a kind of snort and trotted into the trees, the brown dapples of his matted coat soon hidden in the shadows.

At last Jed looked at her with eyes full of calm intelligence. ‘I need to live again. Live well. I hadn’t realised how much I’d been failing Mattie, or Blue or other people I love.’

‘Yes,’ said Fish. She wasn’t quite sure what Jed meant about ‘living again’, but it sounded better than what she’d been doing lately.

‘So how do you think you or anyone else can prove neither Sam nor I had anything to do with Merv’s death?’

Fish took a deep breath. She had done right speaking honestly to Jed. And if she could solve this one too, then . . . then it meant she was good, not a monster, not cruel and callous and telling only truths that could wound or kill.

‘Because other people were murdered too. And you and Sam might have hated Merv, but neither of you is likely to be a mass murderer.’




Chapter 10

What a Scream: New News Show Shows Shouting

If, unlike us here at the Gibber’s Gazette, you prefer your news televised, Chanel Nine has brought out a currant affairs program, called 60 Minutes.

With well-nown journalists George Negus, Ray Martin and Ian Leslie, the show shows a range of tropical topics affecting society today. The first topic tackled? How to stay sane in these modern times. Accordian to Mr Negus, one in four Aussies suffer from some kind of psyckeriatrick (Note: check spelling) disorder, trying to cope with the ‘rat race’.

The solution: scream therapy. Some people are spending thousands of dollars on this radical new treatment. The experts here at the Gazette reckon that all you need to do is to go down to the Royal Hotel on Friday night. You’ll see many patrons participating in just such an activity for the low price of a schooner (or five).

FISH

‘Mass murderer?’ asked Jed carefully.

Fish nodded. ‘A serial killer. The young constable —’

‘Will Ryan? He was at school with Scarlett, though a few years ahead of her. He’s nice.’

‘Yes, him . . . he let it slip. Great-Uncle Joseph said there were two other bodies, much older, found at the same time. Constable Ryan said there were more.’

‘How many?’ demanded Jed.

‘The constable didn’t say. I heard the detective tick him off for mentioning it as they left. I think no one is supposed to know.’

‘Why not?’

Fish shrugged. ‘I suppose they don’t want people to panic, thinking there’s a mass murderer on the loose.’

She watched Jed absorb the news that there had been other victims, not just the man who had tormented her — though she didn’t seem worried about a mass murderer. ‘Isn’t it going to be difficult to find out who murdered these other people if you don’t know who they are?’ she asked at last.

‘No,’ said Fish eagerly. ‘When someone disappears, people usually miss them. Especially in a place like this, I think.’

‘No one missed Merv. And police will have already looked at missing person records.’

‘Merv was a stranger, so he wasn’t missed. And the police haven’t even been asking about the other bodies, so they mustn’t realise that the person who killed them probably killed Merv. I’m going to ask all the old people around here if they remember people who disappeared. If they want to know why I’m asking, I can pretend it’s a history project for school.’

Jed blinked. ‘I suppose it’s safe enough asking if anyone went missing decades ago.’

Fish glanced at her. The whole point was that if there were more bodies, there might have been much more recent murders. But Jed was still talking.

‘You really think people will answer you?’

‘Yes. People do answer if you ask the right questions. But most people are too embarrassed to ask.’

‘Possibly with good reason,’ said Jed.

Fish flushed. ‘I know.’

‘Have you asked too many wrong questions lately?’ She turned to look at Fish more closely. ‘You have, haven’t you?’

‘Often,’ equivocated Fish.

‘I am also very good at telling the truth but not always telling the whole truth,’ said Jed calmly. ‘It takes one to know one. What have you said?’

Fish was silent.

‘Very bad?’

‘Yes.’

‘Too bad to talk about?’

Was this what it felt like when she questioned other people? Did they want to run too, just to escape that implacable voice?

‘Okay,’ said Jed. ‘Your business.’ She grinned at Fish’s expression. ‘I mean it. You can cross-examine me about my . . . my marriage, query whether or not I’m a mass murderer, but I won’t ask you why you’re here and not at school.’

‘The headmistress agreed that I didn’t need to go to school for a while.’

‘And you don’t want to?’

Fish shrugged. Which was easier than explaining that she couldn’t face questions at school, like why she was living with Gran and not with Mum. It had been bad enough suddenly being Vietnamese, a sort of new Australian, not an old one. She was Australian, no matter who her father was . . .

‘It’s not as bad as you think, you know,’ said Jed gently.

‘You don’t know what it is!’

‘But I know what was in my past. Bizarre things. Horrible things. Things I thought would turn anyone who knew about them away from me forever. But they didn’t,’ said Jed softly. ‘Not one single person.’ She stood up. ‘I’d better get back. Mattie needs feeding.’

‘How do you know?’

‘My breasts ache. Are you really going to ask about missing people?’

Fish nodded. ‘Unless you think I’ll make things worse.’

‘I don’t think things could be worse,’ said Jed frankly. ‘There’s no way I can prove that Sam or I didn’t kill Merv, and people aren’t covering up for us. Who else would want to kill him?’

‘A psychopath. Someone who just kills for the feeling it gives them.’

Jed suddenly looked tired again. ‘At least that makes more sense than me or Sam murdering Merv.’

They began to walk back. Fish glanced at Jed. At least she seemed to be really seeing the world around her again, watching a small grey bird hop under the bushes. She was intelligent too. So why hadn’t she realised what all this meant?

If a psychopath had killed Merv and the other victims in the church, who would they kill next?




Chapter 11

Drive-in Driving Off

It’s the end of an error. Gibber’s drive-through will soon go the way of the pounds and the pence and become a thing of the past. Instead of loading up the kids or your favourite sheila into the Cortina, coloured TV means that you can have a dulux cinematic experience in your lounge room. While their is something undeniably attractive about watching the latest blockbusters on the sofa with the missus, we will all fondly remember not watching the latest films because we were too busy in the backseat.

The last viewing will be in a few months’ time, and will be showing local movie Mod Max starring Mel Gibson.

THE KILLER

Not one person in that café knew how easy it was to kill.

The killer sat in the Blue Belle, inhaling the scent of baking apple cake and plum strudel, waiting for the mug of coffee on the table to cool. Outside, Gibber’s Creek’s post-school rush headed down to get last-minute groceries or a fortifying slice of carrot cake. And none of them . . . not a single one . . . had any idea how simple it was to kill someone.

Suddenly the longing to go back to the place where that first blow had been struck was too great to ignore. The track to the billabong, below the slope that led to Dribble.

Time to relive that moment when the man who had seemed so powerful seconds before crumpled on the ground, like an old newspaper thrown away among the tussocks.

The killer looked at the faces in the café again, a mother wiping chocolate icing from a small grubby mouth, another over at the counter buying quiche and a container of salad from Halfway to Eternity to give her family for dinner. Would their lives change if they knew how ridiculously easy it was for someone to come up quietly behind them and to strike a blow like that? Would they always be glancing behind, jumping at shadows?

Perhaps ignorance was good.




Chapter 12

Ties and Tresses: The Gibber’s Creek Businessmen’s Association to Admit Women

Burn your business bras, ladies! The Gibber’s Creek Businessmen’s Monthly Luncheon is going the way of women’s lib and has decided to admit women.

The Committee met today and after pressure ‘from certain local groups’ voted on the motion. But not everyone is thrilled about it.

According to newcomer to Gibber’s Creek, Stan Proudfoot, travel agent and proprietor of Proudfoot’s Travels: ‘I’m not saying I don’t love women, but I think that business decisions are best made by those with a cool head, preferably over a cold beer. Plus some of the blokes might get distracted by a good-looking bird. Women should leave serious topics to the big guns.’

However, many in the community dismiss Mr Proudfoot’s claims as chauvanistic nonsense, including the Editor of this paper, as well as Ms Fiona Lee, manager of Lee’s Emporium, Mrs Blue McAlpine and Mrs Mah McAlpine, former proprietors of the Empire Buscuit Factory until its takeover by US interests.

JED

Jed lowered herself into the old cane banana lounge on the veranda and let the dusk breeze wash over her. Six years ago her face would already have been covered in bushflies — but then Sam had brought dung beetles to Gibber’s Creek, wonderful dung-rolling beetles that made it impossible for the bushflies to breed. And life had changed, not just for her but for everyone, and the sheep too . . .

Beside her, Mattie stood in her playpen, holding on to its walls as she cautiously edged along them. She’d be toddling unaided soon, getting into everything.

How long had it been since she had just sat here, watching the sun sink behind the river, turning it flaming red, fading to rust then silver?

She knew exactly how long it had been. Five months, two weeks and five days.

Thank goodness no one today had said, ‘Sam wouldn’t want you to hide yourself away in grief like this.’

She hadn’t been hiding in grief. Yes, grief was there, tearing, gut-aching grief, and sadness too, which was not the same as grief, and sorrow for Sam, who might never see his daughter grow or hold his grandchildren or see every house in Australia wearing solar panels.

But the last five months she had been . . . she hesitated over the exact word. Incapable? She had not known how to cope with other people’s grief, had not had the energy to even try. So she had shut herself away from life, exactly as she had as a girl till old Fred and Sam made her live again. And it had taken Fish to make her see it.

The phone rang as she was putting Mattie to bed in her cot. She dropped a brief kiss onto the curly hair — just like Sam’s but finer, softer — and hurried out to answer it.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, it’s me.’ The voice was uncharacteristically muted.

‘Scarlett? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ said Scarlett, her voice slightly nervous. ‘Just letting you know that I’m coming down for a few days. I will be quiet and not interrupt your writing, but I am coming down. I know you’re not my real sister. I know it’s not really my home, but —’

‘What?’ She collapsed onto the hall chair. Maxi immediately put her head on Jed’s foot. ‘Of course this is your real home!’

What had she done to make Scarlett — indomitable Scarlett — feel like this? Memory swept in: the too-many times she had told her sister she didn’t feel like company because she was writing, the dinners where she had sat, silent and refusing to communicate. ‘Scarlett, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry! I . . . I haven’t been writing. I just didn’t want anyone to know. I’ve seemed to have got lost and can’t find my way back. I haven’t been able to cope with anything or anyone.’

‘Not even me?’

‘I didn’t want to sweep you into my sadness. You have Alex and university and so much happening for you. I just wanted you to be happy! But this is your home forever. I’m your sister forever, no matter how dumb I act.’

‘Yeah, you’ve been pretty dumb,’ said Scarlett. She sounded more like herself now.

‘Okay, brat, you don’t have to rub it in.’

‘Then it’s okay if I come down Thursday?’

‘Yes. A million times yes. And I won’t pretend I’m writing instead of hiding in my room crying or looking at the wall, and if I do, then you can yell at me.’

‘Excellent,’ said Scarlett. ‘I’ll be down in time for dinner.’

‘But don’t you need to read up before lectures begin again?’

‘I will do brilliantly. I always do. How are things? I mean really, how are things?’

‘Tidier, better fed and less depressed than when Blue arrived. She called you, didn’t she?’

A silence. Then, ‘Yes. Jed, I’m so sorry. I thought that with all your other problems, you just couldn’t cope with a crippled sister . . .’

‘I’ve never thought of you as crippled, or not for more than thirty seconds when I first met you,’ said Jed gently. ‘It’ll be good to see you, brat.’

Scarlett laughed at the old name. ‘See you Thursday night.’

‘Will Alex be with you?’

A hesitation. ‘I don’t think so. See you then.’

Jed had just put the receiver down when the bell rang again.

‘Jed, my sweet, it’s me, your oldest friend and newest editor. I thought I might pop down the week after next, have a chat about your book.’

‘I’m sorry I . . . I still haven’t done any more work on it. Is that going to get you into trouble?’

‘No,’ said Julieanne gently. ‘I’ve warned everyone the publication date might have to be put back. But maybe chatting about it will help you get started again.’

‘Did Blue call you, or Scarlett?’ demanded Jed.

‘Scarlett. She said you need to see people.’

‘I’m better than I was, will be even better in a fortnight, and would love to see you.’

‘Thank goodness,’ said Julieanne, just as someone knocked at the door.

‘Sorry, I have to go.’

‘Okay, my sweet. Talk later.’ They hung up.

The door opened. ‘Cooee? Only me,’ said Carol. She wore the tattered overalls she wore at the commune, not the black pantsuit she donned these days to practise law in Gibber’s Creek.

‘Scarlett or Blue?’ asked Jed patiently.

Carol grinned. ‘Nancy. Blue rang her. Nancy can’t come over herself tonight because they’re getting the sheep ready to sell and they’re checking them for strike, so she rang me. I think she’s pretty cut up about selling them. She’s sure this dry spell is the beginning of a long drought.’

‘I bet she’s right,’ said Jed.

‘Probably.’ Carol looked at her quizzically. ‘Going to tell me again that you’re working and need to get back to your book?’

‘No.’

‘Good. You know, that was the first time I have ever heard you lie.’

‘It wasn’t a lie. I did need to get back to writing. I do need to get back to writing. I just didn’t . . . do it.’

‘Okay. Do you want me to stay for dinner, or would you rather I buzzed off?’

‘I would love you to stay. I may burst into tears, but I suddenly want to eat vast amounts of extremely delicious things.’

Carol held up a Tupperware container. ‘Good thing I brought dinner then. Cheese and spinach triangles.’

Sam had been going to bring back cheese and spinach triangles for dinner, the day of his accident. Jed had not eaten them since. But Carol could not know that. ‘Blue and Mah left a whole fridge full of stuff,’ she equivocated.

‘You can eat the fridgeful tomorrow. Also there’s a music evening at the commune next week, and you need to go to it.’

Jed hesitated. ‘Julieanne might be here then . . .’

‘Bring her.’

Jed tried to imagine elegant Julieanne sitting on stumps of wood among the guitars, accordion and fiddles of Halfway to Eternity’s music evenings. The images fitted surprisingly well. But . . .

She shook her head. ‘Maybe.’ Everything around her spoke of Sam McAlpine. It was time she ate cheese and spinach triangles again too. But it would hurt too much to see the commune where she first met Sam.

‘You have to face it sometime,’ said Carol softly.

Jed stared at her. Halfway to Eternity was where she had first swum with Sam in the river and admired his hydraulic ram. Every fruit tree or adobe wall would sing of him.

Which was why, she realised, she needed to take his daughter there. Because Sam was not gone, not yet, and maybe not ever. And if being at the commune made memory brighter, then that was good.

Jed opened the door fully, allowing Maxi’s nose close enough to sniff the cheese and spinach triangles, which from long experience she knew might leave delicious flakes on the kitchen floor. ‘Come on in.’

Carol put the package on the table. ‘I cry for Sam,’ she said suddenly. ‘I love him too. I don’t mean the way I did when I had a crush on him. Sam is just plain lovable.’

‘He is, isn’t he? I saw you once, coming out of his hospital room. I ducked into the toilets so you wouldn’t see me.’

‘Why on earth?’

‘I don’t like being with him when other people are there. Except Mattie, of course.’ She managed a smile. ‘Maybe we’ll cry a bit together sometime. And thank you for dinner.’

The triangles were perfect, naturally, having been made by Leafsong of the Blue Belle Café, possibly the world’s most expert cook. The salad was also perfect, as was the chocolate cheesecake that someone had left in the fridge, with more of Blue’s vanilla-bean ice cream, as Jed tried to explain to Carol the trigger for her transformation.

‘She’s a funny little thing,’ said Jed. ‘Spiky pink hair, fish hand-painted on her bell-bottoms. Quite beautiful too, but I don’t think she knows it. Blue says her father is Vietnamese.’

‘Boat person?’

‘No idea. She wouldn’t even say why she’s here and not in school. And what a name — Fish!’

‘That’s not a Vietnamese name, is it?’

Jed helped herself to more ice cream as Maxi hoovered up the filo pastry crumbs under the table, then positioned herself into the pose of faithful dog who deserves to lick out the ice-cream container. ‘Not that I know of. My bet is she chose it herself.’

‘Do you really agree with her that there’s a psychopath on the loose?’

‘Of course not. If I did, I’d have warned her to keep out of it. And called the police. I bet the bodies are old as the hills. Maybe the church was built on an old graveyard or something. But Fish needs to think she’s needed.’

Carol gave her an odd look. ‘Then why are the police keeping quiet about the other bodies?’

‘They probably aren’t,’ said Jed practically. ‘Just waiting for the results of proper forensic examinations to establish causes of death. And maybe till they’ve carbon-dated them or something, so they can make a formal statement without people yelling that there’s a serial killer on the loose. They might be a hundred years old or more for all we know.’

‘Okay, maybe. But that still leaves horrible Merv.’ Carol hesitated, then added, ‘The police questioned me too this afternoon. But there wasn’t much I could tell them — just that I didn’t see any sign of Merv or his car when we got here that day, or any strangers lurking about. Who do you think killed him?’

‘You know it wasn’t me, or Sam or any of the crew.’

‘Actually, I don’t,’ said Carol quietly.

‘What?’ Jed stared at her.

Carol met her eyes. ‘I think you didn’t do it. In fact, yes, I know you didn’t do it, because you are my friend and I am good at judging people. But I’m a lawyer. I also know what is considered admissible evidence in court, and in court my feelings wouldn’t count. You or Sam could have killed Merv days before the fire.’

Jed looked at her ice cream. Should she confess she had seen Merv that day, so there was no way he could have been killed before the fire?

No. Carol would expect her to tell the police. Nor could she quite face going through the events of that day again . . . not yet.

Carol was still looking at her. Was that a lawyer’s evaluation?

‘If I didn’t do it, and Sam didn’t do it, are we left with a mass murderer?’

Carol shook her head. ‘No, I agree with you on that one. You know what I think? Merv was a bastard, right? How many people do you think he hurt, apart from you? Fifty? A hundred? He might even have made enemies while he was here. Probably did.’

‘And they followed him out here?’

‘Can you think of a better idea?’

‘No. It . . . it even makes sense.’ It made a lot of sense. Merv had been an expert at nastiness. Jed suspected she hadn’t been the first girl he’d raped either.

‘Should I be worried about the police suspecting me?’ she asked bluntly.

‘Speaking as your lawyer? Let’s just say concerned.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Very seriously. You and Sam are the obvious suspects. You might even have colluded, luring Merv out here into a trap so Sam could kill him.’

‘But we didn’t!’

‘I know, honey,’ said Carol softly. ‘But the police don’t. It’s probably better that . . .’ She stopped and flushed.

‘You were going to say that it’s better they think Sam did it instead of me,’ said Jed bitterly. ‘Because they probably can’t charge Sam unless he’s conscious. And they can never charge him if he dies.’

‘I was going to say that, but I didn’t. I know Sam too.’

‘He is good, isn’t he?’ said Jed.

‘Just plain nice. Everything he did . . . Damn, you’ve got me crying now . . .’ Carol fumbled as she angrily pulled a hanky out of her overalls.

‘Here.’ Jed passed her the tissues, took one herself and blew her nose. ‘And I know tissues are a waste of a tree.’

‘Not if we’re crying for Sam, they’re not,’ said Carol. She reached for Jed’s hand. ‘I’m sorry. I should have been here the last five months.’

‘And I shouldn’t have shut everyone away. More cheesecake or another tissue?’

‘Both,’ said Carol.




Chapter 13

The Bears Win Again!

The Gibber’s Creek Beans Rugby Team won a thrilling victory over the Goobillup Gorillas last Saturday. The Gorillas were leading 5–2 when Bears team Captain Jason Sampson scored the decisive try, which revitalised the Beans to sweep to victory . . .

JED

She slept. The last time she had lain down and simply slept was the night before Sam’s accident. Each night since then had been a small private mourning at the absence of his warmth from the sheets, the comfort of his breathing, being able to mumble, ‘You get her,’ and have the baby brought to her, warm and freshly changed, to feed in the security of bedclothes tangled about her and Sam, the scent of a baby and of two people who loved each other and their child.

Love had its own fragrance. Maybe every marriage had its own perfume.

And hers was gone.

But tonight, at last, sleep was a blessing: easy, gentle sleep. She woke only when a wet nose poked her elbow. Maxi, telling her Mattie was awake a few seconds before the ‘I am here; oh, those must be my toes!’ gurgle became a hungry roar.

If eating was ever an Olympic sport, her daughter was going to win gold.

She padded along the corridor. She no longer fed Mattie in their bed . . . her bed. It made the absence of Sam more than she could bear. Instead she sat in the rocking chair in Mattie’s room and gazed at her daughter.

‘Book?’ said Mattie.

‘I survived this because of you,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t think I’d have bothered to go on each day if it hadn’t been for you.’ Mattie gently grabbed a hunk of hair in a chubby paw and pulled. Jed smiled and unwound the fist, then replaced the hair with her finger. Mattie had a grip of steel too. Just like her father . . .

‘Book book urgle urgle gah,’ said Mattie firmly, grabbing at Jed’s shirtfront.

Jed began to feed her. Suddenly she realised she was crying. Grieving, deeply and properly, as perhaps she never had before. The last five months had been shock and retreat, and sometimes anger too, but not grief.

Now she was simply sad. A hard feeling, but good.

Depression would come again, but at least she knew her enemy. Knew how to face it too. Because even an hour with friends or family was enough to bring her back from her abusive childhood and the searing loss of widowhood. The present had love and beauty and even joy, even if it no longer had Sam.

She reached for a nappy, blew her nose, then threw the nappy into the washing basket. It missed.

A cry came from the hills beyond Overflow. She sat still, listening, then realised it had called for many nights, but the song had never registered before.

It must be the dingo Sam had heard on that last morning before happiness was snatched from them. Maybe the dingo was crying for Sam too.

She was being stupid. Of course it wasn’t. It must be calling to other dingoes, but none were answering.

Was it the last dingo ever near Gibber’s Creek? she thought bleakly. Would it always be alone?

But there were dingoes in other areas. Perhaps the dingo needed to leave, to find companions, a life filled with whatever dingoes did. Just as she needed to leave the small box of life with Sam, where she had known complete happiness, and start widening her own life again. Sam’s life might be missing, but she had to find hers again, for Mattie’s sake, and for her own.

And for the sake of everyone else who loved her. Somehow she had forgotten she was loved by so many people. But being loved brought responsibility to those who loved you too. She, who had never been loved before she came to Gibber’s Creek, needed to remember that.

Mattie was almost asleep again, surfeited. She put the baby back in her cot, tucked the koala by her side, bent and retrieved the nappy, then padded back to her own room.

A glint in the darkness stopped her. She peered out the window. The moon was a thin crescent, a cheese rind in the sky, but the night was clear. That and the starlight were enough to make out the shape of a car, through the trees, down on the track to the billabong. Memory bit with teeth of fear for two seconds, then she remembered. Merv was gone. If those were two teenagers necking, well, good luck to them. And if someone had a flat tyre, they could call the NRMA because she was lousy with a jack, and anyway, she couldn’t leave Mattie to go down and help.

She pulled the blind down, looked at the empty bed and let grief stab her once again. But despite that, she knew she would sleep properly again.




Chapter 14

Dress to Impress as a Shepherdess

Here in Gibber’s Creek, fashion associated with sheep is decidedly of a more rugged variety. Singlets. Stubbies. But on the Paris catwalk the ‘shepherdess’ look is all the rage, and none of it includes moleskins and Akubras. Ladies, it’s time to embrace your inner Little Bo Poop. Think pastels, pettigoats and lace while sweetly reclining in a meadow, not in a paddock among the bindi-eyes. And no Blundstone boots please.

NANCY

Nancy rubbed her eyes as the car bounced down the Dribble driveway. Each bump reminded her of the young man who was no longer here. Sam had been the one who kept Dribble’s drains clear, the puddles filled in. Nancy made a note to ask Michael to clear the gutters again and to bring the tractor to slash under the fruit trees so the ground thrushes could see the snakes coming.

She paused before opening the car door. She was tired to her bones, achingly tired. She had woken that morning standing in the kitchen, the hem of her nightie damp from dew, the night slowly lifting out through the window to grey.

Where had she been? Worse, what had she done? All she could remember was running, struggling, trying to beat back the impossible, to keep those she loved alive.

Those she had failed to keep alive, more than thirty years earlier. She had to peer in at the boys and Michael to reassure herself that this was reality, the secure woman in the land she loved, with those she loved about her . . .

It was almost as if she was back in the internment camp in Malaya, and all this was just the dream she longed to come back to. But the dream had gone all wrong: the loss of the sheep, the farming plans in abeyance until it rained again. There would be no ‘Shall we put lucerne in the creek paddock next year or how about foliage turnips?’ Farm life would be survival, not growth, for the next few years. The bushfire scars were still vivid on every tree despite their green shoots. She still felt the loss of animals all around her, missed the neighbours who had been forced to leave instead of rebuild, a Christmas card perhaps instead of waves each time they passed on the road, the loss of familiar faces at the CWA, bushfire brigade meetings, Hospital Board . . .

The loss of Andy . . . though you were sort of prepared for old friends to die. But Sam . . . and Jed’s grief . . .

I should have come here more often, she thought. But she, who had carefully ignored her own grief after the war, now had no words of help to give. And Jed was so very good at locking comfort out.

She opened the door finally, forced her face into what she hoped was an encouraging smile, walked up the ramp and knocked. ‘Cooee? Only me.’

Footsteps. ‘Hello, me.’

Something was different. Jed looked tired, but no longer weighed down by it. Nancy bent forwards for a kiss, then took Mattie from her and breathed in the lovely scent of baby hair. The world steadied a little again.

‘Book!’ said Mattie hopefully, grabbing Nancy’s earlobe.

Nancy disengaged the tiny fingers and looked enquiringly at Jed. Jed shrugged. ‘She thinks “book” means “food”. Or every good thing in the world.’

‘Or maybe she just wants a story. How is she sleeping?’

‘Wonderfully. Just not at two am. Come in.’

Nancy glanced at her great-niece by marriage, then tried not to stare at the house, which was not just clean — it never had been too bad — but fresher, brighter.

Jed saw her look and grinned. ‘Blue called Mrs Purdon and her daughters to come over and spring-clean the house early this morning. Well, late-summer-clean it. Curtains washed and ironed, mats shampooed, windows washed, floors polished.’

‘My word,’ said Nancy, trying to remember the last time anyone had washed the curtains at Overflow. But the real difference was Jed’s grin.

She had been desperately worried about Jed for months. It was a fear she couldn’t share with Blue and Joseph. They had both lost too much, with Sam’s accident so soon after the death of a beloved brother. They were still in shock themselves. She, of all people, knew that waiting, grasping that feeble feather of hope, all the while knowing how little chance there truly was, could be more devastating than loss.

Her fear for Jed had gone even deeper than she had felt when Jed had been menaced once again by Merv. Merv might have hurt Jed’s body, but he had never quite managed to blanket her spirit in grey.

The Jed she had first known as a homeless teenager had been dangerously close to not caring if she lived or died. Merv alone had not done that, but he’d compounded the years of neglect and abuse by her parents and stepmother.

Nancy wished she’d been able to get a docking ring onto Jed’s father — after he’d had Jed, of course. As for the two women, who had also lacked the deepest, most essential instinct of humanity — to care for a child — well, in the old days they’d have been cast out to wander in the back gully and speared if they dared leave it. And Jed’s father could have joined them there.

But now . . .

‘What’s happened?’ she asked bluntly.

Jed flushed and bent to pat Maxi to try to hide it. ‘Fish,’ she mumbled.

‘What about a fish?’

‘She’s Kirsty’s granddaughter. Fish.’

‘I thought she was called Felice.’

‘Well, she’s called Fish now. And it suits her. She is a queer fish. And I don’t just mean her hair, which she’s dyed pink.’

‘Pink?’ Nancy blinked. A few of the old ducks in town had put blue rinses through their grey hair, but she had never seen pink hair. How on earth had the girl managed it? Surely no one made pink hair dye. Bleach and paint?

‘It doesn’t look as odd as you think. But she seems to have been born with no tact and an urge to drag everything out into the sunlight. She made me see I’d been . . .’ Jed shrugged. ‘Not coping.’

An understatement, thought Nancy. ‘You aren’t supposed to cope after tragedy,’ she said mildly. ‘That’s what family and friends are for. To look after things for a while.’

‘I hadn’t known,’ said Jed slowly.

No, she hadn’t, thought Nancy. How could she have? Until she settled into this district and this family, this young woman had always had to care for herself.

‘Blue is going to babysit Mattie for a few hours each day so I can get some things done.’

‘She’ll love that.’

Jed nodded. ‘I just hadn’t realised . . .’

‘No need to reproach yourself. As long as things are okay now.’

‘Starting to be,’ said Jed carefully.

‘Book, book, book!’ said Mattie insistently.

Jed reached for her daughter. ‘Nappy and food time. This kid is going to grow up to rule the universe. Come on, sweetie: it’s stewed carrots and avocado time, and then we’ll see how you go with a cup of milk. Blue says she may sleep better moving on to cow’s milk.’

‘Feed her meat,’ said Nancy. ‘That was the only thing that made my two monsters quiet.’

‘She loves lamb chops. Gums them for hours. Sucks them dry like a vampire.’

‘And I’d better go.’ Nancy stood. ‘I’m sorry I can’t stay longer. I need to pick the boys up from the school bus. It’ll be feeding time for the lions, then down to the river till dark. They’re building a raft.’

‘Wow. A good one?’

‘Extremely good. Solid, watertight. Of course it’s going to sink as soon as they put it in the water.’ Nancy shrugged and mirrored Jed’s grin. ‘But they can swim. And Michael and I will be there to see it launched and either cheer or rescue them as necessary. Kids become more fun as they get older. No less exhausting, but at least you get to sleep through the night.’

At least until you begin to walk in your sleep, she thought, with no memory of what you’d done. She was worried she had even driven last night — her car was in a slightly different position this morning from the one she was sure she’d left it in yesterday.

She had a vague memory of checking sheep who were no longer there.

‘A whole night’s sleep? Paradise,’ said Jed.

‘I’ll call in tomorrow,’ said Nancy. She tried to find words to apologise for not having been there, for not knowing how to respond to the young woman’s desperate need. Thank goodness for the unknown Fish. A strange name, but no odder than Jed or, for that matter, Nancy of the Overflow.

‘Take care, Jed.’ She kissed her again, no longer so head-heavy, then kissed Mattie’s cheek. Maxi came out to join them as Jed held the baby’s chubby hand up to wave goodbye to her.




Chapter 15

Green Bans for Gibber’s Creek?

A group of concerned Gibber’s Creek residents demonstrated outside the council offices yesterday to protest a proposal to demolish the much loved old courthouse to make way for larger council chambers.

Built in the late 1800s, the courthouse was one of the very first buildings built in Gibber’s Creek and its colonial charm is one of the biggest tourist attractions of the area.

If the council is successful in its challenge to place the Courthouse on tthe Register of the National Estate, thus protefting it from demolition, the courthouse would be replaced by a large facility because, in the words of Councillor Craig Logan: ‘We need a space so that we can best serve the citizens of Gobbers Creek. We need to strategically plin the future.’

At the time of sprinting, the Gibber’s Gazette remains unclear as to how the council are doing this, but if you have a view, we’d love to here from you. Unofficial legal opinion is ‘the council don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell’.

Pictured holding the banner Make laws not walls! are Ms Elaine Sampson, Brocolli Bill Smith, Mr George Lee, proprietor of Lee’s Bottle Shop, and Mrs Mavis Lloyd of Murrinvar.

FISH

Breakfast was excellent again, with the two great-aunts in the kitchen: fruit salad and yoghurt, then home-made croissants with apricot jam. Great-Uncle Joseph was only allowed two, because of his cholesterol. Gran ate four.

The day before had been mostly lost to chutney making: peeling tomatoes by covering them with boiling water, and stirring, stirring, stirring the big pot while the scent of cloves and vinegar spread through the house and the Greats gossiped about people she had never heard of, though Blue had vanished to sit with Sam for a while, and then to babysit in the afternoon, leaving Gran and Mah to ladle the hot and spitting chutney into jars.

Today those jars lined the bench on a Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel, ready for labelling now they were cool. Time to get to work. Fish spread jam on her third croissant. ‘Who’s the oldest person in the district?’ she asked casually.

‘Old Mrs Lee,’ said Great-Aunt Mah promptly. ‘No one is quite sure about how old she is — she was born in China, came here as a bride. But she’s passed her century.’ She smiled. ‘Everyone thinks I’m one of the Lees. They’re a big family around here.’

‘Did your parents come from China?’ asked Fish enviously.

‘No idea. Maybe one of them. My brother and I were brought up in an orphanage. Why the interest?’

‘Just wondered,’ said Fish, which was entirely true.

‘Poor old thing,’ said Joseph. ‘Mrs Lee used to be great chums with Matilda. The family visit her regularly, but she scarcely recognises them. Thinks they’re people from her past.’

Which sounded promising, because then she probably wouldn’t say ‘I don’t know you’ to Fish. Also ‘visiting’ sounded as if Mrs Lee was in an old people’s home, and there’d probably only be one in a place like this. Fish just needed to find it in the phone book.

‘You look happy,’ remarked Gran, smiling.

Happiness faded like a dress left out in the sun. She had no right to be happy. And she wouldn’t stuff this up either.

The phone rang. Fish froze. It might be Mum, with news of Dad. It might be Mum with no news of Dad, yelling at her again for what Fish had done to him, not apologising for what her own lies had done to both Dad and Fish, and herself too . . .

Great-Uncle Joseph rose from the table with the habit of a country doctor who is sure any phone call at mealtimes must be for him. He was back a minute later. ‘That was Nancy,’ he said. Fish relaxed as he continued. ‘They’re bringing some of the Overflow sheep down the road to Drinkwater before the sale next week. Nancy wanted to know if Fish could give them a hand getting them in.’

‘Sheep? Me?’

He nodded. ‘Could you just pop up to the gate just down from the Drinkwater driveway? You passed it yesterday. Open it and wait for the sheep. Nancy will be behind them.’

‘Then what do I do?’

‘Just stand there and don’t let the sheep get past the gate.’

Sounded easy. And very Australian. ‘I went droving sheep,’ she could say when she got back to school. Though standing by a gate wasn’t exactly droving. Did you drove sheep, or only cattle?

‘Do sheep bite?’

Joseph grinned. ‘Only grass.’

‘Okay then,’ said Fish in relief. ‘I thought I might go into town after that. Have a look around.’

‘Best place to eat is the Blue Belle,’ said Joseph. He dug out his wallet and handed her fifty dollars. ‘Buy yourself something nice at Lee’s Emporium.’

It was too much. And she didn’t deserve ‘something nice’. ‘Is that the same Lee as Mrs Lee?’ she asked, to stop the threatening tears.

‘Her husband and brother-in-law had a market garden, way back in the 1880s and 90s. Old Mrs Lee expanded that to a hardware store, and then added clothes, then furniture.’

‘She always had a great eye for fashion. She and Matilda both,’ said Blue. ‘Her granddaughter runs the stores now. You’d better get on your bike if you’re going to help with the sheep.’

‘Yes. Thank you,’ said Fish awkwardly.

She wondered if they’d start talking about her as soon as she left.

The Greats had insisted she wear a hat, offering her a neat straw one. Fish had compromised with an old one of Joseph’s, then twisted a pink scarf over it. She’d have liked to paint fish on the brim, but she hadn’t brought her fabric paint, and anyway, Great-Uncle Joseph might object.

The gate was unmistakable. Fish unlatched it and dragged it open, then leaned against it and watched the road. No sign of sheep. Or snakes, dingoes or whatever a yowie looked like. A big bird loitered overhead, almost as if it was examining her. At last it caught a thermal and glided away. A flock of galahs chattered across the paddock, then sat in a long line on the fence, still chattering. At least Fish knew what galahs were — Di had one in a cage at home. A nice normal Australian home, with an Aussie mum and dad and three point two kids and a backyard with a barbecue . . .

Another flock of birds flew in from somewhere over the rise. Suddenly faces appeared, woolly, trotting. Sheep, thought Fish.

There had to be hundreds of them! All charging down the road, all making the noise that was not ‘baa’ at her. She was going to be run down by an avalanche of sheep . . .

Except the Greats wouldn’t have put her in danger, would they? Great-Uncle Joseph said it was easy.

Fish took a deep breath and then another one. She walked into the middle of the road as the first sheep drew near. They looked too dumb to even understand how to turn into a paddock. Fish spread her arms wide. ‘Er, shoo,’ she said.

The sheep ignored her.

‘I said shoo!’ she yelled.

The biggest sheep in front of the mob glanced at her and veered left. And suddenly, like a woolly tide, the whole mob began pouring through the gate.

‘Oh, wow,’ said Fish. Homo sapiens had won again! One girl had bested ten thousand sheep. Or one thousand. Or maybe a hundred . . .

A car approached, heading into the mob of sheep. Fish expected it to stop. Instead it slowed, moving steadily up the road. The sheep parted, not quite tidily, to let it through. The driver lifted two fingers casually to Fish. She’d never met him, but waved back uncertainly as he smiled.

More sheep. Another car. The school bus coming the other way, which meant she had to run to shoo back two sheep trotting along on the other side past the gate. But they joined the others readily enough. The man on the bicycle she’d seen when they first arrived appeared, once more with a load of vegies. His waistcoat was orange and pink today, and his flowing trousers turquoise. ‘Could do with some rain,’ he called, not stopping as his bicycle ploughed between the sheep.

‘Um, yes,’ said Fish.

‘I like the fish.’

‘I like your waistcoat.’

He laughed and waved to her as he passed.

More sheep, moving more slowly now as they discovered the green pick at the edges of the road. How many sheep could one farm have? A police car. Those must be the police who’d called in on Monday. The man in the grey suit was probably the detective. He raised a hand in a vague salute. A giant young constable smiled at her and put the window down. ‘Got you working,’ he remarked.

Fish nodded, smiling back automatically, then realised where they might be heading. ‘Are you going out to Jed’s again?’

‘No,’ the detective answered for him. ‘Overflow.’ He smiled a little grimly. ‘Everyone really does know everyone else’s business in a place like this. And no, Miss Johnstone, I don’t suspect anyone at Overflow. But they might have seen a stranger lurking about.’

He knew her surname. Impressive. Though maybe the constable had told him Gran’s married name and he just assumed it was hers too, though if Mum had married Dad, then maybe they’d both have had his surname. ‘If you want to talk to Nancy and Michael, I think they’re behind the sheep.’

Sheep still filled the horizon. ‘Thanks for that,’ said the detective. The constable smiled at her, then put the window up again. The car inched forwards into the sheep.

Fish watched them go. If I was a mass murderer, she thought, I’d only kill people far away from where I lived. A place where no one knew me, and roads were deserted, and churches most of the time too — though that would make a stranger conspicuous, of course.

But then she wasn’t a murderer, nor ever could be, so her reasoning probably didn’t count. She leaned on the gate again. The world smelled of sheep droppings and lanolin, the air filled with the clopping of sheep hooves and bleating. There was still no indication at all that the tide of sheep would stop. The first were already heading down the slope towards the river, presumably for a drink.

What were the girls at school doing? Mum would be at work, probably. And Dad . . .

Another car passed and then one more. A big sheep made a dash for freedom, or at least the tussocks further down the road. She had more confidence shooing it back this time. I have conquered a thousand sheep, she thought triumphantly as another car slowed down before it entered sheep world. And the sun warmed her skin and the river glinted and it was impossible, totally impossible, that murder could happen here.




Chapter 16

Hydatids Warning

‘Get Your Dogs Wormed’ is the call from Rocky Valley vet, Felicity Brewster. Hydatids’ life cycle is from sheep or wallabies to dogs and then possibly to humans, causing death if a cyst grows in a vital organ. Hydatid cysts can linger in the soil for decades, and wherever there are sheep and dogs, they are a problem. A monthly worming may save your life, or your child’s or your neighbour’s.

THE KILLER

No passer-by would ever believe murder might happen here, thought the killer, watching the half-grown lambs butt their mothers, the older ewes bleating at the indignity of having to move aside for a car. This was a place where kids accepted rides home without thinking of abductions; where neighbours took in each other’s washing if rain was threatening or milked the cow if someone was away; and where you only had to sneeze twice and half the district was bringing you casseroles.

Gibber’s Creek was nice.

So nice it had seemed no one would even notice the strange position of the wrists and ankles of the bloke who’d been burned. If it had just been that one body, probably no one from Sydney would have been called in. But then the others had been dug up and that put paid to that.

The killer gazed at the sheep. Half of them were probably going for lamb chops, after they’d been shorn. Half the blokes around here killed a sheep as easily as looking at it.

Did any of them ever think, ‘Hey, it’s probably just as easy to kill a person’? Possibly not. Maybe none of them even realised there were secrets all around them. Gibber’s Creek was nice.

But the secrets lingered, just the same. The killer knew many of the district’s secrets. And only one of them was murder.




Chapter 17

Art Gallery at Eternity

If you’re in the market for a good bite of culture, the commune Halfway to Eternity is opening an art gallery.

The commune, best known for Brocolli Bill Smith’s organically grown vegies as well as prickles, chutneys and famous zucchini kasundi, has brunched out into the art world.

The ‘Branch Out’ art gallery will feature pieces by local artists, as well as handcrafted bush furniture. The gullery hopes they will eject creativity into the community and urges all to come and have a look. Admission is tree.

NANCY

Michael had been yakking to the police amid the mob of sheep for half an hour now. Nancy perched on a fence post, trying unsuccessfully to clear her mind of everything except the comforting scent of sheep and gum trees, leaving Roger to munch the grass well behind the mob. It was beneath a horse’s dignity to eat with sheep.

She could have walked down to be interviewed with her husband, but, hopefully, Michael would answer all their questions — and, legally, someone had to be behind the sheep to warn motorists. After all, these were police, presumably as alert for misdemeanours as they were for murder.

It wasn’t murder to cut the throat of a sheep that would become a series of roast dinners or to shoot a dog that attacked the sheep. Was killing a man like Merv so different from killing a dog that had gone rogue? But the dog, after all, might have been a kind friend to its human family, savage only to stock. Nancy doubted Merv had ever been kind to anyone. Not that it mattered. Merv had threatened someone she loved. Did these men seriously expect her to help them find his killer?

She shook her head only partly to get rid of the flies that always followed sheep, even in these days of imported giant dung beetles. And yet if people lost the inhibitions that stopped them killing other humans, society would break down. You’d have war, or worse. She had seen all too clearly what happened in war. Law, not war, she thought vaguely.

She felt . . . odd. Not enough sleep the night before. Not enough sleep for many nights. And all at once she wanted to cry, because this stock had been bred for nearly three-quarters of a century, the young Matilda studying sheep husbandry to make her small flock the best possible, then bringing those techniques to Drinkwater.

Overflow sheep had been bred on the ‘keep the best for rams and bung them in with the ewes once a year’ principle. Overflow’s sheep had been okay, but not prize winners. But then she’d married Michael and the Drinkwater strain had merged with Overflow’s. The resulting flocks produced some of the best wool in Australia, which meant some of the best in the world. She could only hope this mob would be bought as wool producers, not just for their meat. Surely they would . . .

But they would not be hers.

She glanced up at the sky, hard and blue. And it would stay hard and blue. She’d bet the whole of this flock that there’d be no rain at all for three years, bar maybe a thunderstorm or two. And of course that was exactly what she was doing, betting this flock on her certainty about the coming drought, a far worse one even than the one in the 1960s, for even then there’d been a little rain.

Gran had known the Federation drought, almost no rain from 1878 till August 1903. It had been the length and severity of that drought that had convinced men like Henry Parkes that the only way for the colonies to survive was to unite, in one more powerful economic unit. That drought had led to the lowering of wages that triggered the growth of unions and the Labor Party, and the temperance and suffrage campaigns to end child labour, which it had seemed might only be done by a new national parliament. Matilda had made her fortune borrowing money to buy land in the last years of that drought, using the signs of the land to predict exactly when the drought would break.

Nancy of the Overflow had no doubts about her reading. She wished she did. Wished she didn’t know that nine out of ten roos and wombats were going to die and that she would smell the too-sweet stench of rotting flesh by every dried-up waterhole and along the river where starving animals drank and waited for their slow death.

She didn’t want to see it. Desperately wished her sons did not have to see it. Almost envied old Matilda, dying before this drought. Day after day of blue sky and death . . .

The police were getting back in their car. She waited as they edged through the last of the sheep, then pulled up across the road. Her horse eyed them incuriously; they were unlikely candidates to have apples or even a biscuit in their pockets.

‘Mrs Thompson.’ William Ryan tipped his cap. Nice lad. His mother was a Maori, the daughter of a New Zealand shearer, and his father’s mum a blonde from the Baltic, one of the many refugees after the war. Interesting combination of features: not handsome, but solid. And very big. Reassuringly large, in a young man so kind.

How old was he now? Twenty-four or so. She remembered the year he’d started school with a crewcut cut so close to his head that he looked bald. The kids had called him Lex Luthor after the villain in the Batman comics. It was probably time she asked him to call her Nancy, but maybe not with this detective bloke in tow.

‘This is Detective Sergeant Rodrigues from Sydney.’ Something in William’s voice hinted he was not entirely impressed with Detective Rodrigues.

She nodded to them, still perched on her fence post. ‘I know.’

‘Just confirming a few things,’ said Rodrigues, treading in a scatter of sheep droppings. He didn’t seem to notice. ‘You were at home all of the day of the fire?’ William leaned against a fence post, observing and taking notes. No sheep dung on his boots, thought Nancy.

‘Yes, I was home all day. But home is a big place, Sergeant. Michael and I went around the paddocks early that morning, bringing the sheep behind the firebreaks. From about eleven onwards we stayed by the house, wetting everything down and checking for spot fires. Michael went down to the river a few times to put more petrol in the pump, but that was all.’

‘You didn’t see anyone else?’

Nancy shook her head. ‘Not a soul.’

‘There’s nothing you can add that might be helpful?’

‘No,’ she said bluntly. They could take that any way they wanted to.

William gave Detective Rodrigues a look that might have meant ‘I told you so’.

She watched as he expertly weaved the car back between the sheep.




Chapter 18

Flares with Flair

A new sewing course to be held at Gibber’s Creek Central School hall each Wednesday night will show participants how you can revamp your wardrobe with a little flair.

According to Domestic Science teacher, Marie Lee, even old jeans can be remade and brought back into fashion. Just cut the seams and insert ‘flares’ of a different fabric, and sew flower-shaped patches on any holes or worn areas, and you have a whole new look.

Cost: $10. Classes: Wednesdays from 6 pm, March through July. Bookings can be made at Lee’s Emporium or the Blue Belle.

FISH

She’d thought it would only take half an hour at most to put the sheep into the Drinkwater paddock. But instead Nancy and Michael seemed happy to let most of them graze quietly on the verge, only speeding up when they noticed the new paddock, the open gate and fresh grass.

Three hours later Fish was still there as a man she assumed was Michael wound through the mob towards her on a motorbike.

‘Thanks for that,’ he called. He drew up beside her. ‘Like to come back to Overflow for some lunch?’

Fish calculated. Lunch at Overflow would mean she wouldn’t have time to see Mrs Lee that day.

On the other hand . . . Overflow! You couldn’t get much more ‘Aussie’ than the place where Clancy of the Overflow had lived. Fish decided not to examine why it was suddenly so important to prove she was Australian, not just to the girls at school but to herself.

She gestured at her bike. ‘Is it a long way?’

‘Too far to bicycle.’ He held up a helmet. ‘Hop on the back if you like.’

On a motorbike! If only everyone at school could see her now.

‘What about my bike?’

‘Leave it here. I’ll drop you back later,’ said Michael casually.

Interesting, thought Fish, fastening the helmet, which smelled of sheep and sweat. And she’d been about to lock the front door automatically that morning, but Great-Aunt Blue had told her to leave it. ‘We never lock the doors round here. What if someone had an accident and needed to use the phone?’

It would be so easy to be a criminal around here. Or would it? She suspected Michael and Nancy knew every person who had driven along the road.

She sat behind him gingerly, afraid she might lean the wrong way and tip the motorbike over. But he accelerated smoothly, waving to Nancy as she herded in the last of the sheep on a sleepy-looking brown horse.

And suddenly it was exhilarating, the wind in her face, zooming past the turn-off to the billabong, then Dribble, up and over a hill and along the river. At last he turned into a wide driveway lined with shaggy gum trees.

The house looked . . . big, wings tacked onto either end and then new rooms added onto them too, more or less bound together by a veranda along the front, with ramps instead of stairs leading up to it, just like at Dribble and Moura. It was painted a sort of nothing tan colour. Fish imagined it purple, like the hills, with red trim, like the edges of young gum leaves on the trees along the drive. Much better . . .

She got off the motorbike reluctantly, handed Michael the helmet and looked around. Two sheep stared at her from a small pen.

‘Are those pets?’

‘What? No, they’re fly struck. Best where we can keep an eye on them.’

Jed had used a similar term. ‘What’s fly struck?’

‘Flies lay their eggs in wet or sweaty wool, then when the maggots hatch, they burrow down into the flesh.’ His words were as casual as if he were discussing a haircut.

Fish stared at the sheep in horror. ‘The poor things! Did the vet cure them?’

Michael laughed. ‘We don’t call the vet out for fly strike, just cut away the wool and treat the strike.’

He sounded so callous about it. ‘At least they won’t be sold now,’ Fish said, looking for the bright side.

‘Actually they will. Some sheep are more resistant to strike than others. We’ve always had a policy of selling those who get struck when the others don’t. These will go in the next lot for sale.’

‘Isn’t there any way to stop fly strike?’

‘Cut their tails off — a sheep with a tail is almost certain to get struck. You can mules them too — cut away strips of skin around their tails and down the top of their back legs so that the skin no longer grows any wool. Some farmers do radical mulesing, great bare patches.’

‘That’s horrible!’ said Fish.

Michael shrugged. ‘Better than having maggots tunnelling into your flesh. But we find going around the flock every few days and getting anything early is just as good. And dagging them often. More work, but much less pain for the sheep.’

‘Dagging?’ Fish asked cautiously.

He grinned. ‘Cutting off the, er, bits of wool covered in dung. Sheep droppings are usually too dry to stick, but when there’s green pick, well, you get dags. Come on into the house and cool off a bit.’

Fish followed him into a kitchen — two stoves, two fridges, a massive table. ‘I thought you only had two kids?’

Michael stuck his head in the nearest refrigerator. ‘We used to have a pile of kids from River View out here every weekend. There are only a handful left now, and they go home at weekends. The whole centre will close down later this year when they finish the new rehab wing at the hospital. But our own two make enough noise for six and eat enough for half a dozen.’ He took out a Tupperware jug of cold water, poured two glasses, handed her one, then drank the other down. He began to rummage in the other fridge. ‘Put these on the table, will you? Plates are over there.’

A large leg of mutton, half eaten, butter, sliced bread, a jar of chutney, the supermarket kind, not like the Greats had made yesterday, a bottle of tomato sauce, a box of Velveeta cheese, six big chunky tomatoes that looked like ones grown at the commune by the guy in turquoise trousers, half a weird red frilly lettuce and a half-empty can of beetroot.

‘Tuck in,’ said Michael, already piling mutton and chutney onto a couple of slices of bread.

‘Shouldn’t we wait for Nancy?’

‘She’ll be here soon.’

‘But she’s on a horse.’

He grinned once more. It was a nice grin. Fish realised that as Jed was related to Michael, and as Jed was her first cousin-in-law once removed, then Fish was related to Michael too, and to Nancy, by marriage. I’m related to Clancy of the Overflow, she thought. Wait till I tell the girls at school that!

‘Nancy won’t be long. Don’t let old Roger fool you. He’ll be cantering back to get to his oats.’

Fish made a sandwich of Velveeta cheese, squishy tomato and red lettuce, cut it neatly, then took a bite. ‘Did Clancy of the Overflow really live here? The Clancy I mean.’

‘The old man with his hair as white as snow,’ Michael quoted. ‘That was Harrison in the poem, but it’s how Nancy always talks of her grandfather. And yep. He died when I was a kid though. But Rose — that’s Nancy’s gran, his wife — lived with us for the first years of our marriage. Incredible woman. No formal schooling, of course — Aboriginal kids weren’t allowed in schools back then — but she could tell you when the river would flood six months ahead of the rain or that there would be a bushfire in two years.’

‘And now I’m the weather forecaster. Hi, I’m Nancy. You must be Fish.’ Nancy hauled off her boots and went to wash her hands in the sink, drying them on her moleskins. ‘Drought for the next three years, and a bad one at that. Which is why the price of sheep will begin to head down in a few months.’

Fish stared. Old Roger must be a racehorse to have got Nancy here so fast. Nancy grinned. ‘I took a shortcut through the paddocks and over the ford. The road follows the river and the river winds.’

Nancy began to pile meat on her own bread and covered it with chutney. They ate in silence for a while. Even standing by a gate is enough to make you hungry, thought Fish as she reached for more bread. ‘What did the police ask you?’ She crossed her fingers, hoping Nancy wouldn’t mind the question.

But Nancy just nodded, her mouth full. She swallowed. ‘Couldn’t tell them much. We were here all day. I’ve never seen a fire like it or heard of one. The wind kept changing direction and there was burning debris floating down from twenty kilometres away or more. We’d burned good firebreaks, but we had to keep patrolling the house for spot fires from the debris.’ She shook her head. ‘The whole lawn was covered with birds that afternoon, every one of them grey with smoke.’

‘I wondered who the other bodies in the church might be. The detective doesn’t seem to be interested in them.’

Nancy shrugged. ‘One murder is enough for them to investigate,’ she said casually. Too casually, noted Fish. ‘The other bodies have probably been there for yonks.’

‘The other day at Drinkwater, Constable Ryan said there were more than two,’ she said cautiously.

Nancy stopped eating for five seconds. ‘Did he now?’ She took another bite.

‘So lots of people must have disappeared,’ Fish persisted. ‘Did your grandmother ever tell you about missing people? Or do you know of other people who’ve disappeared and no one ever knew where they had gone?’

‘No,’ said Nancy flatly. She put her sandwich down and looked at Fish. ‘This is Gibber’s Creek, love. Nothing happens in Gibber’s Creek on Monday that the entire CWA, Lions Club, Rotary, Lodge of Truth, tennis club, Historical Society, swimming club and football team don’t know by Friday. Trust me, when people disappear around here, someone knows where they are and after a while the whole town knows.’

‘If everyone knows everything, then they must know who killed Merv too.’

‘Okay,’ said Nancy, her voice tight. ‘Maybe not quite everything.’

‘My bet is that Merv made enemies,’ said Michael. ‘Someone followed him and killed him. Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ he added. He shrugged at Fish’s expression. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. No one has a right to murder. I might have had a go at Merv if I’d come across him harassing Jed. So would a dozen blokes around here. But none of us would have killed him.’ He reached for the can of sliced beetroot.

‘I’m sorry about Sam,’ said Fish. She should have said it earlier. Should have remembered that questions could hurt.

Nancy relaxed. ‘Me too. He’s one of the good ones. I just hope that somehow . . .’ She left the hope unexpressed.

‘Jed and Scarlett are like daughters to us,’ said Michael. ‘One of the happiest days of my life was when I walked Jed down the aisle. She had flowers on her bare feet, remember?’ he said to Nancy.

Nancy smiled. ‘And a dress made of antique lace tablecloths. It’s funny the way life twists and turns . . .’

Michael took her hand and held it. Her smile deepened, though her eyes glistened with tears. She brushed them away. ‘I’d better get dinner on before the horde gets home.’ She stood and began gathering dishes. ‘Like a cuppa?’

‘Yes, please.’ Though she’d rather have had cordial. ‘I thought you only had two sons?’

‘Twin boys. Quite enough to make a horde,’ said Nancy, clicking on the electric jug. ‘Chocolate cake? It’s from the CWA stall,’ she added to Michael.

‘Then I’ll have two pieces.’ He grinned at Fish. ‘My wife is one of the few women who admits she can’t cook.’

‘I can’t cook much either,’ said Fish. ‘Nor can Mum.’ They’d lived on takeaway chicken and microwaved vegetables, or canned salmon or sardines and salad, till Dad . . .

‘Welcome to the club,’ said Nancy, placing three teabags in three mugs.

‘Mrs Thompson . . .’

‘Call me Nancy.’

‘Nancy then . . . if no one has ever gone missing from Gibber’s Creek, whose bodies were buried under the church?’

Nancy exchanged a glance with Michael. ‘Leave it,’ she said shortly.

‘But don’t you see? The police don’t seem to be investigating the other skeletons at all and the person who killed them probably killed Merv.’

‘Unlikely,’ said Michael.

‘There’s a saying — let the dead bury their dead. Leave it, Fish,’ said Nancy.

‘No,’ said Fish, meeting her eyes. Why couldn’t they see how important this was?

Nancy glanced at Michael again. She gave an almost imperceptible shrug, then poured water into the mugs.




Chapter 19

Letters to the Editor

Dear Madam,

Can it be a coincidence that the mew tarmac on Hawthorne Lane stretches only as far as the Mayor’s front gate? I do not think so!

Yours faithfully,

Edna Evans, Mrs

JED

Jed checked the corn fritters in the fridge, the salad greens Broccoli Bill had delivered, the dressing ready in an old Vegemite jar to pour on just before eating, the apricot crunch that was one of Scarlett’s favourite desserts, its fruit from an old Drinkwater tree, half a century old perhaps, with small, red-freckled fruit that was the best ever eaten.

Blue and Mah were bringing tonight’s dinner, but tomorrow’s lunch was now ready too, proof that she could cook when she wanted to.

‘No, sweetie, we don’t eat Maxi’s dog biscuits.’

‘Urgle ugh book,’ said Mattie, who knew she did.

Jed lifted her daughter away from the anxious dog — Maxi would let the puppy eat her biscuits, but food was the highlight of a dog’s day — and into the living room, where she could play with the cardboard box the groceries had come in.

It was going to be good to see Scarlett. Scarlett should be studying, of course, and dallying with her super-gorgeous boyfriend. But somehow the bond formed when they had both been weak and broken, but in different ways as determined as Boadicea, was strong and real.

They’d matched, she and Scarlett. Sisters chosen, not born, just as Matilda had been mother, grandmother, aunt, mentor, friend — everything except the step-great-grandmother she legally was. She had even worn Matilda’s clothes, the couture garments from the 1920s and 30s, until her pregnancy made her too large for them, and the realities of childcare made her too wary of getting recycled milk on silk or velvet . . .

But she would wear something of Matilda’s tonight, to celebrate Scarlett’s visit. Jed plonked Mattie, box and all, into the playpen — hopefully she wouldn’t eat too much of the cardboard in five minutes, although tomorrow’s nappy would tell — and went down to the room Sam had added after Mattie’s birth, one wall made of glass bottles to give plenty of light for her desk, its typewriter unused for five months, another floor-to-ceiling wall of bookshelves, and the third wall hiding a deep built-in wardrobe that held old-fashioned couture dresses, 1930s linen slacks, chiffon wraps and blouses using ingenious swivelling hangers Sam had designed, but not yet added to the factory’s catalogue. Perhaps it was time she showed them to Mack.

Jed had not been to the factory for five months, nor opened the wardrobe. But Matilda too had known loss, of a fiancé then a husband. Her life had gone on. And so must Jed’s.

Linen, she thought. You could sponge milky vomit fairly easily off linen. That green dress, sleeveless. She’d worn it at Joseph’s birthday barbecue the year before, and Sam had said —

Jed stopped, dress in hand, then let the memory come. Sam had said she looked like a field of lucerne, and she had laughed and patted her just-pregnant belly and said, ‘Productive?’ And Sam had said —

‘Huff,’ said Maxi in the doorway, her way of telling Jed the puppy needed attention. Jed draped the dress over the desk. She’d put it on when Mattie went down for a nap.

And somehow, as she walked down the corridor, she felt Matilda smiling with her.




Chapter 20

Jackpot Crockpot Recipes by Celia Proudfoot

Those who know me call me a crockpot crackpot. I can create a delicious one-pit meal in the morning, go about my chores throughout the day and put a delicious hot dinner on the table in minutes when Stan comes through the door after a hard day in the gravel agency. Plus it leaves me extra time to catch an episode of The Sullivans. Some of my biggest culinary crockpat successes have included fancy fare like cock au fun, apricot chicken and even a fondu (or two!) when we have gusts. If you too are a crockpot crackpot, try 1 kg of chuck steak, 1 can of tomato soup, 2 chicken stock cubes, half a packet of frozen peas, 1 cup of rice and 4 cans of water. Place in your croackpot on low and, eight hours later, viola!

SCARLETT

‘I’ll get it!’ yelled Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara as the doorbell sounded. She took three more triumphant steps along the exercise rails in her bedroom, then lowered herself panting into the wheelchair. Two sets of eight steps today and her arms had borne almost none of the weight. Not bad for a girl who couldn’t lift a hand to feed herself till she was ten.

It was a nuisance having to exercise in the bedroom, and with the door locked too, in case Alex poked his head in. He had only seen her on the bars once. The look on his face had made her determined never to let him see her long battle towards normality again.

To Alex she was the brilliant mind matching his in tutorials and arguments at the coffee shop, the Valkyrie who had helped rescue a child from last year’s bushfire, the elf-like beauty he had taken to her first dance, supporting her for two glorious dances as she twirled.

And then as the music got wilder, she’d sat watching as he danced with other women. But it had still been wonderful. Glorious. Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara had gone to the ball, and it was Alex, gorgeous Alex, who had made it possible.

She plopped into her chair, grabbed her handbag and wheeled herself — no need for the electric motor now — out to the front door. A small boy with a large box of groceries stood on the doorstep, which was not a step but a wheelchair-accessible ramp, put in by Jed when Scarlett first came to Sydney to do medicine.

‘Jimmy, you’re wonderful. Put them on the table, will you?’

Theoretically Alex was supposed to buy the groceries, in return for staying here rent free, but he never seemed to get around to it. It had been easier to stick with the old arrangement she’d had with Jimmy from before Alex moved into her spare bedroom. Though not yet — to her disappointment — into hers.

‘How much do I owe you?’

‘Eight dollars and forty-eight cents.’

‘Let’s make it ten.’ She opened her purse. It was empty. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’ She rummaged for her chequebook. ‘Can I give you a cheque?’

‘Sure,’ said Jimmy. He went out whistling as Alex emerged from his own bedroom, towelling his hair.

‘That the groceries? Good, I’m starved.’ He dropped the towel on the sofa. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I was sure I had twenty dollars left in my purse.’

‘Sorry,’ said Alex easily. ‘I borrowed it.’

He lifted the white-paper packet of corned beef, two tomatoes and the tissue-paper-wrapped bread from the grocery box and took them over to the bench. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ he asked as he piled meat onto his sandwich.

Scarlett watched him for a moment. He was Alex and the most wonderful man she had ever known. And maybe a Russian prince or the grandson of a Russian conman, or possibly both, and totally, completely impossible sometimes, and she loved him to bits, which was what she should have thought of first.

‘Actually I do mind. I’ve got to stop for petrol to get home and now I’ll have to stop at the bank, but it shuts at three o’clock.’ Nor did Alex have any idea of the hassle it was to find a parking spot where she could unload her wheelchair, manoeuvre herself into it, wheel into the bank . . .

‘Drive down tomorrow instead. Or someone will cash a cheque for you.’

‘Do you have any of the twenty dollars left?’

He looked surprised, then reached around for his wallet. ‘Seven dollars and fifty — no, sixty-two — cents.’

She held out her hand. ‘Give it here.’ Seven dollars’ worth of petrol was enough to get her to Gibber’s Creek, and Jed had an account at Paul and Brenda’s petrol station there.

‘But that’ll leave me broke for the weekend.’ He bit into his sandwich.

What do you need money for? thought Scarlett. You’ve got a week’s worth of groceries in the fridge and cupboards, my TV set and the rack of bottles of red wine you conned me into buying. She halted her thoughts abruptly at the word ‘conned’. ‘You could come with me.’

‘Jed will like it better if she can talk to you alone. You know, girl talk.’

Which was possibly, probably true. But she wanted Alex to want to be with her . . .

‘I’m sorry about Jed,’ he added. ‘It must still be desperately hard for her.’

‘I should have gone home more.’ She’d thought Jed was coping. Just quiet. Brilliant lack of accurate diagnosis, Dr Kelly-O’Hara, she chided herself. You didn’t even realise that your own sister was depressed.

‘Bring Jed to Sydney for a while. She and the baby could share your room.’

And have Jed realise that she and Alex still had separate rooms? And that Scarlett hadn’t had the courage to ask why? Besides . . . ‘What would Jed do in Sydney? Anyway, she visits Sam every day.’

‘Then she should stop. No,’ he added at Scarlett’s exclamation, ‘you know as well as I do that poor man has no idea if anyone is there or not. Jed will find a lot more in Sydney to take her mind off the tragedy than in a one-horse town beyond the black stump.’

Scarlett stared. ‘I thought you liked it!’

‘Of course I like it. It’s quaint. Those two old pubs should be on the Heritage Register. But Jed needs to let her hair down where she’s not surrounded by people expecting her to live her life around a husband in a coma.’

‘Alex!’

‘Honey, I know Sam McAlpine was like a brother to you. But life has to go on. You take her shopping and I’ll take her surfing.’

‘She’s got the whole river to swim in.’ Wheelchairs didn’t cope well with sand. Scarlett would be left at home babysitting. She liked babysitting, but . . .

But. But Gibber’s Creek was her home. Was going to be her home too, when she graduated, working as a registrar at the hospital and then in general practice like Dr McAlpine had done . . .

‘Your work might suffer too if you go down there too often,’ he added seriously. ‘I know you’ll never have to worry about failing any subject, but the best jobs go to the most brilliant.’

‘Best jobs?’

‘Assistants to top surgeons. Or research. That’s where the real money is. Neurosurgery maybe, heading up a research team.’ He grinned. ‘Or dermatology. Dermatologists never get called in on an emergency.’

She grinned back. ‘Oh, doctor, come at once. My athlete’s foot is creeping up my knee . . .’

‘Let Dr Romanov leap to your aid.’ He finished his sandwich, then took his plate to the sink. ‘Any leftovers for dinner?’ Alex always asked about ‘leftovers’. Only an acknowledged male chauvinist would expect a woman to cook for him, but anyone could ask if there were leftovers.

‘I’ve left you beef burgundy in the fridge.’

‘You’re a darling.’ He kissed the top of her head. Which was not where she wanted to be kissed. ‘Travel safely. Ring me when you get there?’

‘Of course.’ She lifted her weekender — Alex knew better than to offer to help — and wheeled out to her car.

She’d left early enough to miss the rush-hour Sydney traffic, and the drive down was easy. She turned into the Dribble driveway seven hours later, bushed, starving and wishing she’d thought to ask Leafsong to drop in something for dinner from the Blue Belle. Jed would have forgotten to cook again . . .

The scent of roast lamb met her as she opened the car door, as well as a joyously barking Maxi. And not just roast lamb but . . . she sniffed again . . . squished-fly biscuits, the real kind, not the packet ones, and just maybe chocolate pudding . . .

The door opened just as she wheeled up the ramp, bag on her lap, Maxi bounding beside her. A strange girl stared at her: fifteen maybe, with Asian eyes and bright pink hair that Scarlett immediately envied, and a build almost as slender as hers. ‘Chocolate pudding?’ Scarlett demanded.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Can I smell chocolate pudding?’

‘Yes.’ The girl stood back so she could wheel inside. ‘I’m Fish.’

‘That’s a name?’

‘Of course.’ The girl sounded affronted.

‘You might have been playing Animal, Vegetable or Mineral. You know — “I’m a ruby.” And I’m Scarlett. The name, not the colour.’

‘I guessed.’

‘Not too many women in wheelchairs who live at Dribble. Jed, I’m home!’ she yelled. ‘Oh, heck,’ she added more quietly. ‘Mattie’s not asleep, is she?’

‘No, she’s with me.’ Nancy poked her head out of the kitchen, Mattie balanced on her hip. ‘Come and have a hug. Sorry, we’re a bit sticky. No, honey,’ to Mattie, ‘don’t eat Auntie Scarlett’s earring.’

‘You’re not cooking dinner, are you?’ asked Scarlett suspiciously. Her foster mother was skilled in many ways, but cooking wasn’t one of them.

‘No, don’t worry, Mah and Blue are. They’re in the living room with Michael and the boys and Joseph and Jed and Kirsty. You remember Joseph’s sister Kirsty? She’s Fish’s grandmother.’

Ah, so that was where that girl fitted in. Though it didn’t explain why the desolate house of the last five months had suddenly become the social hub of Gibber’s Creek.

‘I’ll help you with your bag,’ said the girl. Fish. What a name. But that T-shirt with the pink fanged fish on it was cool . . .

‘No need.’ Scarlett was used to unnecessary offers of help.

‘I’d like to.’ She followed Scarlett down the hall, waited till she was inside her bedroom, then shut the door. ‘Why haven’t you been here for Jed?’ the girl demanded.

‘Kick me in the teeth, why don’t you?’ Scarlett found herself flushing. She also found herself answering, though she wasn’t sure why. ‘Because I didn’t know how bad things were till Blue rang me. And I’ve been sort of . . . focused . . . on this bloke.’

‘The one you’re living with?’

‘Yes. Though we’re not living together like that. We have separate rooms.’ Why on earth did I tell her that? wondered Scarlett.

‘Why?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Scarlett said. Cool hair and T-shirt or not, this kid had no right to —

‘Why do you have separate bedrooms? It’s the Age of Aquarius, isn’t it? Peace and free love?’

Scarlett put her hands on the chair’s wheels, about to wheel out in fury, then stopped. This girl radiated honesty, she realised. Impossible to lie to her. Or, maybe possible, but you didn’t want to, in case she broke. ‘I don’t think love is ever “free”. And I don’t know why we are in separate bedrooms. I . . . I don’t want us to be.’

‘Have you asked him?’

Scarlett shook her head.

‘You’re scared of what he might say?’

‘Yes,’ whispered Scarlett. She blinked at Fish. ‘They’d have burned you as a witch once.’

Fish shook her head. ‘I just don’t seem to have the brake on my tongue that everyone else has. You politely don’t ask questions. I do.’

Interesting. Almost interesting enough to make her forget her unease about Alex. ‘I promise I’ll come down every second weekend.’

‘Good.’

‘Was it you who got . . . ?’ Scarlett waved her hand towards the voices and laughter in the living room, the good scents from the kitchen.

‘Sort of. Jed admitted she wasn’t coping and things snowballed from there.’

‘Good on you,’ said Scarlett, nine-tenths forgiving her for sowing — or revealing — the doubts she had about Alex. ‘Did Blue bring her angels-on-horseback savouries?’

Fish nodded.

‘Yummo.’

The lamb, gravy, roast potatoes, roast pumpkin, baked zucchini with cheese, the chocolate pudding with cream and ice cream were consumed, as well as a cup of decaf coffee and a squished-fly biscuit — all with love and laughter.

Scarlett told them how Daphne had screamed when the corpse they were dissecting ‘spoke’ to her (‘It was just releasing wind!’) and Joseph told the equally unsuitable for the dinner table tale of the patient who had swallowed her wedding ring and overdosed on laxatives to get it back. (‘Darling, really!’ protested Blue, also laughing.) Nancy and Michael’s sons grinned at the gory bits, and Mattie tasted her first pumpkin and gravy and demanded more, passed from lap to lap and clearly adoring it all.

And Jed laughed. Jed in one of Matilda’s fabulous dresses again with a 1920s green bandeau in her hair, looking as if she’d finally had a night’s sleep and was back in the world again, her eyes no longer gazing on what she had lost five months back.

Thank you, she thought to Fish, catching the girl’s eyes across the table. A weird fish indeed. But as she’d always said, normal was overrated.

And yet something nibbled at her as she helped Joseph and Nancy wash up and put things away; as she kissed Mattie good night; as she and Jed waved goodbye to everyone, then finally sat together in the living room, as they had so many times, discussing everything and everyone except what really mattered, Sam and Alex. And something else, thought Scarlett, just as Jed said:

‘Did Nancy tell you the police know whose body it was they found in the church?’

‘No,’ said Scarlett, wondering at the intensity in Jed’s voice.

‘Merv. And there’s more. They say he was tied up when he died, which makes it murder.’

‘You’re kidding. Hell’s bells. Who could have put him —?’ She stopped and looked at Jed. ‘Oh, Jed, I should have been here! I’m so sorry. It must be awful for you.’ And a relief, she thought, knowing her tormentor was finally gone. Which she might have blurted out to Fish, but not to Jed. ‘How do they know it’s Merv? Dental records?’

‘I . . . I didn’t ask.’

‘Have the police been to see you then?’

Jed nodded. ‘A detective from Sydney came, with that nice Will Ryan. They’ll probably want to see you too. Might be best to call the station and say you’re here and get it over with.’

‘Why would they want to talk to me?’

‘To establish my alibi. And Sam’s,’ said Jed lightly. ‘They seem to think he must have been put in the church the day of the fire.’

‘I . . . see,’ said Scarlett. ‘Makes sense. Someone must have been in the church earlier that week to clean it or do the flowers. They’d have noticed a body there.’

‘Did you see Merv’s car when you drove here that afternoon?’

‘I saw a car. The burned-out one someone took away a few weeks later. I didn’t recognise it though.’

‘It was Merv’s.’

‘I should have guessed. I glimpsed him on the way out, but I thought you were following me. I just forgot with all that happened later.’

‘If the police think I saw Merv hanging about, they might think I killed him,’ said Jed grimly.

‘But you couldn’t have! Not nine months’ pregnant!’

‘I might have shot him.’

‘What with?’

‘Sam’s .22. It’s still under the bed.’

‘Except you’ve never fired a gun in your life. And why tie him up if he was shot? You couldn’t have lugged him to the church either, could you?’

‘I . . . I don’t know.’ There was an odd note in Jed’s voice. ‘I think I’d be able to leap to the moon if I was desperate for Mattie. But anyhow, I didn’t kill him, or take him to the church, so that’s an end to it.’

‘Jed, they don’t really think, I mean — you or Sam?’

‘I don’t know what they think,’ said Jed, sounding desperately tired again. She tried to smile. ‘Fish is determined we have a serial killer in Gibber’s Creek. She’s trying to find him.’

‘Him? That’s totally sexist. Women have as much right to be mass murderers as men. Why on earth does Fish think we have a Ted Bundy? The two old skeletons they found with . . . with Merv?’ Scarlett tried to get her head around Merv being dead. She’d just assumed he’d left, that Will Ryan’d had a word with him, perhaps. Dead . . .

‘Apparently they have found more than two. No, I don’t know any more. Fish overheard Constable Ryan and the detective talking.’

‘You could ask Will. He’s nice.’

‘He might get into trouble for talking to me.’ Jed stood. ‘I’d better get some sleep before her ladyship wakes up at two am wanting food, frolic and song.’

‘You’re getting enough sleep?’

‘Not at night. But Blue or Mah are going to come over every day now and take Mattie for a walk so I can have a nap.’ She tried to smile. ‘Or maybe even get some work done.’

‘I bet they’ll love that.’

Jed nodded again. ‘I hadn’t realised, well, a lot of things. Good night, brat.’

‘Good night, honoured older sister.’

She waited till Jed had used the bathroom, till her light was off, then another twenty minutes till she was sure she was asleep. She looked at her watch. Only ten-thirty. Alex rarely went to sleep before midnight. She wheeled herself into the hall and dialled the number of her home unit.

‘Hello?’

A woman’s voice. Scarlett froze.

‘Hello? Who’s there? Hello?’

A clunk, then the dial tone. Scarlett dialled again, her fingers not trembling. There was no need for her fingers to tremble. She’d dialled the wrong number, that was all . . .

‘Hello?’ Alex’s voice. It had been a wrong number. Then why did she feel like vomiting up everything she had eaten for the past year? ‘Hello?’ He sounded hassled and annoyed.

‘It’s me,’ she managed.

‘Scarlett, what’s wrong? Are you okay?’ She heard a door slam.

‘Yes. I . . . I wanted to talk to you. Is anyone else there?’

‘No. You only rang a few hours ago. What’s so urgent?’

Nothing. Everything. She tried to listen for a woman’s voice in the background, even the movements of another person, but all she could hear was Alex’s breathing.

Had she really been going to ask him why he wouldn’t sleep with her? Fish, she thought, prodding and poking and opening doors that are better left shut. Because she was happy with Alex, normal with Alex, or very nearly, almost . . .

‘The police have been here,’ she said instead. ‘The body in the church was Merv’s, the bloke who’d been stalking Jed.’

‘What! Really? How is Jed taking it? Badly or relieved? I’m so sorry — I should have come with you. How did the police identify him?’

Which was exactly what she had asked. She smiled. ‘Jed didn’t think to ask. I love you, Alex.’

‘I love you too,’ he said, and she could hear the sincerity in his voice.

And yet, still, when she’d told him the whole story and finally put down the receiver, the smile vanished. Because Alex had not wanted to know why she’d thought someone else might have been in her flat, so late at night. And she hadn’t had the courage to ask him.




Chapter 21

Lions Club Raffle Winner

The winner of a ute-load of firewood and a dozen Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towels is Mr P Dagwood of Hawthorne Lane. Congratulations, Paull! The ruffle raised $106.30, which will be put towards the garden fund for the Glibber’s Creek Hospital.

JED

Something is wrong, thought Jed, watching Scarlett across the kitchen table. Maybe something had been wrong for months, and in her self-absorption she hadn’t noticed.

Scarlett was too deliberately cheerful as she insisted on making cheese and mushroom omelettes, grilling tomatoes, wheeling over to make toast to go with the sour cherry jam she’d brought down from Sydney. Maxi lay beneath Mattie’s highchair, waiting for a gummed and soggy crust of toast.

‘It’s the best jam in the universe,’ Scarlett said, spreading the almost black cherries thickly.

‘Better than Mrs Macleigh’s strawberry jam?’ Jed fed Mattie bits of omelette while she ate the rest one-handed.

‘Okay, the second-best jam in the universe. Or maybe third, after Blue’s lemon curd.’ Scarlett glanced over at her. ‘She said she’s coming over to babysit this afternoon while you go to the hospital. Would you like me to come with you?’ 


‘Do you mind not? I . . . I can’t explain.’

‘You don’t have to,’ said Scarlett gently.

‘I’m sorry I’ve been . . .’ Jed shrugged ‘. . . away the last few months.’

‘Shock,’ said Scarlett. ‘And depression. I should have noticed.’

‘I took care that you didn’t. It wasn’t just that, I think. All my life when something bad happened, I had to cope by myself. Until I came here I was a nuisance, to Mum, to Dad and then to Debbie. They made it clear their lives would have been easier if I hadn’t existed. I think at some level I believed it. But every time Sam saw me he’d grin. Just coming in the back door, he’d grin at me as if he’d seen the most glorious sight in the world . . .’ Jed swallowed and continued. ‘And then when he suddenly wasn’t here any more, I was the five-year-old Jed again, unwanted, who learned to make Vegemite toast when she was three because no one bothered to make her breakfast or dinner, who would turn up at the neighbours’ at lunchtime, because she’d discovered that if she did, they might offer her food. But not always, because no one really wants a kid in their house who’s dirty because no one ever bothered with a daily bath or washed my hair.’

Scarlett stared at her in horror. ‘I didn’t know it went back as far as that. I thought it was just Debbie and Merv.’

Jed shrugged. ‘Nope. The health inspector even came because the school reported that I was dirty. I did get baths after that. Angry orders to go and have a bath every night or “that man will come round here again”. But I was in high school before I realised I had to wash my uniform out in the basin every night too, because a once-a-week wash wasn’t enough.’

‘So you wash your hair every day,’ observed Scarlett.

Jed flushed. ‘Even when I was sleeping rough, I’d find a tap somewhere. Usually in a public toilet. I never really feel clean now unless I’ve washed my hair.’ She hesitated. ‘Can I tell you something even worse?’

‘Of course.’

‘You won’t think I’m . . . unclean?’ 


‘What is it?’ asked Scarlett softly.

‘It was before Mum died,’ said Jed tonelessly. ‘I was about five or six. I don’t think there was much money, not with the amount she drank. So she’d make me drink this clear burning stuff — I think now it was vodka — then let a man touch me. Not sex, just touch, in return for money.’

‘Oh, Jed!’ Scarlett wheeled around the table and held her, just held her.

Jed began to cry. ‘I didn’t even tell Sam that. I didn’t want him to have to bear the memory too. But I knew that he’d love me even if he did know.’

‘I still love you, you idiot. And everyone else would still love you. I don’t mean you need to tell them, but they’d feel just like I did. That’s what was done to you, not who you are.’ She shoved a box of tissues across the table at Jed.

‘There’s more,’ whispered Jed. ‘Sam took Mattie that night. He walked her after I fed her. Walked her for hours, as she wouldn’t settle. If he hadn’t been so tired, maybe he wouldn’t have had the accident . . .’

‘Stop right there,’ said Scarlett fiercely. ‘Did you ask him to do that? Say, “I want to go back to sleep, you have to take her”?’

‘No. He . . . he said, “Let me cuddle her, darling.” I could hear him telling her all about how photovoltaic panels work . . .’

‘Then that was Sam’s choice. His decision, and a good one. And maybe it wouldn’t have happened if you’d got up and grabbed Mattie from him, or if Mattie had never been born, or there’d been a flood and he couldn’t get into work. But we don’t know that, and anyway, it doesn’t matter. That’s what “accident” means. No one’s fault. And you are Jed McAlpine-Kelly and you are loved and your life will keep filling up with even more love . . .’

‘Thank you.’ Jed sniffed, blew her nose, then picked up Mattie, who was about to scream in sympathy. She managed to smile at her daughter as she jigged her on her hip. ‘Your mum’s an idiot. Do you know that?’ 


‘I was lucky.’ Scarlett made toast and jam, then handed one of the slices to Jed. ‘As far back as I can remember, everyone told me I was wonderful. The first time I managed to eat by myself Nancy made a cake to celebrate. It was a lousy cake,’ she added. ‘But when you’ve had a cheer squad all your life, you know that no matter how hard it is, you’ll get there. Do you remember that fairy costume Nicholas bought me? Everyone’s been there for me. Always. I’m so sorry your life wasn’t like that.’

Jed looked at her, this miracle of a young woman, born with an unknown genetic condition that left her with no strength in her limbs. Scarlett had fought for every single movement she made each day. ‘You’re incredible. You’d always have been incredible.’ She paused. ‘Brat, is there something wrong?’

For the first time since she’d known her, Scarlett seemed to grope for words. ‘Alex and I aren’t, you know, together. Properly, I mean.’

‘You mean he doesn’t like coming down here with you?’ Even Jed had noticed the complete absence of boyfriend over the Christmas holidays, although he had rung often.

‘I mean sex,’ said Scarlett flatly.

‘You don’t want to?’ asked Jed cautiously.

‘He hasn’t asked me.’

‘What! I got the impression he adores you.’

Scarlett carefully looked at her toast, not Jed. At least Jed had stopped reliving her past horrors now. ‘That’s what he says. But nothing happens.’

‘Honey, it’s 1979. You could make the first move, you know.’

‘But what if he says no?’

‘Then he’s an idiot. And I don’t think he is an idiot.’

‘No, he’s not,’ said Scarlett sadly. ‘But he isn’t the perfect knight I thought he was a year ago either.’ She tried to smile. ‘But no one’s perfect. Except you and me and Mattie, of course.’

Jed looked at her seriously. ‘I’m not just being part of your cheer squad when I say that you’re beautiful.’

‘And small.’

‘Okay, not the big economy size. You’re tiny and graceful and fairy-like . . .’

‘I want to be an Amazon, not a fairy!’

‘Too bad. I want to be slim like Audrey Hepburn instead of having a bosom like a Jersey cow . . .’

Scarlett giggled. Thank goodness, thought Jed. Suddenly she felt as if a three-tonne weight had dropped off her. Of course she was loved. Losing Sam meant slicing her life in half, but what she had left was still a good life . . .

‘Maybe you need lessons in seduction.’

‘From you?’

Jed grinned. ‘I’ve never seduced anyone in my life. Julieanne would be a better bet. Every bloke seems to fall for her in ten seconds flat.’

‘But what if it still didn’t work?’ asked Scarlett softly.

‘Then . . .’ Jed stopped as Maxi erupted from under the highchair. She galloped towards the front door with the single woof that meant, ‘Take notice, or I will bark again.’

‘Visitors,’ said Scarlett. And not familiar ones, or Maxi would have only given a huff and kept waiting for crumbs. ‘I’ll get it.’

Jed heard her wheel down the corridor to the front door and then the now-familiar tones of Detective Rodrigues, the apologetic ones of Constable Ryan. Mattie gave the grunt that meant she was dirtying her nappy. Change her now, or monitor the interview?

No question. Jed followed them into the living room, a slightly whiffy Mattie on her hip and a dog chewing a soggy crust at her heels. ‘Good morning. Tea or coffee?’ And there were squished-fly biscuits to offer them now.

‘Mrs McAlpine.’ Detective Rodrigues gave her a polite nod. ‘No, thank you. I’ve just finished breakfast.’ Behind him, Constable Ryan loomed large and looked slightly worried. Not good, Jed thought. If Will Ryan was worried, then the detective must be seriously considering that Sam had caused Merv’s death. Or that she had. 


‘I hope you don’t mind us appearing like this. We’d just like to confirm a few things with your sister,’ said the detective.

The Gibber’s Creek grapevine must have let them know Scarlett was going to be here with its usual efficiency. Jed nodded warily. She sat, hoping no one else could smell the full nappy on her lap. Maxi sprawled in the doorway, her nose to the intruders.

‘You’re looking . . . more rested,’ said Detective Rodrigues.

‘Yes, I am. Thank you,’ said Jed. The house was even more of a mess than earlier in the week, the newspapers Joseph had begun to bring out to her piled on an armchair, the toy lion Maxi had appropriated from Mattie’s collection sitting soggily under the sofa, plus a jam-stained Mattie, whose nappy might ooze at any minute after all the pumpkin she’d had for yesterday’s dinner.

But this was a different kind of mess, a lived-in one, not the mess that comes from not caring. Life could change so quickly, she thought. Tragedy in seconds, back to life in days . . .

‘Miss Kelly-O’Hara,’ began Detective Rodrigues.

‘Scarlett,’ said Scarlett, smiling at Will Ryan, obviously trying to make him less uncomfortable. He gave her a grateful smile back.

‘I wonder if you’d mind running through the events of that afternoon again?’ The detective ignored the look from Constable Ryan that clearly said, ‘You know all this.’

‘Of course,’ said Scarlett. ‘I left here about two o’clock. Jed was going to follow me in her car, but she was to go to the Blue Belle Café to rest there while I went to the hall to help with the evacuees — supply first aid, that sort of stuff. The smoke was so thick it was hard to see much, wasn’t it?’ She appealed to Constable Ryan for confirmation.

‘Couldn’t see much further than your outstretched hand,’ he agreed. He gave the detective a pointed look. ‘Impossible to imagine if you’ve never experienced it.’

Scarlett nodded. ‘I assumed Jed was driving just behind me. I don’t know what time it was when Carol told me Jed hadn’t got to the café. She and Dr McAlpine and I came straight back here. Jed was about to give birth . . .’ She grinned at her sister.

Jed grinned back. Impossible not to. It had been a day of horror and terror, and enduring labour alone in a bushfire was not something she’d recommend. But that miraculous moment of birth, shared with Scarlett . . .

‘I delivered Mattie,’ said Scarlett with deep pride. ‘Dr McAlpine ran back to his ute for his bag. He . . . tidied things up.’

The afterbirth, thought Jed, although that was not something the police needed to know.

‘It must have been incredible,’ said William Ryan.

Scarlett smiled at him again. ‘The most magical moment in my life,’ she agreed. ‘Then Sam and the fire truck arrived a few minutes later from fighting the fire up at Rocky Valley. He came to the hospital with us. Carol went with the fire crew.’

‘How was your sister after the baby was born?’ asked Detective Rodrigues.

‘Happy,’ said Scarlett, her face still sharing the joy of that moment.

‘Was there anything odd or unexpected you noticed that afternoon?’ he asked casually.

Jed could see the moment Scarlett realised there was something she had never thought to question back then.

Because when Scarlett arrived, Jed had been wet. River wet, with burns on her legs and arms. Mild burns, but still more than she might have got from a few minutes outside, and wetter than she should have been if she’d just been out when the hose sprinkler system was on.

And no one had questioned it. Not then, with Mattie’s birth and Andy’s death and so much work and tragedy. Not till now.

‘Yes. Jed was screaming and in pain, then exhausted and happy. You try giving birth in a bushfire,’ said Scarlett tartly.

Detective Rodrigues looked from her to Jed. He seemed to accept he’d get no other answer. ‘Did you see Mr Mervyn or his car on the way out?’


Jed sat very still. Because this was it. She hadn’t asked — couldn’t ask — Scarlett to lie for her. But once the police knew Merv had been hanging around the house, they would suspect her even more. Jed could tell that Scarlett was carefully trying not to lie. Could the police see that too?

‘I was focusing on the road. It was so hard to drive that day . . .’

‘Yes, we’ve heard,’ said the detective impatiently.

Thank you, Scarlett, thought Jed, forcing herself not to look at her sister. Thank you, thank you . . .

‘Did you see Mr Mervyn’s car when you rushed back from town looking for your sister?’

‘I wasn’t looking,’ said Scarlett truthfully. ‘All we could really think about was Jed. I noticed a burned-out car the next day, but there was no way to tell the car’s colour and I’m not interested in cars, so I didn’t register the model. I truly didn’t think of Merv again till weeks after the fire, and then just to realise he hadn’t been around. I assumed he’d left the district.’

‘Have you any idea who might have wanted him dead?’

Will Ryan snorted, then tried to change it to a cough.

‘Yep,’ said Scarlett. ‘Me, Jed, Sam, Nancy, Michael, Blue, all the blokes in the fire truck, Carol, Leafsong, everyone at the factory, everyone who loves Jed. Probably Jed’s stepmother too, and a dozen other women.’

Scarlett met the detective’s gaze. ‘But if you’re thinking we thought up an elaborate plan to get rid of him in the bushfire confusion, think again. We couldn’t have known Merv would be anywhere near here, not on a day like that. He was an idiot.’

‘Someone might have phoned him and asked him to come out here,’ suggested the detective.

‘They might have, but not from here or Drinkwater or Overflow that afternoon. The phone lines were down. And no one would think he’d be stupid enough to come. Look, couldn’t it just have been an accident? He might just have been sheltering in the church.’ 


‘Not tied up,’ said the detective shortly. He took a breath. ‘You can’t help any more in any way?’

Scarlett met his eyes. ‘No.’

He stood. ‘Thank you, Miss . . . Scarlett.’

Will Ryan nodded sympathetically when the detective was out in the hall. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘He shouldn’t be pestering you like this. There’s no way any of your family could be involved in this. He just won’t believe me.’

‘Constable?’

‘Coming.’ Will gave them another apologetic nod and followed him out, Maxi at his heels, sitting on the veranda till the car was out of sight.




Chapter 22

Revolution in Iran

The Iranian Army has withdrawn to its barracks, leaving power in the hands of Ayatollah Khomeini. The Ayatollah returned to Iran after nearly 15 years in exile earlier this month, and now creates a new republic, ending the Pahlavi dynasty. The Ayatollah’s supporters have taken over Iranian law enforcement and the courts, as well as all government administration.

JED

A clean nappy, a quiet feed in the bedroom and Mattie was asleep. Jed found Scarlett in the kitchen, the breakfast dishes washed and two mugs of tea on the table. Jed sat and drank, trying to stop her hands trembling. ‘Thank you. I . . . there’s no way to thank you enough.’

‘It’s not like my seeing Merv that afternoon can make any difference,’ said Scarlett. She seemed to be trying to convince herself too. ‘The police know he must have been around here, or he couldn’t have been burned in the church.’

Jed nodded. She sipped her tea in silence.

‘Well?’ asked Scarlett at last. ‘You didn’t just walk back to Dribble when you ran off the road the day of the bushfire, did you?’

‘No,’ said Jed. 


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I didn’t tell anyone. Not even Sam. No one asked,’ said Jed. ‘So I didn’t say anything.’

‘You should have.’

‘Yes, I should have. I should have asked for help months ago too. And I have learned my lesson and will be a good girl.’

‘So? Tell me now.’ The words ‘You owe me that much’ were left unspoken.

Jed took a breath. A good breath, rich with the faint smell of omelette and baby and warm dog. Scarlett sat quietly in her wheelchair as she explained how she had tried to get to Overflow, but had been blocked there too, the desperate dash through the fire, the miraculous Driza-Bone, the frantic swim up the river. ‘And then I reached the firebreak and made it here. You know the rest.’

Scarlett was pale. ‘I . . . I had no idea . . .’

Jed shrugged. ‘Maybe nightmares are best not shared. Please don’t tell anyone. Please.’

‘Of course I won’t. You’ve been keeping all this to yourself! No wonder it’s been so bad for you. Just a nightmare.’ She paused, then added carefully, ‘You didn’t wonder what had happened to Merv after you ran into the fire?’

‘I wondered for a while if they might find his body near the billabong. When they didn’t, I assumed he’d got back to town somehow. Who on earth would put him in a church? It’s . . .’

‘Kinky,’ said Scarlett.

‘What do you mean?’

Scarlett looked at her steadily. ‘Sam and the boys might have had a go at him. No, I wouldn’t say that to the police, but you know it’s true. But Sam and the boys wouldn’t have put Merv in that church to burn to death. They wouldn’t put him in a church, period. You and Sam were married in that church. There’s no way he’d . . . pollute it . . . with Merv.’

Jed tried to smile. ‘I don’t think the detective would accept that as evidence.’

‘But you know it’s true,’ said Scarlett.

‘Yes,’ said Jed quietly. ‘But there’s no getting around it. I had the opportunity to kill Merv that day. It’s funny — the detective and Will seem to assume I couldn’t have done it because I was nine months’ pregnant. But the one thing I know I could kill for would be to protect Mattie’s life. Maybe Sam would have felt like that too. But he and the boys couldn’t have got through on the Overflow road till after the church burned. And apart from you and Dr McAlpine and Carol, there was no reason for anyone else to be here.’

‘It wasn’t us,’ said Scarlett, trying to smile.

‘I know. And anyway, the church must have burned before you got here.’

‘And Sam would never have put Merv in the church.’

Jed nodded. Her sister had accepted without question that the only time Jed could ever try to kill someone would be to save those she loved. She must know as well as Jed did that Sam too would do whatever was necessary to save his family.

But he wouldn’t have had to kill Merv to do that; nor had he the opportunity. And none of them would ever have put a body in the church.




Chapter 23

China Invades Vietnam

The People’s Republic of China has invaded North Vietnam, citing mistreatment of Vietnam’s ethnic Chinese minority and the Vietnamese occupation of the Spratly Islands, which are claimed by China.

It is estimated that 80,000 soldiers and 300 banks have crossed the boarder into northern Vietnam.

FISH

The Greats had said ‘no’ to a mural in the bedroom, but Blue had agreed to one on the woodshed, and Great-Uncle Joseph had even bought the paint and brushes needed for such a big work.

Fish had finished it late Thursday, an image of the woodshed itself, and then a smaller one on its side, and an even tinier mural of yet another minute woodshed on that. Fish didn’t go in for detail — except sometimes teeth. She worked fast.

She had a feeling the Greats had been hoping for a painting of birds or trees or kelpies, but how could she paint what she didn’t understand? A woodshed was just a woodshed.

Thankfully, after the initial shock, the old people had even seemed to appreciate it. Fish wondered what she should paint on the other wall as she bicycled between the brown-lawned gardens to the Gibber’s Creek Nursing Home.

Fish had once visited a nursing home in Brisbane with Gran, to see one of Gran’s friends there. It had smelled of urine and talcum powder, with oldies in flowered brunch coats or striped dressing gowns propped up on chairs along the corridor, doped up on sleeping tablets, Gran said. Gran was horrified for her friend, too disabled by a stroke to manage by herself. She’d arranged home help for her, to get out of there.

The Gibber’s Creek Nursing Home was different. One wing of the hospital opened onto a wide veranda overlooking gravel paths and garden and the distant flicker of the river. The nurse escorted her to a vast cushioned armchair with an extended leg rest, covered by a gaudy knitted patchwork blanket. Fish had to blink to make out the shape of a tiny woman in its depths.

‘Visitor for you, lovey!’ said the nurse loudly. ‘Don’t worry if she doesn’t recognise you,’ she added more quietly to Fish. ‘She lives in the past these days. But she does love visitors.’

‘Thank you,’ said Fish. There was no need to add that Mrs Lee couldn’t possibly recognise her. The nurse had taken one look at Fish’s Asian features and assumed Fish was a relative, a great-great-granddaughter perhaps.

Fish had pondered on how to bring up the subject of the bodies in the church. Eventually she decided to be direct, mostly because she had no experience in being indirect.

‘Mrs Lee?’ she said softly.

The faded brown eyes, sunk in a delta of wrinkles, opened and blinked at her.

‘They’ve found the bodies,’ said Fish quietly. She’d spent ages working out how to get people to start remembering. Finally she had decided that a statement might make people react better than a question. ‘The ones of the missing people.’

‘Ah.’ The tiny face didn’t move. It took Fish almost a minute to realise tears were falling down the sunken cheeks.

Panic seized her. She’d done it again. Fish had only hoped that a woman Mrs Lee’s age would know who had gone missing. She had never thought that anything she said would bring the kind of anguish she could hear in that single cry. I just don’t think, she told herself. Or not far enough . . .

‘I’m sorry.’ Fish took the papery hand with its snake-like veins in hers. ‘I . . . I didn’t mean to hurt you. It . . . it was a long time ago.’

‘How did they find them?’ whispered Mrs Lee.

‘It doesn’t matter. Really it doesn’t . . .’

‘Have they buried them again? Properly? Planted trees for them, left food?’

Fish had no idea what had happened to any of the bodies from the church. Had never thought about it. Possibly they were in a morgue somewhere, or wherever forensic pathologists worked. But she just said, ‘They are fine now.’ Which was not a lie, because bones were . . . bones . . . and wherever they were, she was sure they’d be properly looked after.

Excitement suddenly fizzed. Was it possible it was as easy as this? The first person she asked knew the secret?

The small thin hand clutched hers. ‘We were from the same village. Six young women. So hopeful when the letter came from Australia. Six husbands waiting for us here, all with land and houses, and money to send home to our families.’

‘In China?’

A nod, an unpronounceable name. Fish wondered if it was a village or province.

‘It was at night,’ Mrs Lee whispered. ‘A storm, the rain as hard as rice. The captain ordered us on deck when it got dark. We didn’t understand. Shoved us into a tiny boat, despite the rain, the waves, with one man to row. Secret. Must be secret. We didn’t know . . .’

‘We left in secret,’ Dad had said, the only time he had ever spoken of the voyage he took to Australia a year ago. No! She mustn’t think of Dad now. Dad! How was he ‘Dad’? How could someone be your father when you hadn’t seen him for most of your life?

She had to focus on the tiny woman next to her. Fish tried to calculate Mrs Lee’s age and when she must have come here. Whenever it was, it would have been during the days of the White Australia Policy. No Chinese allowed into Australia, no Asians at all, no one with coloured skin, a trick test — ‘must be able to take dictation in any given language’ — to keep out anyone who wasn’t Anglo-Saxon. The law hadn’t been repealed till 1966. If it hadn’t been, Dad never would have been allowed into Australia, would never have disturbed their lives . . .

‘Could see the beach,’ whispered Mrs Lee. ‘White, even in the night. The waves roared us up, then crashed us down. But we could see the sand hills and the shore. So close. We were so nearly there! And then one wave. It crashed on us. The water sucked me down. Down, down, down, then threw me back, onto the sand. I could not breathe! I felt the water grab me again.

‘But a man’s hand snatched mine. More hands dragged me up, up onto the sand. It was my Micah, my Micah and the other husbands, waiting on the beach for us.

‘He helped me sit, gave me cold tea to drink and balls of rice. So kind, to buy rice to greet his wife. I had not hoped for a man so kind. We waited there on the sand for the waves to bring the others in,’ she whispered. ‘The rain stopped, but the waves still crashed. At last the waves brought them in to shore. Shadows on the sand, first one and then another. But they had no life, no breath. I cried, there on the sand, next to my dead friends, my friends who’d travelled with so much hope, the unknown man who rowed us to new lives. We had to bury them behind the sand hills. All the hope they’d travelled with, all lost.’

Fish stared. Sand hills! They couldn’t be the bodies in the church then.

‘The boat washed up as well. The men smashed it and let the wreckage float,’ said Mrs Lee’s tortured mumble. ‘If the boat was found, police would know I’d come ashore. No one else could come ashore if they found the boat or bodies . . .’

Crumpled-paper eyelids shut. The tears still flowed.

I have to make this better, thought Fish desperately. I’ve caused this, and all for nothing! I failed Dad. I can’t destroy this woman too.

‘Were you happy?’ It made old people happy to talk about their grandchildren, didn’t it? Kids could disappoint their parents, like she’d always disappointed Mum, but grandkids were different. ‘All your children, grandchildren . . .’

It was as if Mrs Lee didn’t hear her. ‘No one must find out! No one! But at last I told Matilda. Just Matilda. She drove me in her car. We planted trees for them, took food and incense. Every year we visited, just me and her. Every year . . .’

Till Matilda had died, thought Fish. Or till Mrs Lee had grown too frail? But she wouldn’t ask. Had no right to ask, to disturb the secrets buried with the women’s and the sailor’s bodies in the sand hills.

How many other bodies lay unmarked under the paddocks of Australia? What other secret landings had Australia’s beaches seen, back before birth certificates became a necessity for life? Had Mrs Lee ever been able to vote or get a driver’s licence or a healthcare card?

But no one, perhaps, had been tactless enough to question her. Only Fish.

‘You did them proud,’ Fish said quietly. ‘You are loved and admired in Gibber’s Creek. I am so glad you made that journey.’

And suddenly the old eyes were looking at her, truly looking at her. ‘The hardest journey was the first years here,’ she said. ‘Learning English, learning this man, my husband. Leaving my home and all I knew for this country that did not want me.’

Fish flinched. ‘We don’t want you!’ she’d told Dad. She hadn’t yelled at him. She’d spoken calmly, rationally. Told him how his arrival was ruining her life and Mum’s.

And he’d said nothing. Hadn’t packed or even taken his jacket. Just walked out of the house and not come back. He had faced the dark water, just like Mrs Lee, and an even more dangerous voyage. But Fish hadn’t cared about the danger, hadn’t even thought what it must be like to lose your country, home and friends . . .

She forced her attention back to Mrs Lee, the newly sharp eyes watching her. ‘It’s hard for you too, in Australia, eh?’

‘I was born here,’ said Fish. Then, ‘Yes.’ For it had been hard lately. And maybe, yes, she admitted, much more than maybe, before.

‘I had to choose for my children,’ said Mrs Lee. ‘An easier life, or stay Chinese.’ She shrugged. ‘So we became Australian. My son married an Australian girl. His children married Australian, English, New Zealander. My mother would have said barbarians. But that is what I chose.’

‘I am Australian,’ said Fish defiantly. She had been saying it all her life, assuming her father had been a great-grandson to goldfield Chinese. But you couldn’t say that with a South Vietnamese father at your shoulder, one who had not even wanted to be Australian until his country vanished.

‘Ha,’ said Mrs Lee.

‘I’m sorry I asked about the bodies. I didn’t really know about them. I was asking about the other bodies, the ones they found last year in the burned-out church.’

‘Matilda’s church?’

‘I suppose,’ said Fish. It had been on Matilda’s land, on Drinkwater. Dad went to church. It had seemed a bit weird, a Vietnamese going to a Christian church.

‘Matilda was my friend, right from the start. Neither of us fitting in, both young, both girls. But in the end,’ said Mrs Lee proudly, ‘we owned the town between us, and more too. Matilda helped me. Only once the police came asking about how I came to Australia, but Matilda asked Mr Drinkwater to have a word. The squatter’s word was law back then.’ She gripped Fish’s hand. ‘Say prayers for them,’ she instructed. ‘Say prayers for my friends under the sand hills.’

When had the tears begun to flow down Fish’s cheeks too? She needed to get away. Away from people. Somewhere she could think. ‘Yes,’ said Fish. ‘Yes. I’ll pray.’




Chapter 24

Sale at Lee’s Emporium

Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towels, now only $2 for six!

Men’s car coat $9.99

Men’s velour V-neck jumpers $24.99

Men’s suit with waistcoat, perfect for that tie-less casual-formal look $91.99

Buckle-trimmed ladies’ boots $29.99

And more!

JED

‘Lamingtons. Yum,’ said Jed, lifting the Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel off the box, inhaling the chocolate coconut scent and trying not to drool. Her body craved all the fun she had lost in the last five months of not eating. Scarlett had gone into town to see Leafsong and replenish their larder.

‘The CWA are having a lamington drive. These are Mrs Perkin’s,’ said Blue, with the expertise of over forty years of eating other people’s cakes at Gibber’s Creek. ‘She’s won the award at the Show the last six years running.’ She picked Mattie up from her highchair.

‘Um um!’ said Mattie.

‘Did you hear that?’ asked Blue delightedly. ‘She said Grandma.’

‘Or Mum. Or yum.’

‘You’re brilliant, aren’t you?’ Blue nuzzled Mattie’s head. ‘Now you say bye-bye to Mummy. She’s going to go and see Daddy.’

‘Ummy urgle book!’ said Mattie happily.

‘I thought I might see Sam later, now Scarlett can look after Mattie. Would you mind if I went for a walk instead?’ asked Jed.

‘Why should I mind? We’re going to play Wazzat. Wazzat over there? It’s a chair. Wazzat? That’s Maxi!’

‘Umi,’ said Mattie.

‘See? I said she’s talking.’

Jed dropped a kiss onto her possibly brilliant daughter’s head, took a lamington, then on reflection took three more and wrapped them in the plastic wrap Blue still didn’t use.

She knew where she was walking even before she set off. It was time to make her peace with the billabong. Because the billabong had saved her so many times, not just in the bushfire but also when she met old Fred, and in all the conversations there with Matilda. Even after Matilda’s death, she had gone to the billabong to pretend that she still heard her. And sometimes the whispers were, just maybe, real . . .

She followed the winding river this time, rather than take the more direct path — that was getting overgrown, now Sam no longer mowed it. And Dribble’s gutters needed cleaning too. She’d remembered to keep the water in the batteries topped up, but someone probably needed to check the solar system.

Time to find someone to do odd jobs, or rather the not-at-all-odd jobs, the everyday jobs, like cleaning out the chook house and getting a load of mulch for the fruit trees and checking the dripper system. If Nancy said they were in for a drought, she’d better start thinking what it would mean for Dribble . . .

She took a deep breath of blue and gold air. Matilda had been right to give her Dribble. Her place, even without Sam here. She had Blue and Mah and Joseph, Michael and Nancy and the boys, and, yes, Kirsty and Fish too, her family, her friends and her land, bound by blood and love.

And there was the tree she had sat against when she had first come here . . .

Jed stopped: the spot was already taken. And by Fish. Crying in deep soundless sobs that shook her body. Jed moved automatically. ‘Honey, what is it?’

‘I can’t say! I can’t ever say!’

Jed put her arm around the heaving shoulders. ‘Interesting,’ she said, deliberately calm. ‘You expect us to answer your questions, but keep your own secrets.’

‘Yes,’ said Fish, as if it was a perfectly reasonable position.

‘It’s probably not as bad as you think.’

‘It’s worse.’ Fish raised red-rimmed eyes. ‘Everyone would hate me if they knew.’

‘Worse than being a thief? A shoplifter? A would-be con artist? Getting pregnant after your stepmother’s boyfriend raped you, then losing the baby six months in because even stealing wasn’t enough to keep you healthy? That was me,’ said Jed. At last she could say this easily now. ‘And everyone and his dog around here knows it.’

Fish stared at her. ‘Don’t you mind?’

‘I used to. Now? Secrets are too heavy to carry all the time. And I’m not that girl now. I haven’t been her for years.’ I’m not the abused five-year-old either, thought Jed, halfway between relief and triumph. I am Jed McAlpine-Kelly of Dribble, who loves and is loved.

‘I still am that girl,’ said Fish miserably.

‘But you needn’t be,’ said Jed gently. ‘And one day you won’t be. What have you done that’s so terrible?’

‘I killed my father,’ said Fish.




Chapter 25

Chainsaw Carving Competition Surprises, Delights

Local artists were revved up at this weekend’s aggual Gibber’s Creek chainsaw sculpture competition. The competitors were mostly creative, occasionally accident-prong. (We send our best to Johnny Adderton, who is recuperating well.)

Among some of the impressive specimens on display: a terrifying Jaws, the shark from the popular movie of the same name, a beautiful koala and a brave statue of the mayor’s wife. However, the winner was a realistic carving of the iconic dag on the Tuckerbox, that was so realistic, one of the judges ‘felt like he could feel the fur on the happy and nobble fellow’. The winner, local fencer Jim Headless, received a voucher to Lee’s Hardware Store.

FISH

Somehow as soon as she’d said it, Fish knew it wasn’t true. It was what she’d been terrified of, what Mum and even Gran feared too, when Dad had just vanished like that. Mum had overheard, had screamed at her, even though it was what she’d been thinking too, just hadn’t had the courage to tell Dad.

‘Nonsense,’ said Jed.

Fish looked up at her. It was just what she’d been feeling, but she was still annoyed at Jed for saying it so bluntly. ‘Why?’

‘Because no one has said anything about your father being dead. Or about a funeral.’

‘He’s missing . . . Just like the people in that church must have been missing. And he might be dead, like they’re dead.’

‘And he mightn’t be. People can vanish for a while. How long has he been gone?’

‘Two weeks,’ said Fish miserably.

‘That all? I vanished for years. Tell me about it,’ said Jed, sitting down beside her. She unwrapped a packet of squashed lamingtons and handed her the most intact one. ‘Eat that first.’

Fish looked at the lopsided lamington. ‘Why?’

‘Sugar. You’re in shock. Also this is the best lamington you’ll ever eat from the Queen of Lamington Makers.’

‘It’s squashed.’

‘Doesn’t affect the taste.’ Jed carefully divided her lamington in two and began to eat it in appreciative nibbles.

Fish ate. And the words came. ‘I never knew who my father was. Mum was sort of proud of it. She started a Women’s Studies course at uni three years ago. Kept saying how she and I showed how the nuclear family was an outdated concept.’

‘Didn’t you ask her who your father was?’

Fish nodded. ‘She wouldn’t tell me his name. Said it was irrelevant, I was Felice Johnstone, or maybe I could call myself Felice Ameliasdaughter — like I was an Icelandic girl or a Viking. All I knew was that Mum had met him when she was on a student exchange to the USA. I was born about six months after she came home. I’d always assumed he was Chinese, and maybe he couldn’t come and be with us because of the White Australia Policy.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Jed. ‘If he’d married your mother, he’d almost certainly have been allowed to settle here.’

Fish shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter, because that isn’t what kept him away. Turns out Mum didn’t even tell him she was pregnant. Can I have another lamington?’

Jed passed one to her and began to eat the last one.

Fish chewed the chocolate icing slowly. ‘Anyway, last year there was a knock on the door. I answered it and there was this Vietnamese bloke on the doorstep, wanting to know if Amelia Johnstone lived there. I said yes and he sort of stared at me . . .’ Fish shook her head. ‘And when Mum saw him, she gave this scream and let him in, and then when she’d made him a cup of coffee, she told him I was his daughter, which he’d sort of guessed, because he kept staring at me.’

‘That would have been . . . interesting,’ said Jed quietly.

‘It was horrible. He cried,’ said Fish. ‘He’d been this high official in the South Vietnamese government. All my life I’d heard people talk about how the South Vietnamese government were just puppets of the USA and hadn’t even been properly elected. And now my father had been part of it. That was why he had been in America when he met my mum — he was in a delegation strategising the war against the North. When the North took Saigon, he was sent to a re-education camp. After three years, he escaped, and a relative bought him a place on a fishing boat so he could flee the country. None of them on the boat knew much about sailing and they didn’t even have a proper map, but they made it to Darwin, well, most of them. Two died . . .’

‘Boat people,’ said Jed softly. ‘He must have courage.’

Fish shrugged again.

‘Had he ever married?’

‘Yes, when he got back to Vietnam after being in the USA. But his wife died and their daughter was taken on the airlift of babies from Saigon when the Americans left.’

‘I thought the babies airlifted out of Saigon were all orphans. I remember seeing a photo — this plane full of boxes on each seat, a baby in each box.’

‘Dad said some of the babies were the children of officials, like him. It was the only way to make sure their children were safe. The North Vietnamese were already shelling Saigon and the American troops were pulling out. Dad had hoped to get a visa to the USA, but then he didn’t.’

‘Where is his daughter?’ asked Jed quietly.

‘He had no idea. In the USA or West Germany or France or Canada or even here in Australia. There’s no way of ever knowing.’

‘What was her name?’

‘Lin. She was two, so she’d be six now. But there aren’t any proper records of which baby went where.’

‘So your father lost his home, his country and his family . . .’

‘And now he said he had a family again,’ said Fish bitterly. ‘He hugged me and thought I should be as happy as he was. But I’d never even wanted a father.’

‘What did your mother say?’

‘That was the worst bit. I thought she’d just shake his hand and ask him to stay to dinner and maybe lend him some money. But she began to cry too and they were hugging. He stayed in the guest room that night, but a week later he and Mum were sharing a room.’ Fish gave Jed a look of horror.

‘Honey, I know parents having . . . feelings . . . can be a shock. But was it really so bad?’

‘Don’t you see? It meant my whole life was a lie. Mum had been so proud that she and I weren’t a nuclear family, but suddenly she decided we could be. She’d even marched in the demonstrations and called Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Cong heroes. But she’d had a baby with someone in the South Vietnamese government, and now there she was living with him and saying it was all wonderful and fate . . . and . . . and stuff like that. I had to call this strange guy Dad. He even wanted me to use his surname, but I didn’t. Why should I change my name? It was as if the person I thought I was didn’t exist any more.’

‘Of course you do. You’re the same, even if how you got here was a bit different from the way you thought.’

Fish shook her head. ‘I’m not. All the stuff in the papers about boat people and “economic refugees”, not real ones, and new Australians. That wasn’t anything to do with me. Then suddenly I was them. Everyone at school was talking about it. Half of them were sorry for Dad and admired him, and the other half thought anyone who was with the South Vietnamese government must be corrupt or something. It’s like having a father is taking up half my life. And you know the worst thing? Mum’s been lying all my life.’

‘It mightn’t have been as straightforward as that,’ said Jed. ‘They might have really loved each other, but seen it couldn’t work. After all, your mum didn’t marry anyone else, and if your father’s other daughter was so young, he may have gone a long time without marrying anyone else too.’

‘That’s what Mum said,’ admitted Fish. ‘But that makes it worse, doesn’t it? Pretending she didn’t need a husband? She lied to me and to herself and to everyone. She lied for years!’

‘People do lie,’ said Jed gently. ‘Most people. Not like you and me.’

‘She shouldn’t have lied!’ cried Fish passionately. ‘Not about me! About who I am! I thought I was Australian and half Chinese, and suddenly I’m half Vietnamese and have a father!’

‘I understand,’ said Jed.

Fish squeezed her hands together tightly. ‘Anyway, they were all lovey-dovey for a couple of months. Gran and Gramps liked him. But they didn’t know what it was like for me. I was supposed to suddenly love this man I’d never met before . . .’

‘A bit like an arranged marriage,’ said Jed.

‘Yeah. But you can divorce a husband, but you can’t divorce a father,’ said Fish bitterly. ‘And I did sort of like him. But he thought, because I’m his daughter, I should be Vietnamese too, that I should care about some old bloke centuries ago who was made king because he could make great rice cakes, and how Vietnam has the oldest culture in Asia. I don’t even know if that’s true or not. And I shouldn’t dye my hair or wear my flares because they were too tight and not “modest”, and . . . and all sorts of things. But I’m not Vietnamese! I’m Australian!’

‘So what happened then?’

‘Mum wasn’t used to having anyone living with us, someone who expected her to do things with him. Dad didn’t have a job or anything, so he had all this free time. He expected us to eat dinner together every night, all these courses he’d make — I never knew men could be cooks like that and, yeah, they were great meals, weird sometimes but really good, but not every night. He didn’t like Mum going out to Women’s Lib meetings at night, said we should all be a family, and he got upset when Mum marched in the May Day parade because he thought May Day was communist, but it isn’t! Not the way we do it here. We just didn’t fit together,’ said Fish desperately. ‘He was okay. But we weren’t the family that he was pretending we were. That was a lie too. They were lying all the time, both of them, and not admitting it!’

‘And then?’ asked Jed gently.

Fish picked up a loose bit of coconut with the tip of her finger. ‘I told him so,’ she admitted. ‘And I said I wished he’d never come to Australia, and he was making Mum and me miserable, and couldn’t he understand that I was Australian. I said, “Don’t you understand?” And he just said, “Yes.” Just yes and walked out. No one has heard anything from him since. And Mum yelled at me, even though it was what she’d been thinking too, and I yelled back and she wouldn’t even say she was sorry, said it was all my fault. And I rang Gran and said I couldn’t stay with Mum any more . . . And Gran brought me here,’ her voice broke, ‘and Mum hasn’t called, so there must still be no word from Dad and I didn’t mean it! Or I did mean it, because it’s true, but not like that. I don’t hate him or anything. I . . . I like him. I just wanted him to see things as they really were.’

‘Which is a good thing,’ said Jed quietly. ‘But it can be hard too. Fish, I think your father is okay.’

Fish scrubbed her hand across her eyes. ‘Why do you think that?’

‘Your mum must know that there’s been no report of his death or the body of an unidentified man being found or of anyone answering to your dad’s description being in hospital. The police would check all that. And your dad survived the war and getting here on a leaky fishing boat. I think he’s as tough as his daughter.’

‘But I’m not his daughter — well, I am in that way . . .’

‘I loved my father, but I didn’t like him,’ said Jed.

Fish tried a smile. ‘I like mine. But I don’t love him. You can’t love a father in less than a year. Not one who’s so different.’

‘I expect you will though, one day.’

Fish looked back down at the shreds of coconut again. ‘I suppose. Maybe. Yeah, one day. And, okay, maybe I do love him a bit already. He’s really nice most of the time. And clever. And interesting. But I don’t want to live with him. And I’m not Vietnamese.’

‘And I’m not Polish.’

‘What?’

‘My dad’s name was Skellowski. I shortened it to Kelly after I left my stepmother’s place. He was Polish. He came out here when he was a kid with his parents. But I’ve never felt Polish. I don’t even know any Polish food.’

‘Beetroot soup with sour cream,’ said Fish automatically. ‘And chlodnik — that’s a cold cucumber soup.’ She flushed. ‘We did the foods of different countries at primary school. But we didn’t do Vietnam.’

Jed scrambled to her feet and dusted off crumbs of lamington. ‘I love beetroot soup and hate cold cucumber soup. Don’t know if that makes me more or less Polish. Feeling any better now?’

‘Sort of,’ admitted Fish.

Jed smiled. ‘Found the Gibber’s Creek psychopath yet?’

‘You don’t think there is one, do you?’

‘No.’

‘Anyway, no, I haven’t. Not yet.’ Fish wondered if she should tell Jed about old Mrs Lee and the bodies on the beach. But the old woman had hidden that for maybe eighty years, except from her friend Matilda. It wasn’t Fish’s secret to share. ‘I’m going to see a man called Pete Sampson on Monday.’

‘Good,’ said Jed. They began to walk along the track back to Dribble.

‘Why? You think he’ll have some useful information?’

‘No,’ said Jed, still smiling. ‘But he’s got stories you’ll never hear from anyone else. Mustering brumbies up in the high country and how Matilda came to own Drinkwater. His father was the farm manager at Matilda’s first little farm, and then later at Drinkwater. Pete Sampson was even at Gallipoli. I love listening to him.’

‘Have you ever asked him about missing people?’

‘No,’ said Jed.

‘Then maybe you’ve never heard the right stories.’




Chapter 26

Raffle Results

Winner of the RSL Meat Tray Baffle this weak is Mrs Thelma Uttridge. Congratulations, Thelma! Proceeds to the Gibber’s Creek Legacy and thanks for the donation from Tubby’s Fine Meats.

FISH

Saturday was book club and ‘bring a plate’ for the Greats. Not the same book club: the aunts were in the women’s book club, discussing Colleen McCullough’s The Thorn Birds, while the men’s book club’s choice that month was a Patrick O’Brian book, which probably none of them would have read.

‘But at least one of us will have read the blurb,’ said Great-Uncle Joseph jovially, selecting the bottle of red that it seemed was the main purpose of the club.

Gran was going with the great-aunts, and Fish was welcome to come too. She’d even read The Thorn Birds. It was okay, but she didn’t want to discuss it, especially with a group of women who might resent forthright opinions from a fifteen-year-old. And after that, Gran and the Greats were going to visit Sam, and she didn’t feel right joining them for that either.

‘Have lunch at the Blue Belle,’ suggested Great-Aunt Mah. ‘There’ll probably be other people your age there too.’

Who she wouldn’t know, but maybe if she looked friendly, someone would speak to her. ‘Okay,’ said Fish.

She went to her room to change into her best flares, instead of the paint-splattered ones, then checked her hair in the mirror.

No! Black roots! She looked ridiculous with black roots! And she hadn’t brought any hair dye. There was only one place in Brisbane that stocked it, so there’d be none in this place. She couldn’t go out like this!

Fish grabbed a pair of scissors from her bag and hacked at the pink. Short black would be better than black and pink . . .

She stopped, staring at herself. She looked like a shaved poodle! This was a disaster!

Someone gave a muffled cough, which might just have been a laugh, from the doorway. Fish swirled around. ‘What?’ she demanded.

Blue held out a cloth bag, tied with a drawstring. ‘Would this help?’

‘Nothing will help,’ wailed Fish. But she opened the bag anyway.

A wig. A good one that felt like real hair. Blonde. Curls. This must be from way back in the circus days. Fish pulled it onto her head, then risked a look.

Oh, wow. She looked incredible! Why hadn’t she ever thought of blonde before?

Great-Aunt Blue really was smiling now. ‘I used to wear it. Still do, sometimes. It suits you.’

Fish gazed at herself again. Pink hair had looked great with her brown skin, but blonde curls were spectacular! And they matched the gold fish on her T-shirt too. ‘You really don’t mind if I wear it?’

‘Of course not.’

Fish grinned at herself in the mirror.

An hour later she was sitting at the Blue Belle Café, looking fascinating in her blonde hair, fish T-shirt and flares, reading Barbara Tuchman’s A Distant Mirror, all about the fourteenth century, and hoping someone would notice how gorgeous she looked.

It was a funny café: mismatched chairs and tables, a courtyard where kids and dogs played, and a blackboard menu that ranged from hamburger to zucchini soufflé.

Fish chose the hamburger. It arrived towering over the plate, about half a kilo of beef, sauce, beetroot, pickled zucchini and salad overflowing what looked like a home-made bun. It also came with a knife and fork.

Fish ate a quarter of it, watching the other customers: women who had clearly put on lipstick and good shoes to ‘come to town’, just as the Greats and Gran had; young mums eating quiche and salad, gossiping while keeping an eye on their kids outside; and a table of teenagers with milkshakes who Fish would have liked to talk to.

She opened her book instead.

‘Er, excuse me. Can I join you?’

Fish looked up. A boy about her own age stood at the table, short brown hair, tanned skin, neat but slightly worn white shirt, blue jeans. Not interesting looking, but at least he was male and a teenager.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I’m Fish Johnstone.’ She waited for the usual reaction to her name, as well as to her blonde wig.

‘My name’s Woad Smith.’ He looked as if he was waiting for a reaction too.

‘That’s a plant that blue dye comes from, isn’t it?’

He looked surprised. ‘No one else has known that. Except Dad, of course.’ He nodded to Broccoli Bill, who was carrying a box of vegetables across the courtyard towards the back door of the café. His waistcoat was spangled today.

‘That’s your dad? He looks cool,’ said Fish.

‘Yeah? You don’t have to live with him,’ said Woad.

O . . . kay. Reassessment time. ‘It must be interesting growing up in a commune,’ said Fish encouragingly.

‘Only if you like weeding, mulching and plaiting garlic.’

‘Oh,’ said Fish. She tried to think of something else to say. Woad seemed to find her hamburger far more fascinating than her.

‘If you’re not going to finish your hamburger, can I have it?’

‘Of course!’ Fish shoved it over. ‘Don’t you get enough to eat on the commune?’

‘We get plenty to eat. But Dad and Nan are vegan. And Dad believes in barter, not money and the “First World capitalist economy”, which means I can order what I want here in exchange for the fruit and veg. Just as long as it’s not meat.’

Woad stared at the hamburger as if breathing in its fleshiness, then demolished it in ten seconds.

‘Um, would you like another?’ offered Fish.

He flushed. ‘No, thanks.’

‘It’s okay. My great-uncle gave me fifty dollars.’

‘No, really. I shouldn’t have asked in the first place.’ Woad looked even more embarrassed. ‘I’d better go.’

‘Does your dad need you to help make the other deliveries?’

‘No. He always does them himself.’

‘Then stay here. That’s if you’d like to,’ she added hurriedly. She was beginning to kind of like him. ‘Do you need him to give you a lift back to the commune?’

‘No. I’ve got my own bike. Made from three different bikes Dad found at the dump,’ he added in a mutter. ‘Then painted stripes on.’

Which sounded great, but not if his son was embarrassed by it. And her dad had never done anything embarrassing to her, except existing, she thought as Broccoli Bill crossed the courtyard again, his arms now empty. Which was not Dad’s fault. Plus she’d liked him. And was beginning to admire him. And was discovering she missed him . . .

Suddenly the chunky woman who ran the café slid a plate in front of Woad. Another hamburger, this time minus the salad. She winked, then headed back wordlessly to the kitchen.

‘I think she’s decided you don’t have to be vegan,’ said Fish, trying not to laugh at the expression on his face. And his name, because there was no way it wasn’t funny. ‘Do they call you Toad at school?’

Tactless plus, she realised as soon as the words emerged. She had a genuine boy in front of her who had asked to sit with her . . . okay, he’d been interested in her hamburger, not her, but even so . . . and she’d suggested a name even worse than the one he’d been given.

But he just said, ‘Yep.’ He bit into the hamburger.

‘Change it. I changed mine.’

‘You wanted to be called Fish?’

She shrugged. ‘I was six.’

‘I think it might be easier to change your name when you’re six. Everyone knows my name now.’

‘So what?’

He stared at her over his hamburger. ‘What should I change it to?’

‘What’s your middle name?’

‘Eucalyptus,’ he said gloomily.

‘Easy then. Your initials are WES. How about Wes?’

‘Which already is my name, at least in a way,’ he said slowly.

‘Yep.’ She held out her hand. ‘Good to meet you, Wes.’

He grinned and shook it. ‘Glad to meet you, Fish. Hey, how long are you staying down here? Are you going to be coming to school?’

‘I don’t know how long we’ll be here. Only another few weeks, I think. Gran wants to go and stay with her sister too, up at Rocky Valley. You know my family?’

He nodded.

Now what should she say? Carly had been out with a boy two times, and she said finding something to talk about was the worst bit, that and working out if he was going to kiss you and, if he did, where did you put your noses? There was no point asking Woad — Wes — about missing people. He was too young, and from what Great-Aunt Blue said, even his father had been here less than ten years.

‘Hey, is that what you’re reading?’ he asked. ‘I borrowed it last year from the library. Have you got to the bit yet about the plague travelling on the ship?’

She nodded. ‘It’s fascinating, isn’t it? How the whole of England changed just because of a disease. And now we’re getting rid of all the major diseases like smallpox and malaria.’

‘Bet we don’t,’ Wes said. ‘I bet some new disease is going to spring up. That was the whole point about the plague. It was new, well, new to England anyway. Just like the flu in 1919 — that was a new strain. I bet there’s an epidemic of something new in the next ten years.’

‘What do you bet?’

He grinned again. ‘A hamburger. But you’re going to have to come back to get your hamburger if you win, or pay up if you don’t.’

‘You’re on,’ said Fish, grinning back. Just wait till Carly hears about this, she thought. Talking to boys is easy . . .




Chapter 27

Correction: The winner of the annual Gibber’s Creek chainsaw sculpture competition was Jim Headmore, not Headless. Apologies, Jam!

SCARLETT

The sink was full of dirty dishes. Alex was happy to wash up, but only when someone asked him to. He didn’t seem to notice mess. Or maybe he thought that pixies came out at night to clean it up. She supposed his grandmother had done the housework when he was young, and in her experience, everyone in a communal house like the one he’d been in before he came to live with her left the washing-up ‘to soak’, until the crud dissolved or the saucepans evaporated with the end of the universe. Wanting a clean house was a shameful example of the ‘white Protestant work ethic’, though everyone she knew who wasn’t white, or Protestant, also preferred their dishes clean . . .

Scarlett dumped her bag in her bedroom, then wheeled out to clean up the sink before she put dinner on.

Pepper steaks, she decided, because Alex loved pepper steak, and it was quick to make. She shoved a couple of potatoes in the oven, checked there was sour cream in the fridge, noticed two bottles of beer that had not been there when she went out and there was no milk and bread left, and they’d need both for breakfast. She rang through a short but urgent shopping list to be delivered before the shops shut at six pm, then got to work with the suds.

Coffee mugs, with dried sludge at the bottom. Yuck. Alex refused to drink instant coffee, and though he was right — it didn’t really taste of anything — at least it didn’t leave a mess. Dinner plates with gravy stains, glasses with . . .

She stopped, gazing at the glass in her hand. A glass with a lipstick stain. And not her colour lipstick; nor had she left a lipstick-stained glass behind her when she’d left for home.

Home, she thought. I love Alex. Of course I love Alex. But Dribble is still my home.

Fish would say that was significant. And I am thinking of Fish because I do not want to think about lipstick. Pale pink lipstick, just like Barbara wears . . .

Barbara had been after Alex since their first year as students. He’d admitted sleeping with her ‘a few times’, whatever that meant, in that first year too . . .

The door opened. ‘Wonderful, you’re back. I’ve missed you.’ Alex loped over and kissed the top of her head. She thought of Jed’s words and grabbed his hand, then rose, almost completely steady now, and held her mouth up to his. He hesitated, then kissed her, a firm brief kiss, tasting slightly of the curry he must have had for lunch, that left her wanting much, much more.

‘How was Jed?’ He moved over to open the fridge, took out a bottle of tomato juice, poured himself a glass, then added Tabasco. ‘Want some?’

‘Yes, please.’ She carefully washed the offending glass and put it in the rack. ‘Jed’s much better.’

‘Was she sick?’ He sounded surprised.

‘Badly depressed. I didn’t realise. Julieanne’s going down next weekend, but I’ll go back the one after. Jed seems okay now, but it’s easy to slip back into depression. I am not going to let that happen again.’ She decided not to mention the police inquiry adding to Jed’s stress. It was just too complicated.

‘You may be little, but you are unstoppable. Depression’s hard. But if anyone can keep Jed steady with all she has to cope with, it’s you. I’m sorry — I shouldn’t have been so dismissive about your going down there. Let me know if there’s any way I can help.’ He kissed her head again as he passed her the spiked tomato juice.

I may be little, she thought, but in a few weeks I am going to walk across the living room with no walker to steady me. Maybe you will look at me differently then. ‘How was your weekend?’

‘Miserable without you,’ he said lightly.

‘No, really. What did you do?’

‘Spent some time in the library — I copied a fascinating article about prophylactic antibiotic use for you. Went to Bondi with the gang too. We brought takeaway back here.’ He seemed to notice the dishes for the first time. ‘Sorry about the mess. I meant to clean up before you got here.’

‘It’s fine,’ she said quickly. So that explained the woman’s voice on the phone and the slamming of the door. ‘The gang’ might well have included Barbara, who often tagged along with the med students, even though she’d flunked out. And Alex wouldn’t have mentioned that Barbara was here, because he knew Scarlett was unreasonably jealous of her . . .

No. Not unreasonably. Because Barbara had had sex with Alex, even if he had never loved her as he said he loved Scarlett. As he did love her, because even now he was watching her with a look of happiness that could not be faked.

But Fish would say . . .

Scarlett squashed the thought. Fish was not here and Alex was and his smile could warm the world. And they would eat dinner together and watch All Creatures Great and Small and pick up all the inaccuracies and laugh together as he never laughed with Barbara.

And maybe, if she cuddled close to him on the sofa, tonight, at last, only one bed in the apartment would be occupied.




Chapter 28

Over Half of Australian Households Now Have Colour TV. Which Half Are You In?

Don’t miss out! Sale of colour TVs at Lee’s Emporium this week only. A free set of Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towels with every one!

FISH

The shots came just as Fish undressed for bed: a short volley of them. She thought it was the TV till she heard Joseph swear and the back door slam, and remembered that the Greats didn’t even have a TV . . .

She ran after him into the darkness, the night air biting at her short-haired scalp, ignoring Gran’s call of ‘Fish!’ If someone was going to shoot Great-Uncle Joseph, then she’d —

Actually she didn’t know what she’d do, she thought as she ran after his shape in the shadows. But neither was she going to do nothing. The sound of a car engine muttered down by the ridges that guarded Moura, then grew more distant as the car reached the road. Great-Uncle Joseph stopped and bent down.

‘What is it?’ Fish cried, staring at a sprawled shape on the ground. Murder, she thought. The killer has come back . . .

‘Dead roo. Go back inside, Fish.’

She didn’t know whether to feel glad it wasn’t a human body, or cry for the roo. ‘Did someone shoot it?’

‘Yes. I’m going to check and see if there are any others. Sometimes shooters just leave them wounded or with joeys alive in the pouch.’ Great-Uncle Joseph reached into his pocket and pulled out a small torch and switched it on.

Fish looked down at the animal sprawled at her feet, the brown back, the paler belly, blood on the small, neat head. The roo’s mouth gaped open, still with grass between its jaws. She had been worried about snakes, spiders, scorpions, but humans were far more deadly. What sort of person could shoot an innocent animal who just ate grass? ‘I’m coming with you.’

Joseph hesitated, then nodded.

The torchlight moved. She moved with it. It flickered, a tiny star, the night eating the small circle of gold before it could spread beyond a small point on the ground. A very small point . . .

‘Do snakes come out at night?’ she asked, trying for a casual tone. Because the human had gone, but the snakes might still be around.

‘Only in mid-summer.’

‘Okay. Great.’ Was February mid-summer? It was the hottest month so, even if it wasn’t officially mid-summer, she suspected that these might be the nights snakes liked best. Lots of mice out to eat . . .

She lifted her feet carefully, glad she hadn’t taken off her flip-flops, scared that she was wearing a nightdress so her ankles were exposed. Then she saw the other roo.

The animal gazed up at her from the tussocks, panting, anguished, still but alive, blood pooling around its throat.

‘Fish, go back to the house.’

‘No.’

‘Do what you are told. Now!’

She moved without consciously deciding to. She had gone perhaps three paces when she heard a thud, a rock, hitting . . . face the truth, she thought to herself . . . a rock hitting the roo’s head, smashing it, killing it, ending its agony, because a wound like that meant nothing but another half-hour perhaps of pain and terror.

A country doctor must learn to deal with death, she thought. Human and kangaroo. She stopped in the darkness and waited for him. But he still stood by the kangaroo, his head down.

‘Great-Uncle Joseph?’

‘I told you to go inside.’ His voice was calm.

‘You had to do it. I understand.’

‘Thank you, Fish.’

She reached for his hand. He said sharply, ‘Don’t! There’s blood on it.’

She took his hand anyway. A second’s hesitation, then he gripped hers.

She said aloud what she had thought before. ‘What sort of person does things like this?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said wearily. ‘All my decades, and I don’t know. My brothers and I used to go rabbiting. We killed roos too, when times were really tough. We ate the meat and sold the skins. I won’t lie to you — we enjoyed the hunt, being one with the bush so we knew where each animal was. I fought in World War II too, and, yes, I killed men then, even though I was a doctor, and mostly, if we were lucky, saved them.’

‘But you never enjoyed the killing,’ she stated.

‘No, Fish love. Every time I pressed the trigger there was the moment of regret. I killed for necessity and never without regret.’

‘Do you think maybe whoever did this killed Merv too?’

‘Unlikely. There’s a big gap between killing for sport and murdering a human.’

‘No, there isn’t,’ she said.

‘You’re right, there isn’t. But most people think there is. I’m glad you’re not most people, Fish.’

And suddenly she was glad as well.




Chapter 29

St Vinnies sale next Saturday morning. All contributions gratefully accepted. Contact Sarah Murphy-Lee on . . .

JED

The shots came as Jed read Mattie The Tale of Peter Rabbit. She stopped mid-sentence.

‘Book!’ demanded Mattie, standing up, holding the bars of the white-painted cot.

‘Here you are, sweetheart.’ Jed handed Mattie the small beige-covered book. Mattie stared at it, tasted it, then looked dispirited that gumming did not produce words.

‘Book!’ she complained.

‘I’ll read it soon. Wait a second.’

‘Book!’

Jed dialled quickly, not triple zero, but the number of the Gibber’s Creek Police Station, which at this hour would be put straight through to the police residence next door. ‘Constable Ryan? I’m sorry to disturb you so late. It’s Jed McAlpine. Someone’s shooting around the house.’ She was glad her voice stayed calm.

‘Some idiot out spotlighting. I’m glad you called me. Stay away from the windows. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’

Windows, thought Jed in sudden panic. She ran to Mattie’s room. Maxi scrambled to her feet, scenting her alarm. Jed seized Mattie and ran for the corridor again. Bullets would need to go through two walls to reach them there.

Could bullets go through two walls? Maybe, she thought.

More shots, closer now. She should look out and try to find the spotlighter. No, stupid, she must stay put with Mattie and, thank goodness, Mattie still held the book.

‘Book?’

‘Yes, sweetheart.’ Jed began to read. Maxi barked suddenly. Jed grabbed her collar as the dog tried to run to the door.

‘No! Good dog. Stay. Stay!’ Jed was never sure what commands Matilda had taught her, but at the last word the Doberperson looked at her, considered, then lay at her feet, growling softly in a continuous rumble.

Jed began to read again, trying to keep her voice calm. But her thoughts were like a creek in flood. Do not let Mattie know you are scared. Do not let her know you are terrified, that you are afraid if you even blink you will see blood, her father’s blood.

More shots. Peter Rabbit, she thought desperately. Peter Rabbit. The farmer tries to shoot Peter Rabbit. Why am I reading my daughter this book . . . ?

‘Book?’ said Mattie delightedly as Jed began the story all over again for the eighth time that night.

An engine. Please, she thought, let it be the police coming, not the shooter going, because if he leaves, he might come back . . .

Yes, the engine noise was coming closer. It stopped. A door slammed. Voices, someone yelling, an answering mutter.

‘Book?’

A knock on the door. ‘Mrs McAlpine, it’s me.’

‘Oh, thank goodness.’ Jed scrambled to her feet, hoisted Mattie onto her hip, then stepped down the corridor, Maxi at her heels. She opened the door.

Constable Ryan stood there, large and comforting. His uniform was rumpled, as if he had pulled it on quickly. Probably in the middle of dinner or having a well-deserved drink after work. The young man beside him . . .

Sixteen, maybe. Too young to have a gun licence. Too young to drive. Jeans, T-shirt, a look of terror, resentment and embarrassment . . .

‘I found him on your property, Mrs McAlpine,’ said William Ryan calmly. Jed noted he did not ask whether they could come in. He turned to the young man. ‘Shaun Promerty, isn’t it?’

The boy gulped and nodded.

‘Right, let’s see then. Got a licence for that thing?’ He pointed at the .22.

‘No. I mean — no, sir.’

‘There’s a two-year prison sentence for having an unlicensed weapon. Driving without a licence, that’s maybe six months, trespass, four years, illegal discharge of a firearm endangering the public, six years in prison.’

‘I didn’t think —’

‘No, you didn’t think,’ said Constable Ryan. ‘One stray bullet and you’d have been a murderer. Did you think of that?’

‘It’s just roos.’

‘It was breaking the law — many laws, sensible laws. Killing protected animals, that’s two years’ jail. It’s against the law to shoot roos unless you have a permit. Do you have a permit?’

A shake of the head.

‘I said — do you have a permit?’

‘No, sir. The rifle’s Granddad’s.’

‘Does he have a permit?’

‘I . . . I don’t know.’

‘Pass me the firearm, please. Thank you. It’s been a while since we had a prisoner in the lock-up. No sheets, I’m afraid, but I can do you toast for breakfast, and cornflakes. Do you like cornflakes?’

A terrified nod.

‘Going to be harder for you when I take you to prison in Sydney. You’ll probably end up in Goulburn after that, as a first offender. They may even let you serve each sentence at the same time, only four years’ jail, out on parole in eighteen months if you behave yourself. Hard to get a job after you’ve served a prison sentence though.’

‘. . . offered an apprenticeship at the butcher’s . . .’ the young man muttered.

Constable Ryan shook his head. ‘Don’t think they’ll keep that for you. Not if you’re in prison.’ He took out his notebook, wrote for half a minute, then looked up. ‘Right, let’s make this formal. Mrs McAlpine, are you pressing charges?’ He looked at her solemnly. One eye closed in a brief wink.

A moment. ‘No,’ said Jed.

‘What?’ Shaun stared at her as if she were an angel descending in a golden halo. ‘Oh, shi— I mean I’m sorry. I mean thank you, Mrs McAlpine, I’m sorry, really sorry. I mean thank you . . .’

An hour later Mattie was in bed, Maxi asleep but alert on her favourite living-room mat. Shaun had been picked up by his furious mother, who had thanked Jed so vociferously that she was embarrassed, and Will Ryan was sitting on the sofa opposite her, a mug of tea in one big hand, a large hunk of orange poppyseed cake in the other.

‘Good cake,’ he said. He’d already eaten two slices of it and the last lamington.

‘I didn’t make it.’

‘I know.’ He grinned. ‘I saw it on the CWA stall. Would have bought it if you hadn’t.’

‘I can’t thank you enough. It was, well, brilliant. He’ll never do that again, plus you’ve made me his saviour, not his enemy.’

‘Just like my dad would have done.’

‘We’re so lucky to have you here.’

‘I’m lucky they posted me here. They did it for Mum’s sake, mostly. Some of Dad’s mates are still in the force.’

‘Did you always want to be a policeman?’

He shrugged. ‘Not much choice. We couldn’t afford uni, even on a scholarship, not back then. Didn’t want an apprenticeship. Thought I might make detective . . .’

‘You still might, after this . . . investigation.’ She found she couldn’t say Merv’s name.

‘I don’t think I’ll apply now.’

‘Because you have a genius for keeping the peace in a country town?’

He laughed. A nice laugh, white teeth, one slightly crooked at the top. ‘No, but thanks for the compliment.’ He didn’t explain his unwillingness to apply for a detective’s position though, Jed noted.

‘What would you have studied, if you could have chosen anything?’

He looked at her seriously. ‘You know what it was like back then, before uni fees were abolished. Even Commonwealth scholarships were means tested. A country cop made too much for me to get an allowance, and too little to keep me in Sydney or Canberra. No point in a kid from a country town even thinking about uni, because there was no way it would happen.’

‘Okay, what did you not really think about?’

‘Architecture.’

It made sense, somehow. Neat lines, solid structures and now he was keeping Gibber’s Creek’s lives straight too.

‘You could still study architecture, now it’s free.’ Was that why he hadn’t married? she thought. Maybe he was trying to save up enough to study now he wouldn’t have to pay fees and would even get a small living allowance. She hadn’t heard any gossip about a girlfriend. Or maybe he was gay. That could explain why he wouldn’t apply to become a detective. No future in the police if anyone suspected he was gay . . .

‘Perhaps,’ he said evasively, then stood. ‘Thank you for the tea and cake.’

‘Thank you for maybe saving my life and Mattie’s and the roos’ . . . Oh, the roos! I didn’t think to look.’

‘I did,’ he said quickly. ‘He didn’t get any.’

Or if he had, Constable Ryan was going to take the carcasses away so she and Mattie didn’t see them tomorrow.

‘You are a very good man,’ she said quietly.

‘All in a night’s work.’ The smile again, and then it vanished. ‘I hope we don’t have to bother you again about the . . . the other stuff.’

‘I hope so too,’ said Jed.

‘Call me any time. I mean that.’

‘I will. Thank you.’

Maxi snuffled around the sofa for crumbs as Jed showed him to the door.




Chapter 30

USA Cuts Aid as Analysts Fear Russian Interests in Afghanistan

The US government has announced that its aid to Afghanistan will be drastically cut. This follows the kidnaping and killing of US Ambassador Adolph Dubs by extremists earlier this month . . .

THE KILLER

The headlights tunnelled between the darkness of the trees. The killer turned them off as the turn-off to the billabong approached. Dribble’s lights were still on, glinting through the trees.

The killer pulled into the track, braked, then sat back, watching Jed’s lights. At last they flicked off. She’d be asleep soon. It would only take a couple of minutes to walk up there, though her dog would bark and if she turned the outside lights on, she might see the car.

Better not risk it.

When had it become a habit, coming out here? The killer wasn’t sure. Even the reason wasn’t clear. To go up to the house? To check for evidence here where the first blow had been struck? Or just because it was impossible to leave behind that moment when Ignatius Mervyn was struck down?

And that was it. That was reason enough to be here. Because here, in the darkness, away from all pretence, this was all the killer had to be.

A murderer.




Chapter 31

For sale: Two-bedroom fibro cottage on half an acre, some work required, chook shed, carport, $10,000.

For sale: Modern brick veneer on school bus run, three bedrooms, sun room, built-in barbecue, double garage, $39,999.

For sale: 100 acres cleared and fenced, two spring-fed dams, $19,999.

JED

She woke at . . . Jed turned to look at the clock by the bed. Five forty-nine am. And it hadn’t been Mattie’s cry that woke her, or a possum jumping on the roof or even the dingo’s call. Just terror. Terror had been her companion for so long she needed no time to recognise it.

Her earliest memory, hiding from Mum in the broom cupboard, as she prowled, drunk and angry, about the house. The terror of that man touching her, just conscious enough to know he was, but not able to move away from him. Her last memory of her father, not quite drunk but not quite sober either, yelling, ‘Go back to bed, girl!’ when she’d crept out to investigate the laughter of his friends.

She was pretty sure her father had loved her, when he remembered or she wasn’t too much of a nuisance, just as she’d always known her mother hated her for trapping her in the role of ‘mum’, though there may have been a kind of love there, somewhere, too. Sometimes. Maybe. But even her father had preferred not to be bothered by her. No other girl at school had never had a parent at Speech Night, or even in the audience of school plays in which she’d starred, debates . . .

Fish had brought her back from the land of memory in the daytime. But at night . . .

Yet it was almost daylight now. If she pulled the curtains, she might trick her body into a half-hour nap till Mattie woke. She slipped out of bed and went to close the window.

Something moved in the early light. The gleam of a car’s duco, unmistakable. An engine noise, where there had been none five seconds before, heading down the road towards town.

Someone had been parked there.

Merv?

Impossible.

Or was it?

Had that really been his body in the church?

No, she was being stupid. Just the early morning terrors. Because who else but Merv could have been around here back then, unseen by everyone, unmissed by anyone?

Merv was gone. She was safe, and she was loved, and she had a life, even with Sam in hospital. The car had probably held a pair of teenagers who’d been necking . . .

But . . . maybe someone had driven by and Merv had killed them, and left them in the church and taken their car. Just how sure were the police?

She was being stupid. Of course the police were sure. She’d call Will Ryan and ask him. And he would undoubtedly reassure her, and then Merv would be gone, a smudged memory, not worth keeping in the cupboards of her mind.

No, she wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep. A cup of tea . . . She’d just made it when Mattie gave the small mew that preceded a full-on wail.

Jed smiled. Perfect timing. She would drink the tea and feed her daughter, and the scent of baby hair and burped milk would overwhelm all remembered terrors. And Blue would come over and she’d put the kettle on, and they would laugh and gossip. And she would be able to shove the terror back in the past, where it belonged.
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Toy Sale at Lee’s Emporium

Toy cash register $2.99

Star Trek figurine set $3.99

Junior Miss hairdressing set $44444.999

THE KILLER

The killer’s car sped down the road, the tyres muttering: ‘Going to be late, going to be late . . .’

Shouldn’t have lingered at the track to the billabong. But no one knew what had happened on that spot a year ago, except possibly the young woman who might have looked back through the smoke that day. But Jed had been running for her life.

And this was Gibber’s Creek. Anyone seeing the car this morning would have assumed the driver had stopped to blow their nose or kill a huntsman spider that was about to drop onto the steering wheel.

And anyway, no car had passed. Yes, this was Gibber’s Creek. No one would suspect a thing.
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How Much Wood Can a Woodchopper Chop if No One Saw the Woodchopper Chopping Wood?

Which local lad has been entertaining locals at the Gibber’s Creek Hotel today with tails of his wood-chopping prowess? Despite being recently injured by enthusiastically wielding his chainsaw earlier this month at the Gobber’s Creek chainsaw calving competition, it seems our local champion has bounced back from injury by taking out the crown in no fewer than three wood-chopping competitions up in Sydney.

Given the lack of trophies or prizes for these feets of greatness, combined with the fact that the lad is nine stone dripping wet, his story has its septics. The Gazelle will be investigating. More to fallow.

FISH

The phone rang during breakfast. Joseph answered it as usual and, as usual, Fish froze, wondering if the call might be from Mum, while Gran perked up, hoping it might be from her sister Flinty, and that Flinty’s first great-grandchild had been born.

‘That was Nancy,’ he said, wandering back into the kitchen and sitting down unenthusiastically to his muesli. ‘She says she’ll pick you up in half an hour.’ He looked at Fish curiously. ‘Apparently you’re interested in local history.’

Should she tell him she wanted to prove that a psychopath murdered Merv, not his son? No, she couldn’t bring murder into that kitchen, so peaceful with its scent of coffee and the apple pancakes Great-Aunt Mah had made for her and Gran, while Great-Aunt Blue took her knitting down to the hospital to visit Sam.

She settled for a polite, ‘Yes. Nancy said that Mr Sampson knows more than anyone else alive around here.’

‘That he does,’ said Mah.

Fish picked up her plate and took it to the sink.

‘Don’t worry about washing up,’ said Gran. ‘Off you go and get ready.’

They needed a dishwasher. And a TV set, which, okay, they needn’t bother with because there was no reception. But they could at least look as if they missed repeats of Bellbird and Gilligan’s Island. What did ‘get ready’ mean anyway?

She was already dressed, wasn’t she? She was even wearing Great-Aunt Blue’s wig again, because it felt totally cool to be a blonde for a while, plus her hair still looked a mess. But getting ready? It wasn’t as if she had her fabric paints and could add more fish to her T-shirt; nor was she going to waste her precious lipstick and eyeshadow on a visit to a man born in the previous century, who probably thought all make-up was a sin . . .

‘Fish?’ Fish turned as Gran came down the hall behind her. ‘Sorry, I saw your face when the phone rang. And when Flinty rang for a chat last night too.’

So this is what ‘getting ready’ meant, thought Fish. Time for Gran to have a little talk with her.

‘Your mother isn’t going to phone. I know my daughter. I don’t think Amelia has ever apologised in her life. The world is always wrong, not her.’

‘So she’ll never forgive me,’ said Fish flatly.

‘She probably has already,’ said Gran frankly. ‘But she’s not going to say so. If, when, you go home, she’ll just give you a kiss and —’

‘Go out to another meeting?’

‘Maybe. But she’d be happy.’

‘I make her uncomfortable.’

‘Probably. Sometimes. Doesn’t mean she wants you to be any different.’ Gran grinned. ‘Or not often anyway. Which is pretty much what anyone would say about their daughter. Including me.’

Fish absorbed that. ‘What about Dad? What do you think’s happened to him?’ She met Gran’s eyes. ‘Do you think he should be living with us?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Gran quietly. ‘That’s up to your mother, and to him too. I was surprised when she wanted him to live with you as a family. Of course she’d have offered him a place to stay till he found somewhere else. I couldn’t see it lasting though.’

‘Really? I thought you liked him!’

‘I do. I like lots of people, but I can’t see any of them living for long with Amelia,’ said Gran dryly. ‘I don’t think she’s lived without a partner for so long because she was pining for your father, even if that was how it started. She likes her own life, her own ways.’

‘I . . . I told him we both wanted him gone,’ whispered Fish. ‘I said he was ruining our lives.’ She waited for Gran to look at her in horror.

‘I suspected you had.’

Fish blinked. ‘Truly?’

Gran looked surprised. ‘Of course. What else would have made your mother so angry and your father vanish like that? The truth always hurts the most.’

Fish absorbed that too. ‘What do you think’s happened to him?’ she asked at last.

‘I’ve no idea. But I do know that your father is a survivor.’

But he’s still missing, thought Fish. How many people go missing but are never counted as such?

And how many would there have been in Gibber’s Creek?
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Letters to the Editor

Wide Combs Given Wide Birth by Local Outraged Shearer

Dear Madam,

I am replying to the much discussed use of these so-called better, bigger Kiwi wide combs and the Kiwi shearers that come over here wielding them. I say b#$%%r that! How dare these b$%^dy Kiwis think they can come over here with there wide combs and thinking they can do a better lot of it than good old Aussie ones. I’ve shorn with my granddad’s blades my whole life, handed down from my father. In over fifty years of shearing they’ve fleeced many sheep quickly and have been right as rain, except for a change of blades or the handle once in a blue moon.

Why mess with a great Australian tradition?

CONSTABLE WILLIAM RYAN

‘And his name is Wuffles, black with white paws . . .’

Give me strength, thought William Ryan, or at least let Detective Rodrigues come in and relieve me from desk duty, making this the first time since the Sydney detective had arrived that he’d actually wanted to see him. But he kept his face and expression duly sympathetic. ‘Have you tried the council pound, Mrs Lyle?’

‘Well, no, I . . .’

Of course she hadn’t. ‘How about you give them a ring, eh? But I’ll keep my eye out for Wuffles too. Give me a call when you find him.’

But he smiled as he held the door open for the elderly woman on her way out. Wuffles was almost certainly down at the school with his nose in the rubbish bin, which was where he’d been twice before when the principal brought him back home again, with a lecture on keeping pets in their own gardens. He bet by lunchtime Wuffles would be back in Mrs Lyle’s kitchen — probably bringing up Vegemite sandwiches and peanut-butter crusts.

To think he’d wanted to be a detective down in the big smoke once. City blokes like Rodrigues could never understand how country town policing worked. Kindness and a ‘quiet word in your ear’ were the best tools a country copper could have. A good one anyway. He supposed the city rules were needed now and again to root out the bad apples, though from what he’d heard the city police had their own bad apples, rumours that made him even more content to be working here.

Just like when he’d had a quiet word with young Norman Golightly and his mates. Soon as old man Sorrenson had called saying there’d been an attempted burglary but he’d seen them off with his shotgun — waving it about, luckily, not shooting, which would have been another kettle of fish entirely, especially as old Sorrenson had been blind as a bat for the last ten years — William Ryan had known who the culprits were likely to be. He’d used Dad’s trick of adding up the prison sentences for theft, trespass, break and enter, and assault on them early that morning, and they left town for Sydney before lunch. Good riddance to bad rubbish.

William bet within six months they’d be in prison, but it wouldn’t be on his patch. That’s what Dad had taught him — let the bad guys do what they like, as long as it’s not in Gibber’s Creek. We look after our own.

Wasn’t a day went by he didn’t miss the old man: a heart attack three weeks after the bushfire. Trust Dad to do too much and always for other people . . .

The phone rang. Wuffles returns? he thought. ‘Gibber’s Creek Police Station. Constable Ryan speaking.’

‘Constable Ryan, it’s Jed McAlpine again. Look, I know this sounds silly, but are you really sure the man in the church was Merv — Mr Mervyn?’

‘Why?’ William asked sharply. ‘Do you have any reason to think it might be someone else?’

‘No, not at all. I just . . . just want to be sure he’s really gone, I suppose.’

Of course she did. Jed McAlpine had been through far too much in the last year. His voice gentled. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Truly. We traced the engine number of the car to begin with. That got us his name. Dental records after that, and then the police up there spoke to your stepmother.’

‘They didn’t tell her where I was, did they?’ The voice was even more fearful now.

‘No, of course they didn’t, don’t worry. She was actually concerned about you. The bloke who interviewed her said she’s ashamed of what happened to you, to tell you the truth.’

‘Ha,’ said Jed.

‘People can change,’ said Will quietly. ‘But she told us he’d had a broken arm as a kid and that fitted too. Dental records are pretty exact. It’s the shape of the mouth, wisdom teeth: a whole lot of things. And he was the right age and size — she still had one of his shirts. Truly, you don’t have any need to worry.’ Except the detective poking about, making insinuations about Sam, he thought. Or was it more than that? ‘You’re not worried about something or someone else, are you?’

A pause at the other end of the line. ‘There’s been a car parked down on the track to the billabong. A few times — maybe more, as I only see it if I get up in the night for Mattie.’

Will Ryan frowned, then laughed. ‘I kissed my first girl on that track. Bet you five dollars some bloke’s doing the same.’

A slightly shaky laugh on the other end of the phone. ‘Who was she?’

‘That would be telling. Though Scarlett can probably guess, if you really want to know.’

‘I’ll ask her next time she’s down. I was panicking over nothing. Thank you. Thank you for everything.’

‘It’s why we’re here,’ he said.

He looked at the phone for a moment as he put the receiver down. Yes, that was exactly why he was here.




Chapter 35

Neville Bonner Opens Fete at Gibber’s Creek Central School

Australian of the Year and Australia’s first Aboriginal Member of Parliament, Mr Neville Bonner MP, opened this year’s school fate. Mr Bonner spoke of the challenges and opportunities for the young today. Chair of the Gibber’s Creek Central Shool P and C, Ms Clare Sampson, presented Mr Bonner with a Gobber’s Creek Centenary teaspoon and set of Centenary toetowels.

FISH

Fish peered out of Nancy’s ute, keeping her feet away from the squashed cream bun on the floor. A cow-shaped letterbox made of two large and many small tins, with a giant pink-painted spring for an udder — Fish deeply approved — plus the usual cattle grid, but no name on the gate. She supposed that when you had lived as long as Pete Sampson, you didn’t need to advertise where you lived.

‘I like the letterbox.’

Nancy grinned. ‘Jarrah made it. Pete’s great-grandson. The boys want him to make a robot letterbox for us.’

‘Cool. How old is Mr Sampson?’

‘Don’t know exactly. Neither does he. Aboriginal births weren’t registered back when he was born.’

Fish looked at her in surprise. ‘He’s Aboriginal?’

‘Yes,’ said Nancy evenly. ‘Have you got a problem with that?’

‘No, of course not. Mum has Kath Walker over sometimes for meetings. You know, the Aboriginal poet?’

‘I know her work,’ said Nancy.

‘I’m not racist at all.’

‘That’s nice. What if I told you I was Aboriginal?’

Fish frowned. ‘Why would you want to tell me that?’

‘Because I am.’

‘You can’t be!’ Fish blinked. Brown eyes, black hair streaked with grey, brown skin, but surely that was just a tan. ‘I’ve been to your house.’

‘And it’s not made out of corrugated iron or on a reservation or in Redfern?’

‘I mean you’re . . . you’re normal.’

Nancy stopped the car. ‘That is either the most racist thing I’ve ever heard, or —’

‘True?’ offered Fish, nearly in tears. ‘Most Aboriginal people do live on places like Palm Island, don’t they? Because the law says they can’t leave. I’m not stupid. I’m not racist either. It’s not their fault. It’s the fault of people like me who get a great life because Aboriginals lost their land. People who vote for racists, or even just do nothing. And I know it’s illegal for people to discriminate on the grounds of race now, but it still happens all the time.’

‘My people owned this country, but you can’t even tell if someone is Aboriginal? That isn’t racist?’

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Fish desperately. ‘Look at me. Were my ancestors Chinese or Vietnamese?’

‘You’re Vietnamese. Half Vietnamese.’

‘Yes, I am, but not ethnically.’ Dad had made this clear to her. Very clear and far too often, as if it mattered. Except, today, it suddenly did. ‘My father’s mother was ethnically Chinese, even though her family lived in Vietnam for generations. Chinese people are a quarter of the population of the world and you don’t recognise someone who is a quarter Chinese?’

‘That’s not different enough for someone to tell —’ Nancy halted, suddenly embarrassed. ‘Okay. Point taken. My grandmother was Aboriginal,’ she added more quietly. ‘Dad’s father was English. Mum’s family were Scottish, Irish and who knows what.’

‘I’m sorry I offended you,’ said Fish.

‘You know what that skeleton they found at Lake Mungo a few years ago means? It says that my people have been here at least forty thousand years, maybe much more. Those academics saying maybe six thousand years, maybe ten thousand, were dead wrong. We’ve been here forever.’ She looked out the window, then, at last, back at Fish.

‘Maybe we should both apologise,’ she offered. ‘We make assumptions and not always for bad reasons.’ Nancy started the car again. ‘By the way, Pete Sampson’s house is normal too.’

It was indeed the most normal house Fish had ever seen, as if someone had taken every house design in Australia and worked out how to get an average. Two-toned brick, rectangular, a veranda along the front, a porch out the back, two strict rows of roses in full flush, with equally exact yellow and orange marigolds below, another rectangle with lawn, trimmed exceptionally neatly and in a shade of ‘extremely green’. A television chattered excitedly inside.

Nancy knocked on the screen door.

‘Come on in!’ The TV mutter stopped. ‘Alannah, put the kettle on! Nancy’s here.’

‘In a sec, Grandpa.’

‘Hello, you old scoundrel,’ said Nancy, dropping a kiss on the high sun-spotted forehead. ‘What have you been up to lately?’

‘The usual.’ The voice could have come from a forty-year-old. ‘Poddy dodging, bank robbery, murder.’ Brown eyes inspected Fish from a face too thin for wrinkles atop a shrunken body in a checked shirt and moleskins, but only half filling them. His fat armchair almost swamped him. ‘You going to kiss me too?’

‘Behave yourself,’ said Nancy, sitting on the sofa that matched the armchairs. The cushions had embroidered scenes of a Japanese garden on them.

‘Never have yet,’ said Pete Sampson. ‘And not about to start either.’

Fish sat too. Now she could see him front-on she realised one leg of the moleskins was empty and one sleeve of the shirt pinned up. A single crutch lay on the ground by the armchair. Pete Sampson grinned at her look. ‘Seen a spare arm or leg about the place, missy?’

‘You mean prosthetic ones?’

‘Is that what they call them now? A wretched nuisance is what I call them. Itch? You wouldn’t credit it. Worse than ants in your pants and I’ve had those too.’

‘Did you lose them at Gallipoli?’ asked Fish politely.

He cackled. ‘Makes it sound like I put them down somewhere on me day off. No, Vimy Ridge, and they were blown off mostly, anyhow. I knew exactly where they were at first because they were dangling off me, but when I woke up again, I was in England and they were nowhere to be seen.’ He shook his head. ‘Would have liked to think they got a decent burial, but you used to see great piles of arms and legs outside the surgery tent. Reckon they just went for pig food. No, I’m not joking, missy. I saw the old French biddy who sold me and Tommo a leg of pork drive off with a bullock cart of them. Never eaten pork since.’

‘Is that really true?’ For some reason her truth detector wasn’t working today. Or maybe she just couldn’t easily accept the truths she was being given.

‘True as I’m sitting here. Ah, tea.’ A startlingly white set of upper false teeth suddenly poked out of his mouth. He sucked them back in and grinned at Fish. ‘The young ’uns usually laugh like billy-o when I do that.’

‘I think Fish might be a bit old for false-teeth jokes, Pete,’ said Nancy dryly. ‘Hi, Alannah. This is Fish. Fish, meet Alannah.’

‘Can’t blame a bloke for trying.’ Pete Sampson looked up at his granddaughter. ‘What’s for smoko?’

‘Jam roll,’ said Alannah calmly. Fish tried not to examine her for Aboriginality. Blonde hair, but that might be bottle blonde. Skin that might be tanned or naturally dark or both, blue eyes . . . Fish saw Nancy glance at her with amusement, and looked at the jam roll instead.

‘Alannah won first prize for her jam roll at the Show last year,’ said Nancy.

‘Only because no one else entered the jam roll section. People need to support the Show, or we’ll have no Show left. Fish, is it? Milk or sugar?’

‘Just milk, please.’ Dad hated that she had milk in her tea — ‘You cannot taste the flavour of the leaves . . .’

‘Jam roll?’

‘Please.’

‘Cut it a bit thicker,’ ordered Pete Sampson. ‘She’s thin as a match with the wood shaved off.’

Alannah obeyed. ‘And here’s yours,’ she added to her grandfather. ‘I’m off now. Nice to have met you,’ she added to Fish.

‘Alannah works at River View,’ said Nancy. ‘Occupational therapist.’

‘And what’s she going to do when you shut it down?’ demanded Pete.

‘Work at the hospital. She’s already helping get everything set up properly there. Same facilities or better; the same staff. Fish wants to know about missing people.’

‘Ha. I can tell you about them, missy. Half the boys who left here were missing by the time they rowed us back to the big ships at Gallipoli.’

‘Not that kind of missing,’ said Fish. ‘I mean the sort where someone is around here one day, and then they sort of vanish and no one knows where they’ve gone. That kind of missing.’

‘You think that didn’t happen at Gallipoli? Bodies lying so thick on the ground that sometimes you’d have to tread on them three deep, and I’m not joking.’ He wasn’t, realised Fish. ‘Some poor blighter wasn’t there at roll call and you didn’t know if he was dead, wounded or taken prisoner. Mightn’t know for years, even if he was your brother or had grown up next door. Just “missing”. Two friends of mine, signed up the same day, went missing. They haven’t found them yet.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Fish, glancing desperately at Nancy. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . to hurt you . . .’

‘No, missy, don’t you worry about it. Can’t hurt an old bloke like me. I’m tanned like a kangaroo hide, inside and out.’ He took a long drink of his tea, then began to eat his cake in small pinches. ‘Pour us another?’ he asked Nancy.

Nancy poured, adding another two sugars. She stirred the tea and handed it to him. ‘She’s interested in stories about any people who just disappeared from Gibber’s Creek. You know, people who are around and then they’re not,’ she said. ‘You don’t get a visit from two good-looking sheilas like us for nothing, mate.’

Pete chuckled. ‘Which story does she want, eh? Have you told her about Mavis McGoodle?’

‘I don’t think that’s suitable —’ began Nancy.

‘What happened to her?’ asked Fish at the same time.

Pete grinned at Nancy. ‘She was the girl who never was. Roy McGoodle used to bring girls down from Sydney every Friday night.’

‘What kind of . . . ?’ began Fish. She flushed. ‘Oh, that kind.’

‘Too right. But he took a fancy to one of them, real young she was and a bit simple. Kept her on. Anyhow, she had a baby, Mavis, but he never registered her, so no one ever knew about her for years.’

‘Even you?’

‘Even me, missy. Not till he’d put her to work too, and even then I reckon it took a year or two for word to get around, because the blokes who went there weren’t too keen on admitting what they’d done. Turns out McGoodle kept her chained up in the shed, mostly.’

‘He chained her up!’

‘Yep. Anyhow, McGoodle had a stroke and Mavis’s mum turned up at the grocer’s while he was in hospital, wanting food but with no idea what things cost. McGoodle had never let her have any money. First time anyone had seen her for years.’ Pete stopped to drink more tea and pinch off another nibble of jam roll.

Fish leaned forwards, heart beating. McGoodle sounded just like the kind of person who might have hidden his victims under the church floor.

‘What happened then?’ she breathed.

‘What? Oh, Miss Matilda came swooping down, and Mavis’s mum cried and said she had to do what McGoodle told her to do. Well, Matilda convinced her that was nonsense finally. She and Nancy here took Mavis under their wings. Mavis and her mum were living quite happily in the house when McGoodle got out of hospital six weeks later. He couldn’t walk or talk properly, so they had to take care of him.’ Another sip of tea. ‘Don’t know that anyone showed them how to do it, because he was dead about a month later.’ His bright eyes looked at Fish. ‘And no one asked too many questions either.’

‘They killed him?’ Fish whispered.

‘I never said that, missy.’

‘When was this? Where are they now?’ McGoodle might have been the murderer or he might have brutalised the women so much that they thought nothing of killing those who’d hurt them . . .

‘Six years ago, wasn’t it, Nancy? Mavis and her mum inherited the house and everything, being his next of kin. He was a real skinflint, so it was quite a bundle. Enough so neither of them has to work. Real happy they are now.’

‘Oh.’ Fish sat back. McGoodle couldn’t have murdered Merv then. But the poor tortured women? ‘Do either of them drive?’

‘Nah. Don’t think Mavis’s caught up on everything she didn’t get to learn as a little tacker. And her mum’s as timid as they come.’

‘I call in every week,’ said Nancy. ‘They like to give people morning tea. China cups and date scones. I think they feel that’s what respectable people do. They spend most of the day cleaning and cooking for their morning tea party. We have a sort of informal roster to make sure someone’s there every day for them.’

‘That’s . . . kind,’ said Fish. Impossible for the women to have got Merv to the church then; nor did they have any reason to.

Nancy shrugged. ‘It’s what you do. We all feel bad we never knew about Mavis. He was a cunning one, old McGoodle.’

Fish looked at her, pouring Pete more tea, at Pete, nibbling his cake. They at least suspected that the women had let their tormentor die, either on purpose or because they knew no better. Maybe many people had known he was in that house, uncared for. And they thought nothing of it . . .

‘I really meant people who went missing around here who might have been killed,’ she said slowly.

‘Well, there was Nancy here. She went missing for three years.’

What? ‘Excuse me?’ Fish said, looking back and forth between them.

‘I was in a Japanese internment camp during the war,’ said Nancy quietly. ‘Our ship was bombed out of Singapore. No one knew I had survived for months after the war was over. I was too ill to let them know.’

What? No! Those camps had been . . . Her mind refused to visualise how bad they had been, here in this quiet, normal room. How could that have happened to Nancy without . . . marking her somehow? How could she be walking around in an ordinary life? Being kind to people. Making time for teenagers and their quests. Looking after disabled kids.

But of course there would be scars, even if they weren’t visible like Mr Sampson’s. She looked at Nancy properly. What was happening behind those kind eyes?

‘I . . . I didn’t know.’ No wonder these two took McGoodle’s death in their stride. Both had seen far worse, and for years . . .

‘Your Great-Uncle Joseph was in a prisoner-of-war camp too,’ said Nancy flatly. ‘Blue didn’t know if he was dead or alive for years.’

Fish found she was near tears. Her own family. ‘Why didn’t someone tell me?’

‘They probably would have, if you’d ever asked. Believe me, it’s not something that’s easy to talk about, and not just because the memories sear your brain each night. Saying, “Oh, Singapore? That’s where our ship sailed from before it was bombed!” is a real conversation stopper at dinner parties.’

How could Nancy joke about it? Except she wasn’t. ‘How do you cope?’ she asked softly.

Nancy exchanged a look with Pete. ‘By living,’ she said shortly. ‘That’s what we owe the dead. Not to waste our lives.’

Great-Uncle Joseph hadn’t wasted his life either. He was loved by the whole district, as well as his family. But then to have an accident like that happen to his son, to have that son suspected of murder . . .

‘It isn’t fair,’ she whispered.

‘No,’ said Nancy. ‘Life isn’t.’

Great-Uncle Joseph suffering all those things she had read about in the death camps. Okay, life wasn’t fair, but there was one thing she could do for him, and that was prove his son was innocent.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly to Nancy. ‘I’m sorry about what happened to you. I’m sorry I didn’t know, didn’t even think to ask. But I want to prove Sam couldn’t have killed Merv, and if someone else had been killing people and burying them under the church for decades, then it can’t have been Sam.’

Pete and Nancy exchanged an even longer look.

‘What about people who were never found?’ Fish asked Pete determinedly.

Pete gave her a half-grin. ‘Oh, I can give you a lot of those, missy. At least three blokes off the top of my head who headed for Darwin rather than pay child support. Easy to get a job up there under another name. And your Aunt Mah’s brother, he went missing for about fifty years after a robbery he was in when he was a young ’un went wrong . . .’

Fish blinked. Great-Aunt Mah’s brother? How many secrets could one family have? Or did all families have secrets? Because if they were secret, you wouldn’t even know . . .

She looked at Pete again, enjoying his cake, and she knew.

He was playing with her. He’d known exactly what she wanted before she’d come here, and so had Nancy. If they knew anything about the sort of vanishing that might lead to a body under the church, they weren’t going to tell her. Nancy, who seemed to have no guilt at all about a man’s death by neglect, even if he’d deserved it, and this old man who even seemed gleeful at his fate.

Fish stood, deeply uncomfortable. They hadn’t just been playing with her. They’d been playing with the truth. ‘I’d better go. Gran expects me back for lunch. Thank you for the stories, Mr Sampson.’

‘Excuse me for not seeing you out. Going to give me a kiss goodbye?’

‘No,’ said Fish, then added, ‘sir.’

He chuckled again. ‘Turn the TV on again before you leave, will you, missy?’

Fish could hear the chatter of some soap opera as they went down the steps. She looked back at the house. It still seemed so . . . normal.

Just like Great-Uncle Joseph seemed normal, and Nancy, Great-Aunt Blue, and her own life too. Surface normality could hide an infinity of secrets. And that was the most frightening thing of all.




Chapter 36

Hair looking flat and lifeless? Try a new body wave perm from Headline Haircuts and your stye will be bouncing again!

CONSTABLE WILLIAM RYAN

Will sat at the old Laminex table in the office behind the butcher’s shop, took out his notebook and gave Tubby an apologetic look. He’d interviewed him once by himself, when Merv was first identified, and again with the detective. Now there they were again, pestering him in the middle of a workday.

‘Cuppa coffee?’ asked Tubby. He’d taken off his apron. William could hear the apprentice outside wrapping a kilo of sausages, the ring of the cash register as he made change.

‘No, thank you,’ said Detective Rodrigues for both of them.

Which annoyed William Ryan too, though he couldn’t say anything to a superior officer, especially one from Sydney. He’d love a cuppa. His mouth was as dry as Ayers Rock in midsummer. Nor was it right being expected to sit like a kid at school while an outsider asked the questions. This was his town and, okay, Detective Rodrigues asked him for his opinion as well as local information in private. But in public he had to sit as silent as a bloody shorthand typist taking down her boss’s words.

‘Just want to go over the events of February last year again,’ began Detective Rodrigues.

‘I know what you want to ask,’ said Tubby flatly, sitting down and resting his beefy butcher’s arms on the table. ‘It’ll be the same answer as last time. We took that truck from Rocky Valley to Dribble on the back road. We were together the whole time, Sam didn’t vanish anywhere, and we didn’t meet that Merv guy and do away with him. We left Sam at Dribble with Dr McAlpine and Jed and Scarlett and gave Carol a lift back to town. The smoke was so thick we couldn’t see much beyond the road ahead. And that was it. Finish. Finito. Anything else you’d like to know?’

Detective Rodrigues stood. ‘No, that’s all. Thank you for your time. We’ll see ourselves out.’

‘Sorry about this,’ said William. He couldn’t care less if the detective heard it. He had to live and work in this town when Rodrigues went back to Sydney, not to mention that they were as good as accusing Tubby of lying.

He followed the detective out the back door. The police car sat in the lane. William let himself into the driver’s seat and sighed. ‘Where now, sir?’

‘Did it occur to you, Constable, that every single man in the fire tanker has said exactly the same thing?’

‘Yes, of course it has. Because that’s what happened.’

Detective Sergeant Rodrigues gazed at him for a moment. ‘Five men say, “We took that truck from Rocky Valley to Dribble on the back road. We were together the whole time, Sam didn’t vanish anywhere, and we didn’t meet that Merv guy and do away with him.” Word for word, and you don’t think it’s odd?’

‘They’ve talked it over, of course. They knew there’d be questions. You can’t keep anything quiet in Gibber’s Creek.’

‘A word-perfect statement sounds more like they rehearsed exactly what they were going to say.’

William looked at him, exasperated. ‘There are only so many ways you can say it. Look, sir, they’re good blokes. All of them.’

‘Exactly. Good blokes will lie for a friend. They might even give him a hand when his wife is being threatened. Mervyn had a bad record.’

‘They didn’t know about his record, sir.’

‘They knew what he’d done to Mrs McAlpine.’

‘Yes, sir. But I’m sure they are telling the truth. And there must have been dozens of people who wanted Ignatius Mervyn dead.’

‘But none who would have known where he was that day. Everyone we’ve spoken to says how thick the smoke was, how fast the fires were spreading. Why would a stranger head towards the fires on a day like that?’

‘Someone followed him out there,’ said Constable Ryan stubbornly, as he had at least a dozen times before. ‘Maybe they even lured him out there. A stranger, maybe even a criminal he’d been involved with. It’s the only thing that makes sense.’

‘And my experience tells me it’s far more likely to have been someone who either lives out that way, or had a reason to be there. That’s a short list.’ Detective Sergeant Rodrigues shook his head. ‘The fire crew should have realised that no one gives exactly the same story unless they’ve practised it.’

Anger flared. How many lives had Tubby and the others saved? How could anyone think they’d kill someone, no matter what he’d done? Everyday heroes, blokes who spent their weekends chopping wood for the Lions Club raffle or painting the nursing home for Rotary. Had this man ever fought a bushfire? These men weren’t vigilantes, never could be. If they saw something wrong, they called the police. He should know — it had been his father they’d called, and then himself. ‘Telling the same story doesn’t mean they’re guilty.’

‘No,’ said Detective Sergeant Rodrigues. ‘But it does mean they have something to hide.’




Chapter 37

Missing: Much loved pet dog, answers to Wuffles. Reward.

JED

The night glowed, as if the trees and earth had drunk the sun. Faintly from the hills above, the dingo howled again, still the single call, mournful, lonely, waiting . . . Jed threw a wooden train into the toy basket so she wouldn’t slip on it and break her leg, and an elephant and a blue bear before Maxi decided they were hers.

She felt . . . odd. She’d almost called out, ‘Please don’t go!’ as Julieanne swung her car out of the driveway that afternoon.

It had been a good couple of days. Talking about the book really had helped her feel her way back into it, even if she still hadn’t begun to rewrite it. They’d talked of other things too, gone to dinner at Moura, even gone swimming while Blue looked after Mattie. Julieanne had babysat while she had gone to see Sam — only once a day now, as she had promised Fish, and yes, that had meant she had room to live again. It also, somehow, made the time she spent with Sam more meaningful.

Was she just lonely now she and Mattie were by themselves again? No, she thought. This was different.

She looked out the window again, at the tree shadows shivering in the breeze. Full moon had meant swims in the river with Sam. Now she just felt vulnerable, as if the sky held up a searchlight so that anyone could spy on her.

But there was no car down on the track. There hadn’t been one the night before either. If there had been, she and Julieanne could have walked down and challenged the occupant. Julieanne was right: she should not be alone. Not yet . . .

She moved to the phone before second thoughts could stop her. Because she still wasn’t easily able to ask for help, and this was a big ask too . . .

‘Hello?’

‘Scarlett, hi, it’s me. Hope you haven’t gone to bed yet.’

‘Nine o’clock? No, I live on grown-up time, not baby time. Jed, what’s wrong?’

‘I . . . I’m sorry to ask, but could you come home again for a few days? I know term is going to begin again soon and you need to get more reading done —’

‘I can take a few days off.’ Then more urgently, ‘Has there been a change with Sam?’

‘No, nothing like that.’ Jed felt even more stupid now, asking for help.

‘Has something else happened?’

‘Yes. No. I don’t know. There’s been a car on the track to the billabong the last two weeks. Not every night . . .’

‘Hmmm. Probably teenagers canoodling.’

‘Canoodling?’

‘A Nancy word.’

‘A couple would drive further down the track. Whoever is in that car is looking at me. I can feel it. Oh, I’m probably just being paranoid . . .’

‘Well, if you are paranoid, you shouldn’t be paranoid and alone.’

‘Thank you, Dr Kelly-O’Hara. That makes me feel much better. I . . . I wondered, do you know much about dental records? How sure can they be that Merv is really dead? Lots of people might have fillings in the same teeth.’

‘No, it’s not just that, especially if there are X-rays. There’s the width of the palate and the position of the wisdom teeth. It’s fairly exact.’

Which was exactly what Constable Ryan had told her. Why couldn’t she just accept Merv was dead? ‘That’s good. I think.’ What were the odds of two people wanting to kill her? Whoever killed Merv wouldn’t have any reason to come after her now. Unless they simply enjoyed killing, like Fish’s mass murderer. I’m letting my imagination gallop tonight, she thought.

‘Do you want me to come tonight?’ asked Scarlett’s voice on the phone.

‘No, tomorrow is fine. I don’t want you driving through the night.’ And her two am stalker would be gone before Scarlett got here anyway.

‘Jed, go and stay at Moura tonight. They’d love to have you.’

‘No room. Blue and Joseph have Kirsty and Fish with them, remember?’

‘Overflow then. Call Nancy. Better yet, ask Michael to come and get you.’

‘No, really. It’s probably just my imagination anyway. Only teenagers. Don’t worry.’

‘I am worried. I’m worried that you didn’t call the police the first time you saw a car there.’

‘I didn’t think . . . I mean I’m almost sure it’s my imagination . . .’

‘Call them if you see anyone tonight. Promise?’

‘I promise,’ said Jed.




Chapter 38

Wuffles is Home Again! See page 3 . . .

THE KILLER

The killer took the car keys silently from the top of the chest of drawers, then slipped out along the corridor. The back door creaked . . .

‘Love, is that you?’

‘Yes, just me. Go back to sleep.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘Letting the cat out.’ Lies had once been an almost unthinkable cliff to jump over. They came easily, so very easily, these days.

The killer shut the door again and walked back down the corridor. Not tonight then.

Tomorrow.




Chapter 39

Ladies’ Night at the Gibber’s Creek RSL

Every Friday is Ladies’ Night at the Gabber’s Creek RSL, with ladies’ drinks at half price. Take advantage of the all-you-can-eat $6 buffet and give Mum a treat!

SCARLETT

Scarlett zipped up her bag, hoisted it onto her lap and wheeled out into the living room. Alex had his bare feet up on the sofa as he read the latest Family Doctor. Very nice feet . . .

‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?’ he asked.

Scarlett shook her head. ‘I really think it’s just Jed’s imagination. She’s been through too much.’ Plus if Alex wasn’t sharing her bed, he’d have to sleep on the sofa, which would be embarrassing, especially with the possibility of a visit from Fish. She wouldn’t put it past that kid to ask Alex why he wasn’t sleeping with her. She smiled at him. ‘Besides, what would you do there?’

‘Be extremely bored,’ he said lightly. ‘And you’re right. Jed and I never seem to have much to say to each other.’

He was right, she realised suddenly. He and Jed . . . it wasn’t that they didn’t get on. But they just didn’t have anything in common. Alex didn’t read sci-fi or history, wasn’t interested in solar panels or fruit trees or vegetable gardens, much less in playing with Mattie or taking Maxi for a walk. Alex’s idea of a walk was down to the coffee shop . . .

‘What are you staring at?’

Why had she never realised before? ‘Alex, what would be your perfect home?’

‘Seriously? Okay, somewhere with you, of course.’ He paused, waiting for her response.

‘Of course,’ she said, smiling as required.

‘And a penthouse,’ he added dreamily. ‘One with a swimming pool and roof-top garden. Modern furniture, a few really good artworks, a sculpture maybe, a view of the sea . . .’

‘Right. Lovely,’ she said automatically.

‘What brought that on?’

‘Nothing.’ She thought of Dribble, the furniture antique because it had been owned for generations, slightly gnawed by kids and puppies; Overflow, with its carefully designed wheelchair-accessible chairs and tables, the avenue of shaggy-barked eucalypts, the verandas covered with choko and passionfruit vines and wisteria all trying to choke each other in a tangle of flowers and fruit.

He smiled at her. ‘Look, let’s get away together for a few days at the end of term. All this mess should have been sorted by then. Maybe the Gold Coast?’

It was hard to think of a less wheelchair-friendly holiday. Though maybe by the end of term she wouldn’t need it all the time. She might even walk down to the sea. No, that was stupid. The sand would be too difficult . . . but she could read while he went swimming. Her body began a small secret burn. Maybe, just maybe, Alex meant it would be a sort of honeymoon for them.

But ‘all this mess’? That ‘mess’ was her family, her home. Even when the inquest and police investigation were over, there’d be family problems and family rejoicing that she’d want to be part of. Nicholas and Felicity’s baby, the opening of the new wing at the hospital . . .

Alex swung off the sofa, crossed to the wheelchair, then bent and kissed her lips, gently but deliberately. He held her gaze. ‘The end of term. Promise? Just you and me?’

Hadn’t it been just the two of them for the past year? But she smiled obediently. ‘Yes. Just the two of us.’

Scarlett, with her bag on her lap, wheeled herself down to her car.




Chapter 40

Entertaining with Celia Proudfoot: Fondu for Two

Looking to rekindle the spark? This tip may sound a bit to gouda to be true, but it’s fondue!

For those not in the know, fondue is all the rage now. It is a Swiss dish of gently melted cheese. You take long forks and dip in bread or fruit. A grate one-dish meal for entertaining.

FISH

Fish stared out of her bedroom window. On the plus side, she’d finished two murals on the woodshed and a painting of the jars of chutney glowing on the bench that the Greats had loved, and Great-Uncle Joseph had taken it to get framed, and she hadn’t been bitten by a snake yet.

On the minus, Gran had rung Mum. There’d been no news of Dad, nor had Mum asked when, or even if, Fish was coming home.

She was bored. There was nothing, absolutely nothing to do here. No TV, no friends — she’d hoped that maybe Woad-who-was-now-Wes might have phoned or called in, but he hadn’t. No shopping once you walked through Lee’s Emporium, the bookshop and a few other holes in the wall. Or rather there was lots to do, but it all involved potentially being bitten by a snake or falling off a horse.

She’d won five games of Scrabble; sketched till her sketchbook was almost full; watched birds with binoculars till she realised that birds did nothing more interesting in February than flying or eating; and had a dip in the swimming hole twice with Gran and the great-aunts.

The third time she went with them she’d glimpsed a red-bellied black snake lying on the rocky bottom. Blue had just said casually that the snake was cooling off and thrown in a stone that scared it off. But what if it decided to wriggle back again? There was no way Fish was going swimming after that.

She was also homesick. She’d sent postcards showing the Gibber’s Creek Town Hall to everyone, telling them how she’d gone droving sheep and was related to Clancy of the Overflow. She’d even got a few letters back. But it wasn’t the same. She wanted to see her friends again, hear what dramas Di had been up to last weekend — Di had a drama every weekend, usually involving boys. She wanted to show off with a whole day of perfect scores in every test again.

She especially wanted a nice anonymous flat in Toowong where no one knew the neighbours, and people didn’t hold on to decades-long mysteries and horrors and think of death as something that just happened.

Except now she suspected that even there, people kept tragedies tucked away. How much death had Dad seen? Almost certainly a lot. Even Gran and Gramps had done things in World War II they’d never mentioned till Fish had found that old photo album at Christmas, and, even then, Gran had just laughed and said, ‘Oh, back in the war,’ as if that had been another universe, and taken the album from her and Fish had never been able to find it again.

She had thought she’d been able to see the world clearly, tell truth from lies. But what if you didn’t even know what to ask about, if people thought the extraordinary was so everyday that they felt no hesitancy or shame?

A small cloud of dust erupted from the track between the ridges. A blue Mini Minor appeared, then parked in front of the house. A middle-aged woman in a flowered muu-muu, ten years out of date, emerged from the driver’s seat and went around to the passenger side to help an elderly woman dressed in the Gibber’s Creek senior citizen’s uniform of knee-length dress, flesh-coloured stockings and grey hair permed in three waves either side.

Friends of the Greats, thought Fish. She wondered what Di and the others were doing today. She could ask the Greats if she could make an STD call to Brisbane, though that would cost a lot. But how could she explain why she was here? Gran’s taken me away till Mum calms down? My dad’s vanished? I’m hunting a mass murderer?

I have secrets too, she realised, curling up on the bed again and reaching for her sketching pad.

Someone knocked on the door. Great-Aunt Blue looked in. ‘Fish? Would you mind meeting a friend of mine?’

Fish uncurled, manoeuvred the wig back on and padded out to the living room.

‘This is my friend Edna Sampson and her mother, Mrs Taylor,’ said Great-Aunt Blue. ‘Mah and I will just go and put the kettle on. No, stay there,’ to Gran, ‘we won’t be long.’ She grinned at everyone. ‘I’m longing for a cuppa. I’d forgotten how much work a baby was.’

Fish sat in Great-Uncle Joseph’s chair. Mrs Sampson looked helplessly at Gran, then back at Fish, blinking a little at the abundance of blonde wig. ‘I hope you don’t mind. Mum insisted I bring her here. She heard Alannah tell me you wanted to know about missing people, that you were doing a project on them —’

‘People who have died,’ clarified Mrs Taylor, her voice surprisingly deep. ‘People no one knows about, no one cares about. But people should know.’

‘Shh, Mum, don’t get excited. You can tell her all about it.’ She looked apologetically at Gran. ‘She gets into such a state lately.’

‘I do not get into a state. I just remember things!’

Fish moved over to the sofa and sat next to her. She hesitated, then took the much be-ringed hand. ‘Tell me.’

Mrs Taylor blinked, as if not quite sure where to start. ‘Three of them. All dead. Buried without a funeral, without any record at all.’

‘Who were they?’ asked Gran quietly.

Mrs Taylor seemed to steady. ‘Friends. That’s all you had of your own back then. Friends.’

‘Mum grew up in the Marigold Orphanage out of Sydney,’ explained Mrs Sampson.

Mrs Taylor nodded. ‘Way out in the bush it was then. A hundred or so of us in two dormitories — just mattresses on the floor, two to a mattress. Neely shared mine, and Poppy and Merle were on the other side. There was a cement-floored shed out the back to wash in, one cold shower for the girls and one for the boys. Food was so bad that on schooldays we’d take our bags into the dining room so we could sneak it out instead of eating it, even as hungry as we were. If you made friends at school, they’d bring in extra sandwiches for us . . .’

Dread shivered its way along Fish’s arms. She knew what was coming now. Not a mass murderer.

‘Neely died first,’ said Mrs Taylor quietly. ‘She had an earache. You don’t die of an earache, do you? But it got worse and worse. She screamed and screamed. She wouldn’t stop, so Miss Tanty made the boys carry her out to the bathroom and they locked her in. And no one ever saw her again.’

‘Dear God,’ said Gran. Fish put her other hand too on Mrs Taylor’s shaking one.

‘And then the whooping cough. I didn’t get it too bad, but bad enough. I didn’t know what was happening for a while and, when I did, Poppy and Merle were gone. Empty spaces all down the room.

‘I . . . I asked Miss Tanty. She said they’d gone off to work, then gave me six on the hand for asking questions. But they hadn’t. We didn’t go out to work till we were ten . . .’

‘Ten!’ said Fish.

‘I was nine then. I looked for them. There was a gate out the back to a paddock that was ploughed up for cabbages and potatoes. That’s mostly what we ate, boiled up with milk, though mostly it was scorched. We used to hide it in our schoolbags sometimes . . .’ She blinked. ‘What was I saying?’ she asked her daughter.

‘Back at the orphanage,’ said Mrs Sampson gently. She didn’t look surprised or even distressed. She’s heard this many times, Fish realised. It’s not a secret. It’s just . . . unacknowledged.

‘They buried them in the potato bed,’ said Mrs Taylor. ‘There weren’t any graves to see, of course: just fresh digging between the rows. But I knew. I couldn’t eat potatoes after that. I was thin then, but I got thinner and thinner. Legs like sticks. Could hardly walk when they sent me out to work.’

‘Where did they send you?’ asked Fish, not wanting to hear the answer. But this woman deserved to have her story heard and more.

‘Drinkwater.’ To Fish’s surprise the old woman smiled. ‘To help in the kitchen. Wasn’t much help for weeks. Mrs Nelson and Miss Matilda — she wasn’t married then — sat me down at the kitchen table that first morning and just made me eat. Chops with gravy, and grilled tomato, and bubble and squeak, and great big slabs of toast and marmalade, and cups of tea. I’d never had anything like it. And milk with every meal. I worked there for seven years.’ Mrs Taylor smiled now. ‘And then one year when we were shearing, there was a new wool classer, and it was Izzy. We were married a year later. I wore a dress that showed my knees — did I ever show you the photo?’ She turned to her daughter.

‘Yes, Mum. You and Dad looked so happy.’

‘Oh, we were. We went to the Blue Mountains for our honeymoon. The hotel was just like a palace, all these mirrors and . . .’

She has forgotten the orphanage, thought Fish. But the memory must keep coming back. And so it should.

How did that Barcroft Boake poem go? That’s where the dead men lie. And the dead women, and dead children too. So many dead, their graves not marked. So many lost and never found.

The Greats came in then, carrying a tray apiece, gingernuts made that morning and a Black Forest cake that was supposed to go to the Hospital Auxiliary stall. Mrs Taylor and the Greats talked about the fundraising parade in World War II and about an elephant . . . Fish didn’t ask what an elephant had been doing in Gibber’s Creek . . .

‘Have you heard all that before?’ she asked the Greats as they waved goodbye from the veranda.

‘A few times,’ admitted Blue.

‘Has anyone ever dug up the potato bed?’

‘The orphanage was pulled down after World War II. There’re houses there now. I don’t suppose anyone is even sure where the potato bed was.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe the bodies were found when the houses were built, and moved then, or maybe moved before. There probably was some kind of record, no matter what Mrs Taylor says. She was very young.’

‘But that Miss Tanty should have gone to jail!’

‘For neglect? That’s hard to prove. There weren’t any antibiotics back then, remember. All you could give was good nursing.’

‘But they didn’t even have that!’

‘But could it be proved? There were so many orphanages back then. So many unwanted kids, orphaned kids, mothers who couldn’t afford to keep their kids when their fathers came back maimed from the war, fathers who couldn’t look after them when their mothers died. No supporting parents’ benefit back then, almost nothing for a widow, no help at all for a widower.’

‘But children died!’

‘Yes,’ said Blue. ‘And do you know what’s worse? Kids are still suffering abuse and no one does anything, because they are just kids. Talk to your uncle about it sometime. Time after time he’s tried to get the police to act. They just say that there need to be adult witnesses.’

‘But it can’t be allowed to go on!’

‘And if enough people keep trying, maybe one day it won’t,’ said Great-Aunt Blue. ‘Meanwhile at least we can listen, like you did today.’

And I will paint it, thought Fish.

And Mr Sampson’s stories? The men missing in war, the abused girl no one acknowledged, the kids left hungry when their fathers skipped out on maintenance payments. Perhaps she should paint them too. Suddenly the true meaning of ‘Lest we forget’ became clear.

I won’t forget, she promised silently. I don’t know if I’m good enough yet. But I will be.

Fish realised the Greats were still looking at her.

‘I didn’t know you were going around asking questions,’ said Blue, her eyes troubled.

Fish shrugged.

‘Is this about the bodies under the church?’ demanded Gran.

Fish nodded.

Great-Aunt Blue shared a look with the other two women. It was a look Fish recognised: a ‘what are we going to do with Fish?’ look.

‘Fish, you can’t do that.’

Fish looked at her impatiently. She was doing it.

‘I think your Aunt Blue means it can be dangerous,’ said Gran quietly.

Blue nodded. ‘Half the district obviously knows you’re asking questions. The whole town will probably know by Friday. That’s how things work around here. And there’s no mass murderer. Not here — someone would have noticed.’

‘Not if they chose people who wouldn’t be missed, like the kids at the orphanage. Or Merv.’

‘All right, just pretend there might be a mass murderer.’ Great-Aunt Blue hesitated. ‘This isn’t something to play with, Fish. Someone tried to kill me when I was about your age. My uncle. He burned down my house, then when Mah got me out, he tried to poison me and, when that didn’t work, sent a hired killer.’

Fish stared at her. ‘What happened to them?’

A sigh. ‘They both died in prison. Neither of them has been hanging around here murdering people, if that’s what you’re thinking. They tried to kill me for money. My uncle would have inherited the family factory if I had died. But people who can kill are dangerous. Once someone’s decided the normal social rules don’t apply to them, they feel entitled to whatever they can get away with. Fish, stay out of this. Please.’

Fish looked at her. Great-Aunt Blue seemed so worried and so incredibly kind. There was no way Fish could say, ‘I’m doing this for you so no one will suspect your son.’

‘Please,’ repeated Blue. ‘Promise me you won’t go around asking any more questions.’

Fish considered. There seemed no one else here to go to. She had achieved nothing; nor was she likely to. And suddenly her fossicking for missing people seemed tawdry among so much past tragedy.

Blue was right. Gibber’s Creek would have noticed if any of their own were missing. Others would have looked for them, tried to find out what had happened. No one here would let someone just vanish with no questions asked. Which meant that any more questions from her would be useless. ‘I promise I won’t go around asking any more questions.’

She felt the tension flow from the room. Great-Aunt Blue stood. ‘Come on. I’ll teach you how to make a Black Forest cake. We need another one for the stall.’

Fish considered telling her she didn’t want to know how to make Black Forest cake. But the one on the coffee table had been the best cake she had ever eaten, and she had absolutely nothing else to do. ‘Okay.’

‘When you can make one cake well, you can vary it into fifty different recipes,’ said Blue with evident relief. ‘Come on. I’ll show you how.’ 

Fish shrugged but mentally, because Great-Aunt Blue was being kind, even if the last thing Fish wanted was another cooking lesson after all the months of Dad trying to show her how to fold pastry and stir-fry vegetables, and followed her out into the kitchen.




Chapter 41

Team Yabbie from Year 1 Gibber’s Creek Central School Make First Visit to the Swimming Pool

Pictured left to right: Emma Sampson-Lee; William Edwins; Skye Hadlock; Shanti Lee-Sampson; Taylor Strewizki; Emma Bodicelli; Jodi Sullivan; Emma Mountmont; Beau Lee; Johnny Green; Graham White; Joey Sampson; Shanti Smith.

SCARLETT

Scarlett drove into the carport between Jed’s car and the kitchen, then once again pulled out her chair and walked the two steps to sit in it.

Every time she felt a new surface under her feet it felt good. Good? Wonderful! She grabbed her bag, balanced the box from the Blue Belle on top of it and wheeled her way carefully up the ramp.

‘Special delivery from the Blue Belle, potato pizza, eat it while it’s hot!’ she yelled. ‘Oops,’ she added as Jed came out of the living room. ‘Is Mattie asleep? Oh, she’s walking!’ Mattie took four uncertain steps, then fell back on her nappy-cushioned bottom.

‘Taataat!’ Mattie held up plump hands.

‘She’s saying Scarlett!’

‘Or possibly “I want my elephant”,’ agreed Jed.

Scarlett dumped the pizza on the bench, the bag on the floor, and wheeled over to Mattie. ‘Come on, darling, put your arms up and you can have a ride. That’s it!’ She wheeled up the corridor and back, Mattie on her knee.

‘Taa taa ga taaat!’ demanded Mattie.

‘I think that means “Please may I have another two thousand rides, Auntie Scarlett?”’ translated Jed.

‘After lunch. I’m starved.’ Scarlett wheeled over to get the plates.

Jed bent and kissed her cheek as she passed. ‘Thanks, brat.’

‘No probs. I love the Blue Belle’s pizza.’

‘I mean thank you for coming back mid-week.’

‘No probs to that either.’ Scarlett shrugged and put the plates down.

Jed sliced the pizza and put half on each plate. She sat down and began to eat. ‘This is great.’

‘Book,’ agreed Mattie, delightedly gumming pizza crust.

‘It’s the anchovies,’ said Scarlett.

Jed gazed at her pizza indignantly. ‘But I don’t like anchovies.’

‘These are cunning anchovies. They hide. Actually Leafsong soaks them in milk overnight.’

‘Mmm,’ said Jed dubiously. She took another bite, apparently decided to forgive the anchovies, and took another.

Scarlett watched her, this sister she had somehow acquired, this house she loved, this land which was as much a part of her as her hands or brain.

‘Jed, can I ask you for something big? Really big? And will you promise that if you don’t want it, you’ll say so?’

Jed looked at her thoughtfully. ‘All right,’ she said at last.

‘When I graduate, when I’m actually earning money, may I build a house on Dribble land, just over the hill?’

‘But this is your home! Truly! I’m sorry I ever made you think it wasn’t.’

‘Yes, of course it’s my home.’ Scarlett looked at her steadily. ‘But kids grow up and leave home, even if it stays their home too. And one day I hope I’ll marry . . . No,’ she added as Jed looked excited, ‘Alex hasn’t asked me to marry him. This has nothing to do with Alex. It’s just me. One day this house will be too small for all of us and I’ll have patients ringing me up at all hours of the night . . .’

‘I’m glad you plan to practise here,’ said Jed quietly. ‘You never actually said.’

‘Of course I’m going to come back here.’ Scarlett didn’t add that the Gibber’s Creek Hospital was the one place where she could be sure a young doctor in a wheelchair would be given a residency. But, even without that, the webs that bound her here were too strong to break.

‘And, yes, of course you can build a house.’ Scarlett was incredibly glad Jed did not add, ‘And I will pay for it.’ ‘What will it be like?’

Scarlett laughed, suddenly joyous. ‘I have no idea. I only just thought of it now.’

And Alex? Would she have to choose between him and Gibber’s Creek?

No! This was 1979. He could choose between her and his blasted penthouse. A penthouse! No scent of gum trees, no carrots with ferny tops fresh from the ground, no wombats scratching in the night . . .

‘I may have misjudged anchovies,’ said Jed.

‘Mmm,’ said Scarlett, suddenly wondering what she might have misjudged too. She forced her thoughts away. ‘What time does the car show up?’

Jed’s face shadowed again. ‘About two am.’

‘I’ll set my alarm.’ Though she probably wouldn’t sleep.

Jed reached over and grasped her hand. ‘Thank you for being here, brat.’

‘It’s where I want to be,’ said Scarlett, and she knew with total conviction that it was true.




Chapter 42

Gibber’s Creek Pre-school Quiz Competition This Saturday???????

Who will be the ‘Brains of Gibber’s Creek’ this year? Pictured are last year’s winning quartet, the Cocka-fours: Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Elaine Sampson.

THE KILLER

Two-twenty, exactly. It was like coming home now, the killer decided. The same time and the same place.

When had watching Jed McAlpine-Kelly become more important than reliving that blow in the smoke-laden gloom? She was up there, not asleep because there was a lamp on in the living room. But when the light went off, why not go up there? The dog only barked at strangers . . .

And no one would know. No one would ever guess.




Chapter 43

Correction: The winning team of last year’s quiz should have read Ms Elaine Sampson, Ms Carol Endacott, Broccoli Bill Smith and Dr Svenson.

SCARLETT

‘Is he down there again?’ Scarlett whispered. They’d both somehow managed a few hours’ sleep, the alarm set for two am.

Jed nodded, peering around the window.

‘Right, call the police.’

‘But he hasn’t done anything . . .’

‘Either you call them or I will.’

‘I’ll do it.’ Jed hesitated as a cry came from Mattie’s room.

‘I’ll get her,’ said Scarlett. She waited till Jed picked up the phone, then wheeled into Mattie’s room. ‘Come on, honey. Oh, yuck,’ as a small tide of sweet potato and banana spilled down her nightdress. ‘No wonder you were crying. Have you got an upset tummy, sweetie pie?’

She wheeled Mattie out to the laundry, dumped the jumpsuit and her own stained nightdress in the sink, then grabbed a tea towel to wipe Mattie’s hands. Mattie grumbled, then gave a short cry as she saw her mother, Maxi at her heels with her usual anxious attend-to-the-puppy-now! expression on her face.

‘Book!’ fretted Mattie.

‘Here.’ Jed took her daughter. ‘I’ll feed her.’

‘She just brought up about ten kilos of sweet potato. What if she vomits again?’

‘Probably won’t.’ Jed suddenly looked unbearably tired. ‘You’d better get into something clean. The police will be here soon.’

‘What if he drives off?’

‘He always heads towards town. They’ll see him. No one else would be on the road at this time of night. Would you mind turning off the light? She’ll settle better that way.’ Jed headed back down the corridor, her shoulders slumped with weariness.

Scarlett heard a faint mutter of ‘Book.’

Suddenly Scarlett felt deeply, shakily angry. Furious with every man in the universe — even Sam, for being so careless. That he was lying in hospital now, not with his family. Angry at Michael because he wasn’t here, and okay, no one had asked him to be here, but he was the oldest man in the Thompson family, wasn’t he? Well, apart from Jim. Furious at Alex and, even more furiously, wanting to take a chainsaw to that idiot outside. Jed had been scared for too long and now whoever it was was adding to it.

She pulled out a clean nightdress from the laundry basket, then stopped. A noise on the veranda. Footsteps . . .

She wheeled hurriedly out into the corridor — yes, Mattie’s door was still shut — wheeled to the front door and opened it, then wheeled outside.

Footsteps again, running down through the trees. She didn’t stop to think, just stood, grabbing the nightdress to hold in front of herself, and seized the veranda rail. ‘Stop right there, you bastard. I said stop! Come on, you coward. Show yourself! The police are on their way, so you’re nicked anyway! What do you bloody well think you’re doing here?’

Suddenly she was aware of the breeze on her legs. The nightdress lay in a crumpled heap below the wheelchair. All she held was the Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel, lavishly stained with second-hand sweet potato.

Okay, this was embarrassing.

A car door slammed. The engine roared. No headlights as the car swung out onto the track and down the road. Which solved the problem of how to put down a tea towel and pull on a nightdress without displaying even more.

‘Scarlett!’ Jed stood in the doorway, Mattie over her shoulder. ‘What’s wrong? You’re standing!’ and then, ‘A tea towel?’

Scarlett turned, managed a smile, took a step, turned carefully and sank into her chair. ‘It was the first thing I grabbed. I can do a few steps on my own now. I was going to surprise you by walking into the kitchen one day.’

‘Well, you surprised me now. And him.’

‘I scared him off.’

‘You certainly did that, you and your Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel. Don’t worry. The call went through to Queanbeyan, but the constable there said he’d contact Gibber’s Creek. The police will see his car.’ Jed began to laugh.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘A tea towel! You terrified him. Standing there yelling like a Valkyrie dressed in a tea towel.’

‘Valkyries sing. And wear horned helmets and silk robes. No one has ever dressed a Valkyrie in a tea towel,’ said Scarlett, slightly stunned. She hadn’t even thought . . .

‘But this was a Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel. Far more fearsome than an ordinary one. But maybe you’d better put on something a bit bigger before Will gets here.’

Scarlett grinned. It was good to hear Jed laugh. ‘But it’s an extra-large tea towel.’

‘Not large enough. Here, give it to me. I’ll dump it in the laundry.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Maybe I’ll have it framed after I’ve washed it.’

Jed was smiling again. And Will would see that bloke’s car and it would all be sorted out. 


She wheeled down to her bedroom, stood carefully, then stopped as she glimpsed her reflection in the full-length mirror in the hall. She turned and gazed at herself.

She had never looked at herself naked and full length in the mirror before. Never. It was bad enough to know your legs were floppy and useless without seeing them. Her mirror at the flat showed only her top half, small but well muscled these days. But now . . .

She stood steadily, careful to keep her feet the right width apart. Not bad, actually, she thought, slightly surprised, gazing at herself. Slim legs, rather than skinny, and with some muscle. And not quite a Valkyrie’s bosom — the tea towel probably covered it quite adequately, and other bits too — but not to be sneezed at either. All in all, not bad.

She took a step, still watching herself, then turned and took another and another, then carefully holding on to the chest of drawers for balance, found a maxi dress and slipped it on. She walked, yes, walked back to the chair and turned again to look at herself before she sat.

Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara grinned. Definitely good. And enough to scare a stalker too.

She wheeled herself triumphantly down to the kitchen to put the kettle on.




Chapter 44

New Captain for Gibber’s Creek Bushfire Brigade

The Annual General Meeting of the Gibber’s Creek Bushfire Brigade has unanimously elected a new captain after the position was unexpectedly declared vacant earlier this month. Congratulations to Broccoli Bill Smith, who says that anyone who volunteers for the brigade will get free zucchini till the first frost.

SCARLETT

‘I didn’t see a car,’ said Will Ryan apologetically on the sofa. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get here soon enough. I’d got a call about that pack of dogs that have been attacking the sheep. The driver must have ducked into the Moura or Drinkwater driveways, or even into one of the paddocks. If I’d known to look out for him on the road here . . .’

‘It’s my fault. I should have rung you straight away to say he’d driven off,’ said Jed. She held out a plate of gingernut biscuits. Will took one and dipped it in his tea. Maxi moved closer to him as a possible source of crumbs, or even half a biscuit.

‘You’re sure he drove back towards town, not out towards Overflow?’

‘Yes,’ said Scarlett. ‘He didn’t put the headlights on till he was about fifty metres away, but he was definitely heading to town.’

‘Could have doubled back though, if he thought you might have called the police. I’ll check with the Thompsons tomorrow. Have you mentioned the car to them?’

Jed shook her head. ‘I didn’t want to worry them. I thought it might just be teenagers. But if he’s coming up here and peering into the house . . .’ She shivered.

‘Your dog didn’t bark?’ Will bent to scratch Maxi behind the ears.

‘No, but she was in Mattie’s room with me, and the door was shut. That’s on the other side of the house. I was singing a lullaby too. She might not have heard.’

Will Ryan turned to Scarlett. ‘You caught a glimpse of him?’ Scarlett wasn’t sure whether to be glad or sorry Jed hadn’t mentioned the tea towel. After all, she had been terrifying.

‘Yes, I glimpsed him. Just a shadow, running to the car.’

He scribbled something in his notebook. ‘And you’re sure it was a man?’

Scarlett hesitated. What had she seen? A shape, that was all. Not in high heels, but who wore high heels around here? ‘I just assumed it was a man,’ she said slowly.

‘So it could have been a woman?’

‘Maybe. But why would a woman be parked down there?’

William Ryan shrugged tiredly. ‘Stranger things happen. Like that pollie’s wife arrested for shoplifting.’

‘Menopausal,’ said Scarlett professionally. Well, halfway to qualifying-ly.

‘I reckon. Women do odd things just as often as blokes.’

‘Did you see the mob of dogs?’

‘No. A dud night on all counts.’ He shut his notebook. ‘Look, how about I kip on your sofa for the next few nights? That way I’ll be sure to nick him if he comes back.’

Jed shook her head. ‘You’re really kind, but . . .’

‘You don’t want a bloke snoring on your sofa?’

She smiled. ‘It isn’t that. Scarlett will still be here tomorrow night and I’ll arrange for a friend to stay for a few days after that. But you’re welcome to sleep on my sofa any time.’ 


Will Ryan glowed. He’s keen on her, Scarlett realised suddenly. And Jed has no idea.

She suddenly felt deeply sorry for William Ryan. Because him and Jed? No, and no, and no. Even if Sam was not still so much part of Jed’s life . . .

Scarlett mentally frowned at herself. Why did she think Jed and Will Ryan were so wrong for each other?

He was smiling, nicely, back at her now. ‘I don’t think there’s any real need to worry that he’ll come back tonight. Or for the next few nights either. You and Scarlett probably scared him off.’ He didn’t ask how Scarlett had managed that. ‘He’s likely seen the police car heading this way too, and got the message loud and clear. I’ll drive out here at half past two the next few nights anyway.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jed. ‘That’s really kind of you. I can’t tell you how much we appreciate all this. Would you like another cup of tea?’

It was a hint. Will slipped Maxi the last of his biscuit and stood. ‘No, I’ll let you two go to bed. But don’t hesitate to call again if you hear anything.’

‘We won’t,’ promised Jed. She walked him to the door, Maxi, still hoping for more biscuit, at their heels.




Chapter 45

For sale: Toyota Corolla, as new, $1,999.

SCARLETT

Four am, and she couldn’t sleep. She felt elated, worried, triumphant and puzzled, and suddenly needed to share all of those feelings with Alex. The floorboards creaked slightly under her wheels, but she could hear steady breathing from Jed’s room. Good.

She dialled the number of her apartment. The phone rang, over and over. At last a voice answered, ‘Hello?’

A woman’s voice again. Scarlett froze.

‘Hello? Hello? Who’s there?’

Barbara? The voice was too slurred to tell. Could she have dialled the wrong number twice now? Once more Scarlett hung up, then dialled again.

Once more the phone rang endlessly.

‘Hello?’

‘Alex!’

‘Scarlett, what is it?’

She took a deep breath of relief. It had been a wrong number again.

‘Babe, are you okay?’ He sounded truly worried.

‘Yes. I just wanted to hear your voice. It’s been a . . . a weird kind of night, and . . .’

And suddenly she needed the truth. She’d known truth that day when she had felt the ground beneath her feet and known it was the soil of home. She needed truth now too. ‘Alex, why won’t you sleep with me? You know I want it to happen.’

Silence. At last he said, ‘What? Are you serious? Look, Scarlett, I can’t discuss this now.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s four am. Because it’s complicated. We’ll talk about it when you get back —’

‘For crying out loud, Alex, get her to call back tomorrow.’ It was the voice from the first phone call.

Barbara.

Of course, of course, of course. Had she known before and not accepted it?

‘Is that why?’ she replied tightly. ‘You’re sleeping with Barbara? You don’t want me?’

‘Scarlett, I love you. And I didn’t sleep with Barbara tonight.’ Even though Barbara must be listening. Which means, thought Scarlett, that he might actually love me. He hadn’t slept with her. And yet . . .

‘But you don’t want to sleep with a cripple.’

‘Scarlett, not now!’

‘Yes, damn you, now!’

‘I . . . I thought it might hurt you. Physically —’

‘Is that what you told yourself? Because if you’re that bad at anatomy, you’re going to make a lousy doctor. Or maybe it’s just a nice excuse — you don’t want me as an actual girlfriend, but you do want my flat and groceries, but you have to tell yourself you’re being noble and self-sacrificing.’

‘I do love you,’ he said again, helplessly. And even though in the shaking heat of rage it was easier, better, to think he had only been using her, her home, her money, she did believe him. Alex loved her. But it was only a certain kind of love.

‘I want you gone by the time I get back.’

‘Scarlett, you don’t understand. I really didn’t sleep with Barbara tonight.’ His voice sounded more distant from the receiver suddenly. ‘Barbara, tell her.’

‘What? Are you crazy? Tell her yourself, Alex Romanov. I’m out of here.’ A door slammed.

‘Have you slept with her?’ asked Scarlett carefully. ‘I don’t just mean years ago. While we’ve been together.’

A pause. She heard honesty when he said, ‘Yes. Only twice.’

Only twice, thought Scarlett. Had she ever truly known Alex Romanov? Had he known her?

‘I was going to sleep with her tonight. But I thought of you and . . . and didn’t.’

‘Why was she still there then?’

‘Because she drank too much.’

‘And you let her go out into the night now, drunk?’

‘She was drunk hours ago and, frankly, I don’t care. Look, we need to go about this properly, face to face. I love you. I truly, deeply love you. I have never met anyone like you and never will. Lots of people have open relationships these days.’

He had almost had her there. But only almost. ‘But we don’t have a relationship to open up. Time to get out, Alex. I mean it: you need to be gone by the time I get back.’

‘What? Scarlett, you’re not serious.’

Scarlett wondered if any woman had ever said no to Alex Romanov. ‘Totally serious. I do not want you in my flat.’

‘Where am I supposed to go?’

She had a sudden image of Rhett Butler talking to the Scarlett O’Hara she had named herself for, back when she’d had almost no physical strength but endless hope and imagination. Was it too corny to give him the famous line? But when else might she use it? She almost smiled as she said, ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.’

She put down the receiver. Fish, she thought. Uncanny, perceptive Fish. Because on some level Scarlett had known about Alex all along, or at least for the last few months. It had not just been sex that had been lacking, but much more. 


My life should feel shredded, she thought, just like Jed’s when she lost Sam. And maybe when the sun came up, the reality would hit and she would cry.

But just then she felt she had lost nothing at all, except an illusion. Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara had never had much time for illusion. She preferred reality and hard work. Anger rose. Alex had probably fed that woman her beef burgundy, carefully made as a gesture of love for him. Or, she was honest enough to admit, to carefully prop up her own illusion that she and Alex were a true couple . . .

Thank you, Fish, she thought as Maxi shoved her head onto her lap, offering the comfort of a dog needing her ears rubbed. And maybe she could cry a few tears, because Alex was so very beautiful and the illusion had been too.

But only a very few.




Chapter 46

News Anchor Hopes Solar Eclipse Will Bring Peace to the World

A TV news anchor in the USA has hoped that this week’s total solar eclipse may usher in a period of world peace. President Jimmy Carter was not available for comment.

DETECTIVE SERGEANT RODRIGUES

Breakfast at the Jolly Jumbuck Motel was A-OK: slabs of thick buttered toast, two fried eggs, bacon, sausage, grilled tomato, baked beans, the works. He and the constable grabbed lunch where and when they could. But Detective Rodrigues had taken to having dinner at the Royal. They did a cheap steak and chips there, which was good for the budget, plus you tended to hear things in the bar when you stopped for a beer afterwards.

Like tonight. The pub was like a mob of cockatoos chattering, men in singlets and shorts, moleskins and shirts, jeans and T-shirts, all with beers in one hand, most with a ciggie in the other.

He’d almost finished his beer when the bloke had come up to him, thirty perhaps, already sun leathered, red veined and sweaty, with the indiscriminate friendliness of the half sozzled. Detective Rodrigues suspected that in another drink or two he’d turn belligerent — he knew the type.

‘Hey, I know you. You’re the detective bloke from Sydney. Put it here, mate.’ The hand was hairy, muscular, the nails ingrained with grease. ‘Good to meet you, mate. I’m Ram. Come on, my shout.’

Detective Rodrigues accepted the beer, carefully hid it behind some empty glasses, then bought two more when the other had drained his glass.

‘Good on you, mate,’ said Ram. ‘Yeah, I remember the day of the fire. Who doesn’t?’

‘See any strangers about?’ asked Detective Rodrigues casually.

Ram laughed. ‘You got to be joking! Nothing but strangers. Town Hall filled with people ev . . . evacuating . . .’

Detective Rodrigues nodded, suddenly tired. It was the same story he had heard perhaps fifty times already, the one the young constable kept impressing on him. So many people; so much smoke and ash. Impossible to know if a stranger had driven out on the Drinkwater road. Time for bed . . .

He reached out his hand again. ‘Think I’ll turn in. Good to meet you, Ram.’

‘Yeah, you too, mate. Good luck with finding who killed that bloke. Tell you something though.’

‘What?’ Detective Rodrigues had already worked out the route to take between the drinkers to the door.

‘No one drove along that road all day except people who had to be there.’

The pub clamour ceased for Detective Rodrigues. The world stilled to one moment of utter clarity. This was it. As so often happened in a case, there was one single glorious moment when things turned. ‘How do you know?’ he asked quietly.

‘’Cause I was working at Drinkwater all day, wasn’t I? Jim Thompson came down from Sydney, wanted another firebreak. Me and Timmo was making sure it didn’t flare up again in all that wind. We was near the road almost till the fire front came through.’

‘So who did pass?’

‘Fire truck, police, couple of guys from the fire brigade in their own cars looking for spot fires. But we was close enough to see who was in them. Not a stranger in the lot.’

‘When was that? Morning or afternoon?’

‘Morning,’ said Ram. ‘I remember ’cause Timmo said, “About time those girls went into town,” when we saw Scarlett’s van go through. Hey, you’re not drinking. Want another?’

‘You’re sure no strangers at all went through all day?’

‘Sure as eggs. Cross me heart and all that. Have another, mate?’

‘Timmo’s last name is . . .’

‘Timmo Murphy. Good bloke. Working up in Sydney now for Thompson’s.’

Easy to locate then. Easy to corroborate.

If there truly had been no strangers that day, then Ignatius Mervyn must have been out along that road early, or had even already been there. They’d confirmed he’d checked out of the motel two days before.

What had Ignatius Mervyn been doing? If he’d gone to Dribble before the phones went out, Jed McAlpine would have called the police again, and Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara wouldn’t have left her sister, even to travel into town in separate cars.

And, most importantly, if no strangers had driven along that road that day, then the killer had to have been local, or had come through the back way, on the fire trail — a trail only locals would use, especially on a day like that.

He’d known it. Known what Constable Ryan could never see, because he was too close to it, thought that because he knew these people, he knew their secrets too.

But Detective Rodrigues knew crimes and who committed them. And all his instincts had told him that the answer to this one lay not with a stranger, but close to home. ‘My shout,’ said Detective Rodrigues. He moved to the bar.

It was time to talk to the people at Drinkwater and Overflow again, plus the fire crew too. But he had different questions now.




Chapter 47

Vegie-growing Workshop at Halfway to Eternity

Broccoli Bill Smith will hold an all-day vegie-growing workshop at the Halfway to Eternity commune next Naturday. All welcome. Workshop presenter Broccoli Bill says, ‘Imagine if a meteor fell, or the bomb went off and we had a three-year nuclear winter. You’ll need your own vergies then. Home-grown veg can also save you almost all your food coasts, even on a small block.’

The workshop will cover how to make your own ‘glasshouse’ using plastic sheeting and poly pipe to grow tomatoes and melons despite Gibber’s Creek’s harsh winters; how to use wind-powered ‘grow lights’ so plants can grow all night or without sunlight; and drip irrigation for draughts.

Broccoli Bill has been a Gibber’s Creek identity for years now, since he came to the commune named after the Eternity sign halfway between the commune and Gibber’s Creek.

Directions: Take the Overflow road, then turn off after 5 km where Mackenzie’s hayshed used to be. If you reach Moura, you have gone too far. If you reach Drinkwater homestead, you have gone way too far.

Cost: $10 per person; includes lunch, herbal teas, free zucchini to take home and all the peaches you can eat.

MICHAEL

Michael watched his wife across the kitchen table as she sipped her coffee. She looked bone-deep weary, her hair caught back roughly in a ponytail.

It had been a hard year for all of them — the fire, Andy McAlpine’s death, the loss of River View, Sam’s accident. It had hurt Nancy more than she’d admitted to sell the sheep too, though she’d put a brave face on it. Generations of love and breeding had gone into those sheep and, yes, they’d kept enough to build the stock up again after the drought, but Nancy knew as well as he did that labour costs were getting too high for sheep. He and Nancy were getting older too.

Overflow and Drinkwater had been built on the sheep’s back, just like the nation of Australia. But cattle were not just more profitable; they were less work. No jetting, mulesing, docking, crutching, checking them every few days in mid-summer for fly strike, not to mention less fencing if you no longer had to make those fences lamb proof.

That morning hadn’t helped. Nancy had woken him at four am to tell him dogs were in the house paddock, probably the same pack that had been down near Drinkwater. Thank goodness she’d been up and heard the bleating. The dogs had only pulled two sheep down by the time he ran out with the rifle. Both had their throats ripped out, but one was still alive. He’d had to shoot it. Pity he hadn’t got a good shot at the dogs.

Not dingoes. Aerial baiting had killed off the local dingoes — it had been years since he’d heard them howling. He missed their song, even if he didn’t miss their predation.

But wild domestic dogs were more dangerous than dingoes. Domestic dogs bred faster and more often, and killed for sport rather than for food, the bigger dogs pulling the sheep down and the smaller breeds going in for the kill. One of the pack this morning had been a toy poodle. A poodle . . .

Michael didn’t like putting out baits — too much chance of the eagles or powerful owls getting them instead — so it would mean keeping watch tonight, taking turns with Nancy, hoping they came back again.

He glanced at Nancy once more. He was tired after the loss of part of a night’s sleep, but she’d had little for weeks. He knew she was worried about the boys too. Tom and Clancy were nine years old now. Were they doing the right thing keeping their sons at Gibber’s Creek Central when they’d have so many more opportunities if they went away to boarding school?

He’d hated boarding school, but things were better now, or so Jim told him. Jim had offered to have the boys stay with him and Irene instead of boarding, which might be an option in high school, if there were subjects the boys couldn’t take here. But either way they would be gone most of the year.

High school, then university in Sydney or agricultural college maybe, and who knew what after that, because it was possible that neither boy would want to farm. Nancy’s home had always been full of kids — a tribe of cousins when she’d been young, as well as her brother, then River View kids every weekend, Scarlett then Jed, and then the boys, with Nancy’s grandmother and mother to help. It was a house built to be lived in by several generations. But soon it might be empty except for the two of them. And Nancy knew it too.

‘What are you looking at me like that for? Have I got a smudge on my face?’

‘Can’t a bloke look at his wife?’

Her expression softened. ‘Don’t see why not.’

‘I’ve had an idea.’

‘Call the Gibbering Gazette!’

‘No, seriously, why don’t we play hooky? Take a couple of hours off and just go for a swim.’

‘Sounds wonderful.’ Nancy picked up the coffee mugs. ‘I’ll make some sandwiches . . . oh, blast.’ She peered out the window. ‘Those blasted police again. I’ll see what they want. You could still have a swim though.’

‘They might want to talk to both of us.’

‘I suppose.’ Nancy switched the kettle on again in a resigned fashion while Michael opened the back door.

‘Hello.’

‘Good morning — no, afternoon, isn’t it?’ Detective Sergeant Rodrigues glanced at his watch. ‘I hope we’re not disturbing you.’

Will Ryan followed him, looking almost as tired as Nancy.

‘Not at all,’ said Michael politely. ‘Coffee?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Yes, please. Two sugars,’ said Will Ryan, making known his displeasure that his superior had ordered this further visit.

Michael spooned in the coffee granules.

‘How can we help you?’ Nancy sat, her body sagging onto her arms on the kitchen table.

‘There was a prowler at Jed’s place the night before last,’ said Constable Ryan.

Michael put the jug down. ‘What? Is she okay?’

‘Yes, fine. Whoever it was ran off when he saw that she and Scarlett were awake. Jed called triple zero, but there was no sign of a car as I drove out that way. I don’t suppose you heard a car? About two-thirty, it would have been.’

Michael shook his head. ‘I was sound asleep. Nancy?’

‘No. I’d better call Jed.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Later.’ She might have just put Mattie down for her sleep. ‘You said Scarlett was with her? I didn’t know she was coming down.’

Will Ryan nodded. ‘Just for a few days.’

‘She should be at uni,’ said Nancy, looking even more worried.

‘She said she’s heading back there soon. A friend of Jed’s is going to stay.’

‘Julieanne maybe, or Carol. I’m glad she and Mattie won’t be there alone.’

‘You’re fond of Jed?’ asked Detective Sergeant Rodrigues.

Will Ryan shot him a look of incredulity.

‘Very,’ said Michael. ‘She lived with us when she first came here and volunteered at River View until Mattie was born.’

‘Volunteered? She didn’t work?’

‘She worked extremely hard,’ said Nancy evenly. ‘You tend to work hard looking after kids.’

‘I’m sorry, of course you do. She didn’t need a wage though?’

‘She did at first, but then her great-grandfather left her enough money to live on.’

‘She’s wealthy?’ The detective looked surprised. He glanced at Will Ryan, as if to say, ‘Why didn’t you tell me this?’

‘It depends how you define wealth.’ Nancy’s voice was cold. ‘Most of her money is locked up in projects for other people — the Whole Australia Factory, the Blue Belle Café, keeping Scarlett at university.’

‘If anything happened to Jed, who would benefit?’ The detective’s voice was casual.

‘Her daughter, with a lump sum for Scarlett and an allowance until she is twenty-five, and the right to live in the flat in Sydney as long as she wishes, and at Dribble until Mattie is twenty-one or until she decides to live there herself. Mattie would also inherit Jed’s directorship at Thompson’s Industries when she turns twenty-one. Nancy and I would be the trustees and Mattie’s guardians.’

‘Not her grandparents?’

Michael shrugged. ‘Jed made a will when she first inherited, long before she decided to get married. She had to make a new one then, but she didn’t change executors. Maybe she assumed Blue and Joseph would play a major role in Mattie’s life anyway. Most of her income comes from our family company and I’m on the board with her, so it probably made sense that I’d look after her finances.’

Detective Sergeant Rodrigues nodded noncommittally. ‘What if the daughter dies?’

‘Her name is Mattie,’ said Will Ryan.

Nancy gave him a grateful glance. ‘If anything happened to Mattie before she was twenty-one, Scarlett would get Dribble, the flat in Sydney, the lump sum and the allowance. The tenants of the Blue Belle and the factory would get their buildings. The rest would go to charities for the care of homeless children or those who needed therapy at our discretion.’

‘You seem to know all the details,’ said Detective Rodrigues.

‘Of course we do. Jed discussed it all with us before she made her wills.’

‘Look,’ said Michael, seriously worried now. ‘You don’t think someone is trying to hurt Jed? I thought that was all over with Merv gone.’

‘You’re relieved about that?’

‘Of course!’

‘I see. Just going back to the day of the fire. You’re sure you didn’t see or hear anyone?’

‘No. We were here the whole time, Nancy and me and our sons. Not even a phone call. The phone line was down, though we didn’t realise that till that night when we tried to ring out. It was back on the next morning though.’

‘I did hear something,’ said Nancy suddenly.

Michael looked at her in surprise. ‘What? You didn’t ever say anything before.’

‘No one asked,’ said Nancy impatiently. She looked at the detective. ‘You asked if we’d seen anyone. You didn’t ask about hearing them.’

Detective Rodrigues looked like he was carefully holding on to his patience. ‘What did you hear then?’

‘Chainsaws in the distance, on and off most of that afternoon.’

‘What about you, Mr Thompson?’

He shook his head. ‘Nancy can hear like a bat. All I heard was the wind. But it makes sense. The tanker crew would have had to cut their way through fallen branches, even trees, on their way back from Rocky Valley.’ 


Detective Sergeant Rodrigues stared at him. ‘The tanker Sam McAlpine was on? None of the crew mentioned it. They said they drove straight to Dribble.’

‘They probably didn’t think it needed mentioning,’ said Will Ryan.

Michael shrugged. ‘They drove straight there, sure, but almost certainly had to stop to clear the track a few times. I wouldn’t have bothered to mention it either.’

Constable Ryan was writing quickly in his notebook. The detective waited till he looked up, then stood. ‘Thank you, Mr Thompson, Mrs Thompson. You’ve been extremely helpful. Thank you for your help with that other business too.’

‘The one we are not going to mention,’ said Nancy flatly.

‘Yes, that one,’ said Detective Sergeant Rodrigues. ‘Though that girl staying with the McAlpines has been asking questions.’

Nancy gave a wry smile. ‘I know. And not getting any answers. Or not the kind she’s looking for.’

Will Ryan looked uncomfortable, as if secrecy did not sit well with him. But all he said was, ‘Thank you for the coffee.’

Michael saw them to the door, then looked back at Nancy. ‘The chainsaws. Do you think that mattered?’

‘Who knows?’ replied Nancy, her face strangely blank. She shoved a stray strand of hair away from her face. ‘If you don’t mind, I think I might miss the swim. Could you pick up the boys? I’m going to call Blue. I need to get that girl to stop asking questions.’

Michael considered his wife. ‘What are you going to tell her?’ he asked at last.

Nancy shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s time she heard the truth.’

Michael crossed the kitchen and hugged her.




Chapter 48

For sale: Two black sheep, one with a white star, the other with white feet. Cross breeds, suit spinner and and & weaver. $8 for the two or $15 de-livered.

Wanted: Typesitter. Must have good eyesite and be able to spill.

FISH

‘Pick you up at the Blue Belle in two hours,’ said Gran, applying bright red lipstick to match her boots.

Fish nodded. She had no wish to join the great-aunts and Gran at the CWA, nor to spend another afternoon sketching back at Moura. She liked Jed, and Scarlett too, but it wasn’t like they were her own age, and anyone her age around here was at school during the week.

Perhaps it was time to see if Gran was right and Mum would just pretend nothing had happened if she returned home. But how would that even be possible if they had no idea where Dad was?

An hour later she had browsed Lee’s Emporium, a not-quite department store, but made up of several shops strung together. Strange to think that withered old woman from another land had created all this. She had also studied the new releases at the bookshop (free Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel with every purchase and a notice board that advertised lost dogs and a medieval string quartet) and had spent some of the fifty dollars Great-Uncle Joseph had given her on Ruth Park’s Swords and Crowns and Rings, mostly because it was big and so would give her lots of reading time.

Now she sat in the Blue Belle in the scent of baking melting moments and the river song of gossip, an iced coffee and a slice of lemon poppyseed cake in front of her, two chapters into her book, which was fabulous, much better than she had expected. Cushie Moy was excellent . . .

Around her, women in moleskins, jeans and boots, flares and sandals, or maxi sundresses, relaxed in the post-school pause before hauling the kids home for dinner. The kids drank milkshakes or played the old multi-age game of throw and catch in the courtyard. Fish propped up her book and had reached for another forkful of cake when the door tinkled.

Detective Sergeant Rodrigues and Constable Ryan. Fish put the book down, alert. Were they going to interview the strange-looking young woman who ran the place, or the bloke who blinked too much and seemed to be her boyfriend? But instead the police sat at the only vacant table, next to hers. The detective nodded to her politely while Constable Ryan went up to place their order — two teas and two toasted cheese and ham sandwiches. Late lunch, she thought.

‘Good book?’ asked Detective Sergeant Rodrigues, not quite casually enough.

‘Yes,’ Fish said cautiously.

He smiled as Constable Ryan sat down again. ‘I hear you’ve been asking about missing people.’

‘Yes.’

‘Found any?’ he asked softly.

‘Lots,’ she said honestly. ‘But not ones killed by a murderer. How did you know I was asking?’

Detective Rodrigues glanced at Constable Ryan, who gave a slight shrug. ‘I hear pretty much everything that happens round here.’ He nodded to the detective. ‘And then I pass it on.’

‘Because you’re an excellent policeman?’

‘Because I grew up here and everyone knows me.’ He glanced at the detective as if for permission. Detective Sergeant Rodrigues nodded. ‘If you really want to know the answers,’ Constable Ryan said in a low voice, ‘ask Mrs Thompson.’

‘Nancy? But I’ve already asked her!’

‘Ask her again. Say that we suggested it.’

‘But why?’

‘To stop you raking up things that need to stay buried,’ said Constable Ryan, so quietly that his lips hardly moved. ‘Tell her that too.’

‘But if there’s a psychopath loose . . .’ She stopped, seeing a woman in a tattered Akubra looking at her.

Detective Rodrigues sighed. ‘There’s no psychopath, love. But every place has secrets. You haven’t stumbled on any that are too bad yet, the kind someone might hurt you to keep buried. But if you keep on like this, you might.’

‘What secrets?’

‘No idea. Probably not even police-type secrets. Someone had an affair, or a kid’s real mum is the woman he thinks is his older sister. Sometimes people have a right to keep things to themselves.’

‘But someone murdered Merv.’

‘That’s right. Thanks, love,’ Detective Rodrigues said to the woman waiting tables as she put down the two cups of tea, the teapot, pot of hot water and sandwiches, each with a carved radish on the side. ‘The inquest is next week,’ he added. ‘I told the coroner I’d have the case cut and dried by then.’

Excitement tickled. ‘Then you know who did it?’

The detective nodded. ‘I think maybe I do. Should have it wrapped up by this time tomorrow, I reckon. You talk to Mrs Thompson.’ He turned back and bit into his ham and cheese sandwich.

Constable Ryan still gazed at her with concern. ‘Talk to Mrs Thompson. It’s time you stopped asking questions.’




Chapter 49

Litters to the Editor

Dear Madam,

I would like to complain about the weather forcast, which has predicted ‘scattered showers about the ranges’ four times in the last three months, but we haven’t seen a droop of it. Exactly which ranges are they talking about?

Yours faithfully,

‘Old Timer’, Rocky Valley

FISH

Fish wasn’t surprised to see Nancy at the café door at four-thirty, not Gran. Nancy looked even more tired. Her hair was a mess, and she hadn’t even changed out of her boots or put lipstick on to come to town, like the Greats always did.

Nancy waited till Fish paid the bill. ‘Car’s out the front,’ she said briefly. ‘I called in at the CWA rooms and told your gran I’d pick you up. They’re going to visit Sam on the way home.’

Fish waited till they were seated in Nancy’s ute, a bag of chook food in the back, a box of groceries at her feet: frozen cheesecake, a frozen chicken, frozen peas and carrots, Gravox. ‘The detective asked you . . . ?’

‘No.’ She glanced at Fish. ‘I did try to tell you not to go upsetting people.’

‘I’m good at upsetting people,’ said Fish bitterly.

‘No great harm done. Yet.’ Nancy passed a cattle truck, manure splashing out behind onto the ute as she did. ‘Hendersons are selling their stock too. Good.’

‘Why good?’

‘Because it’s not going to rain for three years,’ said Nancy grimly.

‘Will you be okay?’

‘We’re only keeping enough to ensure that the bloodlines survive. We’ve got silage buried — that’s fermented feed. It’s enough to keep the rest of the sheep alive with the green pick in the channels. They never entirely lose their grass. But it’s going to be bad.’

‘And everyone else?’

Nancy shrugged. ‘Most of the district has been selling their stock since I warned them at Christmas. But animals will die. Roos, wombats, emus. Some idiots will keep hoping it’ll rain tomorrow and let their beasts starve to death. And you get very, very tired of thirty-second showers and no baths. But we’ll be okay. Jim’s investing what we get for the stock. We don’t have a mortgage or much of a wages bill. We won’t even have any costs for River View soon.’ She grinned suddenly. ‘And the boys aren’t going to boarding school, even if Jim has pink kittens. Or not unless they want to, if they can’t do a subject here. We can afford boarding school if we have to.’

They passed the turn-off to Moura and then Drinkwater homestead, its English trees a too-vivid green now Fish’s eyes had adapted to the olive blues and reds of eucalypts. ‘You haven’t said how you know it won’t rain.’

‘No, I haven’t, have I?’

‘And you’re not going to tell me.’

Nancy laughed. ‘Only if you intend to stay here.’ She glanced at Fish, her expression suddenly serious. ‘There are things you can learn from books and things people can teach you. But there’s other stuff that belongs to the land. You’d need to know this land for years to understand what I was trying to teach you. Do you see what I’m getting at?’

‘I think so. All the trees looked the same to me when I arrived. Just gum trees. Now I can see different kinds.’

‘If it’s taken you this long to see the difference between a red gum and a stringybark, it might take you even more than a couple of years to notice the changes in where the ants have built their nests or the way the gully gums have lost half their leaves already. Gully gums are good at lightening their load before a drought.’

‘I’m not staying,’ said Fish. ‘I like it here,’ she added hurriedly. ‘I hope I come back to visit, often maybe. But I’m more into people, who they are, what they make, how to put that on paper or canvas. I’d rather read a book than the land.’

‘Fair enough.’ Nancy looked only very slightly put out that someone might prefer paper to gully gums, whatever a gully gum was. ‘Right, here we are.’ She turned off onto the track to the billabong.

‘Why here?’ demanded Fish as they bumped along the track.

‘I’m not taking you home because the boys will be there and they’re too young for this. No one to overhear down here. No interruptions.’

Nancy put on the handbrake. Outside, the billabong shimmered grey in the afternoon light. Trees dropped leaves, some kind of trees . . . Fish felt no need to know exactly which.

Nancy put down the window and breathed deeply. ‘Smell that? Rotting leaves and yabby shells. People have camped here for tens of thousands of years. This place used to be like a grocer’s shop. Yabbies in the billabong and freshwater mussels or fish in the river, so many ducks or swans you just had to stay quiet in the water till they landed, then swim underneath and grab their legs. Ten minutes, and then dinner. The billabong used to be covered in waterlilies too. You could eat every bit of those lilies, crunch the stems or bake the roots. Gran showed me how to make cakes from the pollen. Except I always burned them,’ she admitted.

‘Why aren’t there lilies here now?’

‘Don’t know. They washed away in the ’69 flood. Floods had happened before, of course, but this time the lilies just didn’t return. Herbicides in the water, maybe. Waterlilies vanished all over the place in the 70s. Maybe they just grew tired of stupid people who didn’t appreciate them.’

‘I thought you knew everything about the land.’

‘Not when it involves herbicides,’ said Nancy grimly. ‘Too many idiots in this country with no idea what they’re doing. Half the country’s eroding away because it’s overstocked already. It’ll be worse before the drought is over.’ Nancy’s anger seemed to fill the car.

Fish shivered. ‘You were going to tell me who put the bodies under the church.’

Nancy looked back at her. She blinked, as if she had forgotten what she’d promised. ‘Yes.’

‘Who then?’ demanded Fish.

Nancy gave a strange smile. ‘I did.’




Chapter 50

Litters to the Editor

Dear Madam,

As our Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser says, life wasn’t meant to be easy. But that doesn’t mean it’s right for the garbage truck to ignore certain streets each time someone we won’t name has had too good a time at the Royal the night before. We pay our rates in town for a garbage system. If the council garbo can’t do the job, council needs to get one who can.

Name withheld by request

JED

Jed peered out of the window. ‘The car’s down on the track to the billabong again. No, it’s not, it’s Nancy’s ute.’ Her alarm faded.

Julieanne looked up from admiring her new engagement ring, sapphires clustered in old gold. She’d been gazing at it on and off since she arrived an hour earlier. ‘Why is Nancy parked miles from anywhere, and what car is or isn’t there again?’

‘Hope she hasn’t broken down. No, she’s talking to someone. Oops, no, honey, we don’t eat Maxi’s dog food.’

‘Book!’ said Mattie, who was very sure she did. She began to crawl vigorously to her Auntie Julieanne. 

‘What car?’ repeated Julieanne, bending down to help Mattie stand up next to the sofa. Mattie began to walk unsteadily along it, using the sofa to steady herself. ‘Look, she’s walking!’

Jed grinned. ‘She’s been doing that for a couple of weeks now. Not quite ready to go solo for long yet.’

‘The car,’ repeated Julieanne patiently.

Jed shrugged. ‘I’ve seen a car down there a couple of times recently.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘It’s been at about two am,’ said Jed reluctantly. ‘I saw it accidentally the first time, but it was there often after that. Someone came prowling around too. Scarlett and I called the police. We scared whoever it was off.’

‘Good,’ said Julieanne. ‘Mattie still not giving you much sleep?’

‘Only once a night now. I’m giving her cow’s milk now too and more solids.’ Jed flushed. ‘That’s not why I can’t sleep.’

‘I didn’t think it was,’ said Julieanne gently. ‘No, honey, you can’t chew Auntie’s shoes . . .’

Jed handed Mattie a lemon to gnaw. The baby sat, cushioned by her nappy, and began to maul it.

‘I had no idea one baby could produce so much drool,’ said Julieanne, grinning as Mattie made a face at the sourness, but kept sucking anyway.

‘Teething. Blue said a lemon helps. Do you and your gorgeous fiancé plan to have kids?’

‘Six. Or maybe one. Or two. Or breed Great Danes. We’ll see how it goes.’ Julieanne looked at Jed sharply. ‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it? Not just Sam, or being tired. Or Scarlett breaking up with her boyfriend,’ she added, ‘which she seems totally okay with.’

Jed nodded. ‘I thought at first it was just stuff coming back from the past. When you’ve been scared for a long time, your body sort of gets used to it. The terror leaps out at you when you’re not expecting it. But just lately . . . you’ll think I’m crazy. I have the feeling someone’s watching me.’

‘Like Merv did?’

‘Not quite. Merv parked outside, where I could see him and be scared. This is just a feeling that someone is watching. And then that car . . .’

‘You shouldn’t be alone here.’

‘I’m not alone. You’re here now, and Scarlett’s here as much as she can be. I might ask Carol if she’d mind staying a few nights too. The police and Michael or Joseph are only a phone call and twenty minutes away, and Maxi barks if there’s a stranger around.’

‘She hasn’t been barking?’

‘No. Good dog, Maxi,’ she added as the Doberperson appeared, hearing her name and hoping for cake. Maxi subsided. Mattie crawled over to her, eager to demonstrate how she too was a four-legged creature.

‘I think Mattie wants to grow up to be a dog,’ said Jed.

‘And I think you should move into town.’

‘No!’

‘Why not?’

‘What if Sam wakes up and we’re not here?’

‘Jed, honey, it’s not as if you’re going to disappear. Or as if he’s going to wake up and just be able to walk out of the hospital and catch a lift back to Dribble.’

‘I know. It’s just . . . this is my home.’

‘You can have another home. One with no bad memories,’ added Julieanne gently.

‘But I want the memories! All of them. This is . . .’ Jed struggled for words ‘. . . mine. Matilda gave it to me so I’d always have somewhere. I think Dribble and I bonded as soon as she said that. I’d never had a home, and then I did. Matilda’s here and Sam’s here and Mattie was born right where Maxi is lying now. I just wish the police would find out who killed Merv,’ she added in a rush. ‘I’ll know he’s really dead then.’

Julieanne looked at her sharply. ‘What if someone you love did it?’

‘Not Sam! He wouldn’t have.’

‘Michael? Or Nancy even? That’s one impressive woman. I can see Nancy doing whatever was necessary to protect the people she loved.’

‘Maybe. But it wouldn’t have been necessary. Nancy would have called the police if she’d seen Merv.’

Julieanne stood and hugged her. ‘Oh, honey, no wonder you’re having nightmares. And daymares.’

‘But I wasn’t having them before! After Mattie was born, it . . . the past just didn’t seem to matter. All the pain and terror. I was just happy, and so was Sam, and Mattie was gorgeous and Merv had vanished.’

‘And then you lost Sam,’ said Julieanne softly.

‘I haven’t lost him! He’s still alive!’

Julieanne just looked at her. The silence grew.

‘Okay, let’s talk about something else,’ said Julieanne with a determined smile. ‘Like your book, and exactly how far have you got with that rewrite?’

‘Book!’ said Mattie, looking up delightedly.
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Ours News is Good News

Last week’s survey has shown that 65% of readers still rely on the good old Gazette for there news, rather than TV or radio. 12% read The Australian or Sydney Morning Herald or The Age too, 17% hear the news from family and fiends, and 14% said they ‘don’t bother’. Thank you, Fibbers Creek, for you’re loyalty!

FISH

‘You . . . you murdered them?’ whispered Fish, then realised that was impossible. This woman was not a killer, despite her attitude to sheep and rabbits; nor would she still be walking free if Detective Sergeant Rodrigues knew she’d murdered anyone. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered quickly. ‘That was dumb.’

‘Yes, it was,’ said Nancy crisply.

‘Who were they then? Why did you put them under the church?’

‘Actually I only helped put two there. My grandparents.’

‘Your grandparents? Why?’

‘Because that is where they wanted to be buried,’ said Nancy softly. ‘And every time I sat in that church I thought of Gran and Granddad smiling at me, seeing their great-grandsons growing up.’

She looked out at the billabong, lost in memory for a moment. ‘I told you that Gran was Aboriginal. Granddad was white,’ she said at last. ‘Clancy of the Overflow, pretty much as the poem said. His family disowned him when he married Gran. They went droving together for years, then when his father died, Granddad found the old man had never changed his will. Maybe there was just no one else to leave Overflow to. Do you know what it was like to be Aboriginal back then? Silly question,’ she answered herself. ‘You couldn’t know.’

‘I do know a bit,’ Fish pointed out. Mum had marched in the Aboriginal land rights marches, taking Fish with her, had raised money for the new Aboriginal Legal Service and the Tribal Council.

Nancy shrugged. ‘Knowing something intellectually isn’t like living it. My people were exterminated, or at best treated as outcasts in their own land. Most Aboriginal people had to live on reserves run either by the state or the churches, as you said. You couldn’t leave without permission. You couldn’t have visitors without permission. You couldn’t even buy a house without permission from the Aboriginal Protection Board. If you lived outside a reserve, you weren’t allowed to “congregate” with other Aboriginal people. Pete doesn’t have a birth certificate, despite his war record, and neither do his kids. Aboriginal wages were taken by the state, on the pretext that we couldn’t manage our money. They still haven’t got them back. Men like old Drinkwater killed many of my people who fought to keep their land . . .’

My people, thought Fish wonderingly, shocked by the anger in Nancy’s voice. She still couldn’t really think of Nancy as Aboriginal, no matter what she said. Lots of people had skin tanned as dark as hers, and had brown eyes, dark hair. Nancy lived among white people, dressed like them, acted like them . . .

Except none of those people would know it wouldn’t rain for three years unless Nancy had told them.

‘The ones who behaved themselves,’ continued Nancy bitterly, ‘were allowed to stay, as long as they obeyed the rules. No ideas above your station. Do what the white boss tells you. Gran was a maid in my great-grandfather’s house till she fell in love with Granddad. Her brother, old Pete Sampson’s father, was a stockman, a good one too, but he was never paid like the whites, just given rations and supposed to think himself lucky to get them.’

‘But Pete looks well off.’

‘He is. His father eventually became manager of Moura with old Matilda — well, a very young Matilda then — and then he was manager of Drinkwater too, when she took over there. Matilda made sure he didn’t just get wages, but got to keep them — she had all sorts of ways to get around the regulations. When Matilda found out she was related to him and understood his family had been dispossessed, she gave Pete’s father part of Drinkwater, mostly blocks of land she’d bought up in the Federation drought. His two sons inherited the land, but Paul had been gassed in the war — he died a year after his father — and, well, you know what happened to Pete.’

‘He couldn’t farm with one leg and one arm?’

‘No.’ A grin broke through. ‘He said he raised kids instead of sheep. Fourteen of them.’

‘Fourteen!’

‘Yep. You’ll find Sampsons all over around here. But back then even the “well-behaved” Aboriginals weren’t allowed to go into places like the Blue Belle Café or pubs or the picture theatre. Theoretically they could go to school, but almost all schools found a pretext to kick them out after a few days. My grandfather built a school at Overflow instead and paid for a teacher himself — my mum was one of them. Two of Pete’s kids were some of the first Aboriginal people to get university degrees. But also,’ said Nancy, ‘Aboriginal people were often not allowed in church.’

‘But you said there were reserves run by churches?’

‘Oh, they were allowed in “their own” churches, ones where they wouldn’t upset the nice white people. And some churches welcomed them. But others didn’t, including the church in Gibber’s Creek. Nor,’ said Nancy softly, ‘would they allow them to be buried in their graveyards. No sanctified ground for dark skins.’

‘Oh,’ said Fish, beginning to see.

‘Matilda’s great-grandmother wanted to be buried with her daughter. Matilda didn’t even know Auntie Love was her great-grandmother back then. Auntie Love — that’s what everyone called her — was glad her great-granddaughter passed for white. She wasn’t going to tell her different. When Auntie Love knew she was going to die, she came to her brother —’

‘Knew she was going to die?’

‘Yes,’ said Nancy, looking at her with that ‘I am not going to tell you any more unless you want to spend years etc.’ look on her face. ‘Pete’s father buried her at Drinkwater. Didn’t tell Matilda either, not till years later, after old Drinkwater had died. Pete’s dad told Matilda then because he wanted to be buried with his family too.

‘Well, Matilda wasn’t one to let anyone tell her what to do. If the church wouldn’t have her relatives in their graveyard, then she’d build another church on Drinkwater land. So she did.’

‘Over the graves?’

‘You got it. Their graves were now in consecrated ground. But the Drinkwater church was just a satellite of the Gibber’s Creek one, and even Matilda couldn’t control who was going to be buried in the new graveyard once the building was consecrated. So when Pete’s uncle died — my great-uncle — Matilda and Pete’s sons took up part of the church floor one night and buried him alongside his family.’

Fish tried to imagine it: torchlight, or maybe lamplight back then. They’d have left the vehicles at a distance, carried the tools silently, in love and defiance. The grave would have been dug first, the night before maybe, then the body carried to it, the earth and floorboards replaced.

Had they said prayers and sung hymns for them? Fish suspected that they would.

‘Matilda had kindly donated a carpet to the church to cover up any sign the floor had been moved,’ continued Nancy. ‘Services were only held there once a week — Gibber’s Creek still had the district’s main church — so no one suspected anything. A few years later Pete’s dad was buried there too, then Pete’s baby daughter who died of polio, and my grandfather — he insisted he lie where his wife would be buried. And I helped the others bury him, and so did Matilda, and we did the same when Gran joined Granddad. We sang hymns at two am and said the prayers.’

‘Where did people think they’d been buried?’

‘At Overflow. Lots of properties around here have their own graveyards. You didn’t even need permission to be buried on your own land till recently. That’s where this all began — when Auntie Love’s daughter was buried at Drinkwater.’

‘And then the police dug them up. That’s horrible!’ exclaimed Fish. So much heartbreak and planning, then the bodies taken from the land they’d loved.

‘Yes, it was. But they only found four of them. The others are buried much deeper. We couldn’t let them be disturbed, so Michael and I explained everything to Constable Ryan to stop any further investigation. William was wonderful about it. He told the detective, and it’s all been sorted out quietly. We could have had them reburied straight away, but with that man’s body being found there too, well, it seemed best to wait. Who knows what publicity there’ll be when they find his killer? When all the fuss dies down, we’ll have a proper funeral, a quiet one during the week with only family and close friends there. And this time,’ said Nancy, ‘they will have headstones.’

‘Does Gran know this? Or Great-Aunt Blue, or Joseph?’

‘They have tactfully asked no questions at all, so they’ve probably guessed. Matilda might even have told Blue, who’d definitely have told Mah and Joseph if she knew.’ Nancy considered. ‘She probably did. I’ll ask them and Jed and Scarlett to the reburial, Pete’s family too, of course. Maybe William . . .’

‘And no one will ask questions,’ said Fish slowly.

‘Oh, they probably will, now and then, when they see the new headstones, especially as one is for Clancy of the Overflow and his wife. But I won’t answer them, not while Pete Sampson is still alive.’

‘But he did nothing wrong!’

Nancy sighed. ‘It’s not too bad legally, which is why the police are helping keep it quiet. Nor morally. But can you imagine the fuss the newspapers would make about people hiding bodies at the dead of night? And a Gallipoli veteran too. Pete won’t even give an interview on Anzac Day. He says no one who wasn’t there has any idea what they are celebrating. Australia didn’t even give him a pension after that war, after all he had done and lost. No pensions for Aboriginal soldiers. I’m not going to have people hounding him over this.’

‘I’m . . . I’m sorry I hounded him.’

Nancy grinned. ‘You didn’t. He enjoyed talking to you. And knowing he put one over you too.’

‘Nancy, do you know who killed Merv?’

‘No.’ Nancy’s voice was suddenly anguished. ‘It’s . . . it’s just not right! This is my land! My people! But I just don’t know . . .’

Fish could hear the truth in her voice. ‘The detective told me the inquest would be soon now. He thinks he knows who did it too.’

Nancy shook her head. ‘If we don’t know, then he can’t.’

And she really didn’t know, thought Fish. Nancy who knew the clouds wouldn’t come for the next three years, who knew the stories of her country for tens of thousands of years.

No matter what, Fish could not leave now.
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Snow Falls in the Sahara Desert

Snow fell in the Sahara Dessert for the first time in living memory this week, prompting the world to wonder if we are heading into a new rice age. If anyone sees the creek freezing this winter, let us know!

SCARLETT

Scarlett pulled her car into the parking bay, then turned to open the back door and let her wheelchair swing out and down. She was bushed after driving through the late afternoon traffic into Sydney. Every kid seemed to be being picked up by their mothers today and every office worker leaving early. Plus waking up at two am in case the prowler came back — though he hadn’t — wasn’t exactly restful.

She expertly hauled her chair to her, then paused before lowering herself into it. Instead she slid from the driver’s seat and momentarily let her legs hold her weight.

They held. Once again, they held. She would have walked further, but that would have meant coming back to her wheelchair to carry her bag.

She grinned and took two steps anyway. Neil Armstrong could not have felt more triumphant when he stepped onto the moon.

She was still grinning as she wheeled up the ramp, bag on her lap, and opened the door of the unit. ‘Alex!’ The grin faded.

He stood up slowly from the sofa. ‘It’s okay,’ he said quickly. ‘I’ve moved out.’

And when she didn’t come back last night, he could have guessed what time she’d arrive today. ‘I obviously need your key back then. Have you just popped round to see what’s for dinner?’

‘To apologise. To try to explain.’

‘What’s to explain?’ She wheeled herself into her bedroom, dumped her bag, wheeled back and hauled one of Leafsong’s pumpkin and Camembert quiches from the freezer. Dinner for one, she thought, putting the oven on low to thaw and heat it. Cinderella’s pumpkin coach is now chopped up and the handsome prince no longer wanted . . .

The handsome prince gazed at her from the sofa as she checked the fridge’s contents. ‘I haven’t moved in with Barbara.’

‘Well, you can’t, can you?’ Barbara lived with her parents. ‘I don’t really care where you’re living now.’ Which was not quite true.

‘Scarlett, Barbara was just sex. Only twice, and it didn’t mean anything. Or not to me,’ he added honestly.

‘You’ve known me long enough by now to know that you using a woman who likes you for sex — even if she’s a woman I don’t much like — is not going to recommend you to me. “Only twice” or not.’ Scarlett hadn’t known she could be so hot on the inside but sound so calm. ‘And that isn’t even the real problem.’

‘Truly. I do love you.’

‘You love my unit, having your food bought and cooked for you, and having Olivia do the housework. She even changes your damn sheets each week.’

He stared. ‘You could have asked me to change my own sheets. Or do the housework.’

‘I shouldn’t have had to!’ And she had been too afraid of losing him to ask.

Alex shook his head. ‘Can’t you see the sex wasn’t important?’

‘No, I bloody can’t.’ Scarlett had never sworn before.

‘Scarlett, this is the Age of Aquarius. All that monogamy and nuclear family stuff —’

‘I like monogamy.’ Not that she’d had a chance to try it. ‘It’s not that you slept with Barbara. Or half of bloody Sydney for that matter. Not just that anyway. It’s that you never slept with me. And don’t give me that might-hurt-you business. You know enough anatomy to know you wouldn’t have.’

He hesitated. ‘Consciously, yes. Subconsciously?’

There was something he was not saying. Probably because, yes, he did love her. But he was not attracted to her physically, either because she was a cripple, or looked too small and childlike, or . . . or who knew what else. And she had known it. Deep down had always known it. Even that magic dance had really been giving ‘poor little Scarlett’, who had never danced before, a treat, not the start of the physical relationship she longed for. It still felt like a knife had sliced her in half. Cripple, cripple, cripple. Even Alex . . .

‘Well, there we are then.’ Her hands trembled as she put the kettle on, grabbed a mug and a teabag.

‘Scarlett . . .’ Alex loomed behind her. For a moment she was nervous, unsure of him in this mood, then his lips came down on hers. Warm, moving, tentative at first, then firmer. His hands stroked her arms. ‘Let’s try,’ he whispered.

She almost let him. The kiss was sweet, her body ached, and he was the most beautiful man she had ever met and, yes, she had loved him . . .

Had, she realised. Because once respect was gone, love vanished too.

She pulled away. ‘No.’

‘Scarlett . . .’ He lowered his mouth to hers again. She turned her head, shoved him, then, when he didn’t move, pressed the motor switch on the chair, unused for months. It jerked forwards.

‘Ow! That was my knees.’

‘It’ll be more than your knees if you don’t get out. Now.’

‘But, Scarlett . . .’

I want more than ‘let’s try’, she thought. I want a bloke so mad with passion he can’t see straight. Someone who doesn’t think being in a wheelchair or on crutches some of the time defines me. Jed said she never thought of me as crippled. I bet Nancy and Michael and Leafsong don’t either, because I’m not. Even when I couldn’t feed myself, I was just me, and I always will be, in a wheelchair or not. And if I wasn’t in a wheelchair — had never fought my way to the freedom of being in a wheelchair — I’d never have grown the strength and determination Alex loves.

And Alex could not see it. She did not want a man who couldn’t see beyond the wheelchair, see how the wheelchair had created the woman who would not be held back by it, this handsome man who probably subconsciously expected similar conventional beauty in his partners.

‘If you leave now, we can meet and exchange pleasantries about dissecting corpses and the epidemiology of the herpes simplex virus. If you don’t, I’m going to call triple zero and get the police to put you out.’

‘You wouldn’t,’ he said uncertainly. And then, ‘You would?’

‘Of course I would.’

‘I’ll go. But could we try again sometime? Please?’

‘No.’ It was done. A hundred small irritations had built up — not just the sheets, or helping himself to her money or expecting dinner to be prepared for him, but the casual expectation that someone else would provide for him.

Alex was the only person she knew who had never worked. Even the twins at Overflow fed the poddy lambs each morning before the school bus. Alex had never even had a part-time job.

He loves me, she thought. I am lovable. And yes, in a way, I love him still. But I will never love him that way again.

Nonetheless, because love was love and she had loved him, and was suddenly deeply sorry for all he wasn’t and probably never would be, she said, ‘Would you like some dinner before you go? Quiche and salad, with ice cream and stewed peaches after. But that’s all. Then you go.’

The smile broke through, the gorgeous, dark-eyed movie-star smile. ‘Yes. Thank you. I’ll set the table.’

He had never set the table before. Was he hoping she might change her mind? She watched him, vaguely sad but mostly feeling free. No more Alex. No more desperate need to prove she could be loved either.

Suddenly she had no wish for love, not that kind of love, not now, when Jed needed her, and university was so interesting, and a few more months of exercise might mean she could actually walk unassisted, at least on level surfaces and away from crowds. But later, yes, she wanted love. Finally she had no doubt that it would come.

She turned around to get a lettuce and tomatoes from the fridge.
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It’s Zucchini Time by Broccoli Bill Smith

Sweet and Sour Zucchini

Ingredients: 10 small zucchini, 1 bulb garlic, peeled, 1 large onion, 4 tbsp olive oil, 4 tbsp wine vinegar, 3 tbsp water, 1 tbsp sultanas, 1 tbsp pine nuts.

Sauté chopped onion and garlic in the oil till the onion is soft. Add the finely sliced zucchini and stir for three minutes; add other ingredients except for the pine nuts and simmer for ten minutes. Add the pine nuts and serve hot.

DETECTIVE SERGEANT RODRIGUES

It was time to get serious, bring the threads together. Detective Rodrigues was fairly sure he had them all now.

He leaned on Bill’s workbench. Constable Ryan stood inconspicuously taking notes by the workshop door. He hadn’t told the young man he’d pretty much worked out the case. Too much risk he might warn people.

‘So you’re sure Sam McAlpine wasn’t out of your sight the whole drive from Rocky Valley to Dribble?’

Bill still held the spanner he’d been using on the motorbike repair. ‘Told you before, last time youse were here,’ he said firmly. ‘All of us were together, the whole time.’

‘Well, that clears that up.’ Detective Rodrigues nodded to Constable Ryan to put away his notebook. ‘Must have been a hell of a day,’ he added conversationally to Bill.

Bill sagged a little in relief. ‘Too right. Either of you like a cuppa? Hey, Marg!’ he yelled into the office. ‘Put the billy on. Any banana cake left?’

Marg muttered something, presumably an affirmative, as Bill wiped the grease from his hands. He sat on one of the old wooden benches and gestured for the other two to do the same. ‘We’d been at it about thirty hours straight. Air was thick with ash. That was one of the reasons we came back over the fire trail. Headlights aren’t much use on a day like that. Too dangerous on the highway.’

‘Been fighting fires long?’ asked Detective Rodrigues casually.

‘Ever since I was twelve. Yeah, I know fires. Know what they’ll do in country like this too. You need to know a place before you can really fight a fire. Ta, love,’ to Marg as she handed him a mug of tea, already sugared, and a quarter-kilo slice of banana cake, then offered tea and cake to the others. ‘But I’ve never seen anything like that. Once in a lifetime, I hope.’

‘I hope so too.’ Detective Rodrigues stirred his tea. He took a sip. ‘I heard that Fire Control had ordered you to take the tanker to Sydney.’

‘Yeah, well, Tubby told them where they could put it,’ said Bill indignantly. ‘Take the tanker to Sydney when our own town was burning? They need their heads read.’

Detective Rodrigues nodded sympathetically. ‘Don’t suppose any of them have ever seen a fire like that.’

‘Too right. And that wind! We had to stop eight, nine times to chainsaw our way through just to get back. We thought we’d made it when crash, this great walloping tree came down just in front of us just before we got to Dribble. Covered in half-burned wonga vine, it was. That stuff’s murder on a chainsaw. Would’ve taken us an hour at least to cut our way through it.’

‘So what did you do?’ asked Detective Rodrigues, even more sympathetically. He glanced at William Ryan to make sure he wasn’t going to signal to the man to watch what he was saying. But for once the young constable was impassive.

‘Well, we had two choices, see?’ said Bill earnestly. ‘We could stay there and work our way through it, or try to find our way round it. But if we couldn’t find a way, then we’d have wasted the time we should have spent cutting.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘We had to think on our feet. That’s what the blokes in Sydney can’t understand,’ said Bill. ‘You can’t just follow procedure in a bushfire. Sam knew Overflow better’n any of us — he’d worked there most holidays since he was a nipper. He took the truck through the paddocks while the rest of us hoed into the tree —’ He stopped, suddenly aware of what he’d been saying.

‘Did he find a way through?’ asked Detective Rodrigues quietly.

Bill glanced at Constable Ryan as if for advice, then nodded helplessly. ‘Yeah. About twenty minutes later. No,’ he added quickly, ‘make that ten. He’d had to cut through two fences . . . but it was no time at all, really. And we could hear the truck the whole time.’

‘Even with the wind?’

‘Even with the wind,’ said Bill stubbornly.

Detective Rodrigues stood. ‘Maybe you could show us where the tree came down? And the fences Sam cut?’

‘They’ll be repaired by now,’ said Bill swiftly.

‘Even so,’ said Detective Rodrigues.

Constable Ryan’s face was impossible to read.
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The Best of Times or the Wurst of Times? Conficting Unemployment Figures Leave Experts Hungry for Answers

Two federal agencies released conflicting figures about unemployment in Australia this month. The Bureau of Statistics (BS) says unemployment is up by 19,500, alleging the national number is 396,000.

However the Commonwealth Employment Service has announced that the opposite is true; that the number has fallen by 4,762, taking the unemployed total to 3,388,616.

If you’re confused, you’re not alone. The Minister for Employment and Industrial Relations, Mr Street, has allowed that the numbers are confusing — ‘the figures are not encouraging’.

The Leader of the Opposition also acknowledged that the figures were disappointing, suggesting that ‘the government’s economic measures already are proving far more severe than had been anticipated’.

SCARLETT

Scarlett heard the phone ring with annoyance. Alex again.

No one did brooding hero like Alex, tall, dark, handsome and heartbroken. Nor was she prepared to discuss with anyone from uni exactly why she had ordered him out, not with Barbara indignantly telling all and sundry she’d been there all innocently that night . . .

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me.’

‘Jed! What’s happened?’

‘Constable Ryan just rang to tip me off. The detective thinks he knows who killed Merv. The inquest isn’t going to be just identification and then an adjournment. I’m going to be called as a witness. You too.’

‘Has he arrested anyone?’ Scarlett’s mind scrabbled after the implications.

‘No,’ said Jed.

‘Why not, if he knows who did it?’ The implication sank in. Sam. Wonderful, helpless Sam, who could not defend himself.

‘Scarlett, I’m scared.’

‘Me too. Look, I’ll be down as soon as I can. You shouldn’t be by yourself.’

‘I’m not. Half the district’s coming to dinner. Carol’s idea, I think. Everyone’s bringing a plate.’

Scarlett didn’t ask who ‘everyone’ was. ‘I’ll see you soon,’ she said.




Chapter 55

Correction: Australia’s unemplogment figures should have read 388,616, not 3,388,616. This was a typesitter’s error.

FISH

Plates, bowls and platters filled the Dribble tables and benches — potato salad and tabouli, zucchini fritters, vegan sausages (mostly zucchini), sliced rolled shoulder of lamb stuffed with apricots and spiced rice, coleslaw (only partly zucchini), sausage rolls, zucchini cheese bread and much, much more, a continuous rotation on washing up and making cups of tea or brewing pots of coffee.

Fish filled a plate with falafels and hummus, and beetroot and coriander salad, then took it out to the orchard to eat on one of the blankets spread under the trees.

The yard was as full of people as the house: the Greats and Nancy and Michael and their sons, a woman called Moira who was some kind of relation too, with half a dozen kids in wheelchairs racing each other along the track and scaring the chooks who’d been hoping for scraps, blokes in beards, women in moleskins or Indian dresses or embroidered overalls, the big girl from the Blue Belle and others she had never seen before. Jed sat under a tree, Mattie on a blanket next to her. People stopped to hug her, comfort her, reassure her. She looked worried, but far from the empty, despairing woman Fish had first met.

Broccoli Bill strummed a guitar in the shade of another tree. He knew how to play too, not just six chords to accompany bad singing. Fish wondered if he delivered vegetables everywhere around here on his bike. His leg muscles must be like iron.

Wes sat with a group of people her own age, but he kept looking at her. Fish made sure the blonde wig was straight, hoping he’d come over.

‘Mind if I join you?’ Gran sat cross-legged next to her, surprisingly limber, a plate piled with cold sliced lamb, a hot jacket potato with sour cream, iceberg lettuce salad and garlic bread.

Oh, great. No way Wes would come over with Gran here . . .

‘Fish, I didn’t want to say this at the house, but if you’d like, I could fly you back home tomorrow. Or you could take a commercial airline from Canberra if you’ve had enough of small planes.’

‘I like the Dragon,’ said Fish truthfully. ‘You’d have to fly back by yourself for the inquest on Wednesday.’ Which she wanted to attend, to see if the police had the answers she’d been unable to find. Nor was she quite ready to face Mum yet.

Gran smiled. ‘I’d have the sky for company.’

‘I want to stay for the inquest,’ said Fish. Nor was it just to know who the police believed had done the murder. It would seem silly to say that Jed needed her support, with all the family and friends here tonight. The Greats too were part of a vast interlocking web of love and caring.

But she had learned this in Gibber’s Creek: a community is made up of individuals, each one making the decision, consciously or not, to take part. She too had made the decision that come what may on Wednesday she would be there, a tiny part of a far greater whole.

Gran looked at her, evaluating, then finally nodded. Gran was no fool. ‘Good,’ she said. She chewed her lamb in silence for a while. ‘May I give you some advice?’

Fish smiled. ‘What if I said no?’

‘Then I wouldn’t tell you. Unwanted advice may as well be shouted down the drain.’

‘Okay. Advise.’

Gran looked at her seriously. ‘You are your parents’ daughter. Not their friend, despite your mother dragging you to meetings and demonstrations with her. Not their counsellor or guardian. Their relationship, their readjusting to who they are — that’s their problem, not yours. The one great responsibility parents have to their children is to deal with their own emotional tangles and not make their kids help solve them.’

Fish considered. ‘Does Mum know that?’

‘She does now,’ said Gran dryly. ‘I phoned her last night. It’s time someone told that girl some home truths, and who better than her mother?’

‘How did Mum take it?’

‘Thoughtfully. But it’s really up to you. Don’t get too involved in your parents’ lives. Make them cups of tea, change their nappies maybe when they get ancient —’

‘Yuck,’ said Fish, then shrugged. She would if she had to.

‘— but let them sort out their own emotional complications. Always remember that it is you who are the child, they who are the parents. Even if they forget sometimes.’

‘Are you going to need your nappy changed?’

‘Not on your nelly,’ said Gran. ‘I’ll change my own nappies, thank you, or fly into the sunset and vanish with the clouds.’

Gran was serious, Fish realised. And she was right. If that day ever came, it would be Fish’s job to make a final cup of tea, to say she loved her, to say goodbye, to be the grandchild, not the parent, not the friend.

‘I love you,’ she said.

‘I love you too, weird and wonderful child that you are.’

‘I’m not that young!’

‘I’m not that ancient either.’ Gran stood with very little creaking. ‘I’m going to get some pavlova. Like some?’

‘Maybe later. Hey, you know something? I’ve only seen a single snake all the time I’ve been here.’

Gran laughed. ‘Look over there, in the corner of the carport.’

Fish looked. A long black piece of firewood stared back at her.

‘Pretending to be a stick and terrified of all of us. It’s good pavlova,’ said Gran.

Fish gazed at the stick, then looked away when she realised the snake was registering her attention. She didn’t want to scare it further.

After all, this was its home, its community of animals, too.




Chapter 56

Investment Firm Predicts China Might Become World’s Biggest Economy

Investment firm Goldman Sachs has forecast that Deng Xiaoping’s China’s GDP could be the biggest in the world by 2027. Can the Sleeping Panda become an economic giant?

FISH

It ended up a great party. Wes came over to her, and they talked and talked, then everyone sang, which should have been corny but wasn’t, old songs like Waltzing Matilda or Blowing in the Wind, and people handed out mugs of very herbal tea and biscuits, and the moon rose like a vast gold pumpkin over the trees and river. For the first time Fish understood why the Greats lived here. Why anyone did.

The phone was ringing inside the house as Great-Uncle Joseph parked the car. He’d driven Blue’s, which was big enough to hold them all. Fish ran to answer it.

She picked up the receiver. ‘The McAlpine residence.’

‘Fish, is that you?’ The voice and the accent were unmistakable.

‘Dad!’ Fish sagged onto the hall chair. ‘Where are you? Are you okay? I’m so, so sorry —’

‘There is nothing to be sorry for. I am so sorry you have been so worried. I did not know till today. I wrote to you at your grandmother’s.’ 


Not to the flat, she thought. Had he known Fish would go to Gran? Or maybe he thought Mum mightn’t have given a letter to her. But she was the daughter, not the parent. She would not ask. ‘Gramps mustn’t have sent it on.’

‘I know. I spoke to him. He doesn’t check the mail.’

‘Mum has been worried too. We didn’t know where you were!’

‘I thought you or your grandmother would tell her.’

‘Everyone’s been so worried.’ Fish tried to find the words. ‘Dad, I shouldn’t have said —’

‘No, you were right. I have a new life now. I must not cling to the old one.’ She could almost hear the smile in his voice when he said, ‘I have got a job and a flat to live in.’

‘That’s wonderful! Where are you working?’

‘A restaurant called the Golden Orient, in the Valley. I am cooking.’

Fish bit back an exclamation. She had expected a government job, or a translator or even a tutor in Vietnamese at the uni — except there wasn’t a course in Vietnamese. But the more she thought about it, the more right it seemed. Her father loved cooking, loved feeding people. Would create a new life, his own life, not sharing Mum’s life and some memories.

‘I can’t wait to go there.’

He laughed. ‘It’s mostly sweet and sour, not real cooking. They think that is all Australians want, but I do not agree. I will have my own restaurant, as soon as I learn a bit more about how business is done in Australia. In your Gibber’s Creek, perhaps.’

‘No. You seriously don’t want to live here. There are snakes.’

‘Snakes are good fortune,’ he reproved her.

‘Not these ones,’ she replied, then wondered. Because, despite the snakes, despite more death and loss and hardship than she’d ever heard about before, this was a good place, a deeply happy place. ‘Well, maybe,’ she admitted.

‘I have rung your mother too, to tell her, to apologise. She would like you home, Fish.’

‘She hasn’t said so,’ said Fish stiffly. 


‘I think your mother does not say things close to her heart easily, to me or to you.’

Fish was silent. Dad was right about that too.

‘She loves you, Fish.’

Actually, thought Fish, quite a lot of people seem to love me. It was a strange realisation. She had acquired a large family here, not all of it related to her by blood. But it was almost time to go home.

‘I love you too,’ said her father. ‘You will be home soon?’

‘Yes. I just need to stay here a little longer. Love you too, Dad,’ she said. She hung up the receiver and went to tell Gran.




Chapter 57

You Can Never Have Too Many Zucchini by Broccoli Bill Smith

Zucchini Cakes

For every cup of grated zucchini add 1 dessertspoon chopped parsley, 2 chopped cloves garlic, 1 dessertspoon chopped onion, 1 egg, 1 tbsp plain flour. Mix well. Drop spoonsful on a hot pan with plenty of olive oil or butter. Cook till brown on one side, then turn.

If the cake sticks, the pan wasn’t hot enough or clean enough. If the zucchini mixture is very liquid, you may need to add a little more flour.

FISH

Fish turned her bicycle onto the track that led to Halfway to Eternity. Gran had vanished to stay with her sister up at Rock Farm for a couple of days, now the great-grandson had finally been born. Fish had decided not to go with her. Broccoli Bill had sort of invited her to paint a mural on their big shed wall. Well, what he’d really said was, ‘Saw that painting of yours at Moura. Cool, really cool.’ Wes had said, ‘How about a mural on the new shed?’ and his father had replied, ‘Yeah, cool,’ and wandered off to get more herbal tea.

Which was enough for Fish. The blonde wig was in place, and she wore her second-best fish T-shirt — not her best one, if she was painting. She hoped they did have enough paint. Wes said the commune had lots of cans left over from various painting jobs, but he’d have no idea how much would be needed. She’d brought her own brushes — from long experience she knew that brushes from past painting jobs had probably been left in the turps too long and grown hard — and the paints left over from her mural at Moura too.

So that was the ‘Eternity’ sign, roughly carved into a bare space where someone had removed some of the bark from a gum tree. Fish smiled. Nancy was so indignant that she didn’t want to be able to tell one gum tree from another . . .

 . . . and there was the commune, the one started by Sam, and not what she had expected at all. Half a dozen solid-looking houses scattered along a hill overlooking the river, two old-fashioned stone ones, the others clay coloured but still normal shaped. They even had roses blooming out the front. The only signs of hippiedom were the sagging geodesic dome up on the hill and what looked like a communal barbecue area with a big round pizza oven. Even the vegetable and orchard areas could have been an ordinary market garden.

Someone appeared at the door of one of the clay-coloured houses. Wes waved to her and ran down. ‘Hi. I wasn’t sure if you were really going to come.’

‘Of course I was. Is that the shed?’ Which was a dumb question, as it was the only new shed around, Colorbond and about ten metres long. Ten metres to work with . . . ‘What colours have you got?’

‘There’re a couple of big cans of white, a bit of yellow and brown, and some red and blue. I’m not sure what else.’

‘I can work with that,’ said Fish, already focusing on the space. Colours could be mixed to make new colours, and her work was shapes, not details. She needed to find the subject first, the shape. Something that was needed here, the right painting, the perfect place . . . 

‘What are you going to paint?’ asked Wes eagerly. ‘How about the river? Or wombats and roos?’

‘I don’t do trees,’ said Fish absently. ‘Or animals.’

‘Why not?’

She looked at him, trying to explain. ‘I like to paint what needs to be painted. Something I’ve seen and understood. I don’t understand trees, or wombats and kangaroos, because I’m not interested in them.’ And had never realised till she met Nancy that there was anything to understand.

Should she paint the orphans? No, that wasn’t right for the commune. This had to be right for here. Unless . . .

And then she had it. Perfect. Right. So right that all the pieces clicked inside her mind. It was almost as if the artwork had always existed, then just slid into her mind. Now all she had to do was place it on the shed.

‘Where’s the paint?’ she asked abruptly.

‘In the old shed. Wouldn’t you like a drink first? Nan made chocolate zucchini cake.’

‘Maybe later,’ she said absently. ‘Show me the paint first. You’ve got some turps?’

‘Yeah, sure.’ Wes began to show her the way.

Six hours later the outline had spread across the wall. Flesh tones, pink and brown and yellow mixed with the white: people, because Fish did not paint gum trees, never would understand gum trees.

Fish painted the truth.

And there it was on the shed wall. Just the beginning — it would need another two or three days to complete. But even now you could see the story.

These were the dead. But the dead lived in their descendants, in the future they had created.

There were Nancy’s ancestors, stepping from a snaking rainbow; Mrs Lee’s friends, gazing from their boat at a coast they would never reach alive; Clancy of the Overflow hand in hand with a girl with dark skin and a white dress; Pete Sampson’s mates, young, in khaki, as they strode off to war; a woman who might be the Matilda everyone talked about, wearing the green dress she’d seen Jed wear now, standing in that extraordinary gold and green light about the billabong; orphan children who would never grow old gazing from a window.

None of the faces was exact. Fish did not do exact. Truth was not exact, because if you ever told the whole truth, it would take forever, as every fact was linked into another. But they were recognisable. Were recognised, as one by one the commune dwellers came to watch, to murmur, then to stare.

The mural grew, still only outlines. The living faced the dead now and murmured, pointed, smiled.

Someone handed her a cup of herbal tea, which she drank, and home-made lemon cordial, which she enjoyed. She kept on painting. Someone passed her slices of chocolate zucchini cake, and slices of tomato and zucchini pizza. She ate. She painted.

The blonde wig was too hot. She took it off, felt the breeze ruffle her damp hair.

Time to paint the living now, who would one day take their place under the quiet soil as ancestors too. A rough but recognisable sketch of two circus girls from the poster back at Moura; Nancy in the internment camp, staring at the sky that linked her to the country of her heart.

The background changed: a few broccoli and zucchini and enormous ridged tomatoes, solar panels. She’d add more, later, as she filled the work in. She needed more red paint too. And now she added dingoes, because even though she did not paint animals, the dingoes were missing too. They weren’t dingo shapes — she wasn’t even sure what shape a dingo should be — but the faint image of dog-like heads howling at the sky. And then the final face, more detailed than the rest, known from the many photos at Moura and at Dribble.

‘Sam,’ said someone, a woman wearing overalls, her voice choked.

Suddenly Fish heard the sound of an engine. Great-Uncle Joseph’s ute, with Great-Aunt Blue sitting next to him. Dinnertime. She could smell more pizzas from down at the big oven. The Greats must have come to take her and her bike home.

And all at once she was terrified: she understood what she had done. She had painted their lost son, painted him the way everyone spoke of him, not just his shape. She had painted truth, and truth could hurt.

She had vowed she would hurt no more, and yet she had painted this.

She heard Blue’s cry, heard her sob in her husband’s arms. Joseph stared, his face twisted in grief.

Fish froze. She wanted to run, escape. But this time she had to face what she had done.

She felt a hand in hers. Wes. ‘It’s good,’ he said quietly. ‘Brilliant.’

Fish nodded dumbly. Brilliant was not an excuse. Brilliance could just make the pain worse.

Blue looked up. She stared at the mural again, as if taking in each detail. Fish stood, waiting for her to speak.

But she didn’t. She ran to Fish, stumbling on the tussocks, and hugged her. Hugged her hard. When she stepped back, she was smiling. A shaky smile, but a true one.

‘It’s Sam,’ said Great-Aunt Blue, her voice still not steady. ‘It’s perfect. It really is.’

‘It’s not finished yet,’ said Fish hurriedly. ‘It’ll be better when I . . .’

But Blue wasn’t listening. Joseph put his arm around her and they stood there, the two Greats, arm in arm, looking at their son, missing from their lives as he lay in his hospital bed, here again, in the commune that he had begun.

Wes handed Fish another mug of herbal tea, and down at the oven someone hauled out another batch of pizzas.




Chapter 58

Maternity Leave for Aussie Women

The Arbitration Commission has awarded Australian women the right to six weeks’ compulsory unpaid maternity leave with the option of extending the leave to one year. The provisions, which will flow to all awards covering women in the private sector, will take affect on 2 April.

JED

Jed sat, slowly shredding her fingernails, Joseph on one side, holding her hand, Scarlett on the other, in the back room of the Gibber’s Creek Courthouse. The other witnesses sat on chairs around the room: Detective Rodrigues, Constable Ryan, the blokes from the fire crew, a couple of the men who worked at Drinkwater. Witnesses at a coronial inquiry weren’t permitted to listen to the proceedings until they had given their evidence.

She had dressed sedately, hoping that would make her evidence more credible. Leafsong was minding Mattie — the baby was too young to understand whatever was said there that day, but Jed still didn’t want Sam’s daughter to hear anything that might cast suspicion on her father.

What was happening in there? Had the coroner already said who the police thought had killed Merv? She twisted her fingers again, trying to hide her nervousness.

No one talked. A heat-drunk fly buzzed at the window. Once the seat of local law, the courthouse was used infrequently now for the odd wedding or for tourists on Heritage Day, to admire its wooden panelling. Or, as today, for an inquest.

Sam, she thought. Please, please don’t let them say anything bad about Sam. My wonderful Sam . . .

Constable Ryan was called first, presumably to describe how the body had been found, then Detective Rodrigues. Jed watched him go. She wanted to hate him, but he was only trying to find the truth.

Time passed. Terror crept from her toes, paralysing her. She couldn’t talk now even if she wanted to.

‘Mrs McAlpine?’

Jed stood, her body suddenly working. Joseph stood too, hugged her quickly.

‘You’ll be right,’ said Scarlett, trying too hard to sound confident.

Jed nodded numbly. She followed the man into the main courtroom and took the seat he indicated.

The room was crowded. Hot. They were all there, her family by blood and her family by adoption, Julieanne next to the whole McAlpine clan, including Fish, with that boy from the commune, Broccoli Bill’s son, sitting next to her, and the Thompsons. Even Jim had come down from Sydney for the inquest.

She had the strangest feeling that Matilda was in the room too. Matilda Thompson had ruled the district for nearly a century. Love and control like that did not erode just because your body died.

The coroner was a woman. Jed hadn’t expected that. Carol was the only female lawyer she knew. But were coroners necessarily lawyers? She realised she didn’t know, though their barrister, whom Michael and Joseph had insisted they have, had explained that the rules of evidence were not the same as in a court of law. Hearsay evidence was admissible, and people’s opinions.

She hunted for Carol in the crowd. Yes, there she was, at the back, with Broccoli Bill and Mack and all the Beards from the factory.

Questions from the counsel assisting the coroner. Jed tried to concentrate on her answers, keeping them true but as uninformative as she could. She could not risk even the slightest suspicion that she had been involved in Merv’s death . . .

Yes, Mr Mervyn had threatened her, demanded money or he’d tell everyone about her past. She had told him that everyone who mattered already knew everything that mattered. Yes, she was scared of him — not of what he might say but because she knew he could be violent.

‘Could you be more exact, Mrs McAlpine?’

Jed shut her eyes briefly. She could not say the word ‘rape’ in front of so many strangers. She gave a smaller slice of truth instead. Mr Mervyn had assaulted her in the past. Yes, she had tried to follow Scarlett into town the day of the bushfire.

‘Why didn’t you, Mrs McAlpine?’

This was it. She was under oath. Admit she had seen Merv? But what if they decided she had killed him? Even if the court decided it had been in self-defence, manslaughter meant a jail sentence of a minimum of three years. Three years without Mattie. A mother labelled as a killer . . .

The only thing she could do for Sam now was keep his daughter safe.

‘My waters broke, and I went into labour suddenly. My car went off the road. I managed to get back to the house.’ This was the truth, but not the whole truth, which she had sworn to give. ‘The flames were all around by then, but the house was protected by the firebreak and the automatic watering system. I . . . I tried to think how to deliver my baby myself . . .’ She didn’t try to stop the tears, the terror in her voice. They were real, her story true. Please, please let the tears and anguish stop them asking for more.

‘I know this is hard for you, Mrs McAlpine. Would you like a little time?’

Jed shook her head numbly.

‘Only one last question. Once you were back at the house, did you see or hear Mr Mervyn, or a person, car or engine, until Ms Kelly-O’Hara, Dr McAlpine and Ms Carol Endacott arrived?’

‘No,’ said Jed, desperately glad that she could tell the whole truth with this.

‘Thank you, Mrs McAlpine.’

Her barrister stood. Mr Fox, dark haired and dark skinned, slightly rotund and totally unfoxlike. ‘Mrs McAlpine, when your husband found out Mr Mervyn was harassing you, what did he do?’

‘He said I should have called the police. He called them straight away. Constable Ryan said he’d keep a watch on the house and have a word with Merv. He’d let us know if he managed to talk to him.’

‘Did Constable Ryan phone you?’

‘Yes, but only to say there’d been no sign of Merv. We assumed that once he’d found out I couldn’t be blackmailed he’d left.’

‘So neither you nor your husband had any idea Mr Mervyn was still in the district on the morning of the bushfire?’

‘No idea at all. Sam would never have gone to Rocky Valley if he thought Merv was still around.’

‘Have you any knowledge that might help find Mr Mervyn’s killer?’

Jed shook her head. ‘If I had, I’d have told the police. But Merv was a bully when I first met him. He probably assaulted other women. He may have tried to blackmail other people too. A man like that could have many enemies.’

Mr Fox smiled. ‘Thank you, Mrs McAlpine. You have been very helpful.’

Jed moved to step down.

‘Mrs McAlpine, a little more if you don’t mind.’ It was the coroner. Jed hadn’t realised she could ask questions too. She clenched her fists, trying to breathe calmly. ‘You said the fire was around your house?’ 


‘Yes. The smoke was so thick you couldn’t see more than a metre or so. The wind was screaming too.’

‘So you might not have heard a car? Or even the fire truck? Especially as you would have been in great pain.’

‘I . . . I think I would have. I heard Joseph’s ute and then the fire truck after that.’

‘But you didn’t hear anyone else?’

‘No.’ The answer sounded too bare, too lacking in respect. Should she call her ‘your honour’? She should have asked Mr Fox. ‘The road doesn’t get many cars at any time, and especially not on a day like that.’

‘Can you think of any reason then why an enemy of Mr Mervyn might be on that road, on a day of such extreme danger?’

‘I’ve thought about that. Of course I’ve thought about that. They’d have known his body would be burned in the fire — maybe hoped no one would even think it was murder.’

‘But how would they have known he was there?’

‘Followed him,’ said Jed. It sounded unlikely. Impossible. But it was also the only explanation she had been able to find for Merv’s death.

‘Thank you, Mrs McAlpine. I know how hard this has been for you.’

Jed stumbled towards the seats. Nancy reached out a hand, gathered her into the family.

The forensic pathologist took the stand. He should have given evidence earlier, but had been delayed in Sydney traffic. Jed dug her nails into her hands, willing him to say something, anything, that might make it impossible to suspect Sam.

Male, glasses, looking apologetically at the crowd as if unwilling for his evidence to be used to accuse a murderer. Yes, the evidence was unmistakable. Ignatius Mervyn had been tied up when his body was burned. The position of the ties would have made it impossible for him to walk, or to have sought shelter in the church while he was bound like that.

No, it was impossible to tell forensically what Mr Mervyn had been tied up with. Decomposition of the body as well as damage from the fire also made it impossible to tell exactly how or when he had died, but there was evidence of smoke in the remaining lung tissue. The bulldozer had also left skeletal damage, so he could not say if Mr Mervyn had been knocked out or drugged beforehand, or even shot, if the bullet had only hit soft tissue. No, no such bullet had been found on site, but the ground had been disturbed by the bulldozer. It was also possible Mr Mervyn had been shot elsewhere and the bullet had gone through the body.

Mr Fox stood up. ‘You say there’s no way to tell the time of death forensically?’

‘That’s right.’

‘So Mr Mervyn might have been dead for days?’

‘Detective Rodrigues has already explained that the church was cleaned by . . .’ the coroner checked her notes ‘. . . Mrs Theodorakis and her daughter two days before the fire.’

‘Which left two days for the body to have been put there,’ said the lawyer. ‘Mr Mervyn may even have been dead long before the day of the fire. That is possible, isn’t it?’ he asked the pathologist.

The pathologist nodded. ‘Yes, that is possible, though it doesn’t explain the smoke in the lung tissue.’

‘Placing the body in the church proved to be an excellent way of clouding the time and means of death, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Yes, I think I would say that.’

But it doesn’t explain how Merv’s car got to Dribble the day of the fire, thought Jed. But maybe the coroner wouldn’t think of that, or might think that whoever killed him had driven it there. Except, of course, that was not how it had been . . .

‘Thank you.’ Mr Fox sat down with a small smile of satisfaction.

Jed hugged Scarlett briefly before her sister took the stand or, rather, rolled her wheelchair next to it. Jed tensed as Scarlett made her oath, her hand on the Bible, small and serious. Scarlett wouldn’t deliberately betray her. But what if she was tricked into giving something away?

Yes, her name was Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara. No, that was not her birth name, but the one she had assumed, now hers by deed poll. Yes, she and Dr McAlpine and Ms Carol Endacott had driven along the Overflow road to Dribble at about four-thirty that afternoon.

‘Did you see Mr Mervyn’s car?’

‘Yes, but I didn’t notice it then. I was too worried about Jed.’

‘You’d seen Mr Mervyn’s car before?’

‘Yes, several times. He parked it just down the road from Dribble.’

‘Do you know why he did that?’

‘To frighten Jed.’

‘Did he succeed?’

Scarlett glanced at Jed. Jed nodded. ‘Yes,’ said Scarlett.

‘What was Mr Sam McAlpine’s reaction to his intimidation of his wife?’

Scarlett hesitated. ‘Angry. Protective.’

‘Frustrated because he couldn’t do anything?’

‘He did do something. He called the police.’ Scarlett looked over at Constable Ryan gratefully. ‘Constable Ryan was really good about it. He told other people to watch out for Merv’s car too, or to be with Jed when Sam or I couldn’t be there.’

‘But Mrs McAlpine was alone that afternoon?’

‘No, she was with me. I thought her car was right behind me while I was driving back into town. The smoke was so thick I couldn’t see anything. I just assumed . . .’ Scarlett suddenly looked like she would cry. ‘I still have nightmares about it. I should have driven in with her. Made sure she got to the Blue Belle safely.’

Oh, Scarlett, thought Jed desperately.

Mr Fox stood up. ‘Mr Mervyn didn’t approach the house on the day of the fire while you were there?’

‘No.’

‘Can you be sure of that?’ asked the coroner.

Scarlett turned to her. ‘Yes, I think so. Maxi, our dog, would have barked or growled. She’d met Merv. She didn’t like him.’

‘Thank you, Miss Kelly-O’Hara.’

Jed tasted blood as Scarlett wheeled away to the back of the courtroom where her chair wouldn’t block the aisle. She must have bitten her lip. Nancy stood and went to sit next to Scarlett. Nancy looked pale, her face set like stone.

Joseph spoke next, confirming Scarlett’s account, trying to sound dispassionate and professional, the anguish for his son evident.

Yes, Sam had told them that a man called Merv was stalking Jed, but he had expressed every confidence in the ability of the police to handle the matter. He would not have gone to Rocky Valley in the fire truck otherwise. Yes, he had spoken to his son about the events of that day and about Mr Mervyn. Nothing his son had said to him could shed any light on what had happened to Mr Mervyn.

‘May I say something, Madam Coroner?’

‘Of course, Dr McAlpine.’

‘I know my boy. He wouldn’t murder anyone, nor would he desecrate a church like that. Sam and Jed were married there.’ He managed to keep his voice steady as he added, ‘It was one of the happiest days of my life. And Sam’s.’

Blue gave a small, choked cry. Kirsty and Mah hugged her.

‘Thank you, Dr McAlpine.’

Joseph sat at the end of the pew next to Blue, carefully not looking at anyone, obviously trying not to break down in public. Blue let her tears fall, accepting a hanky from Kirsty.

Bill gave evidence after that, red faced, helpless, admitting yet again that Sam and the fire truck had vanished in the smoke across the paddocks for ‘. . . ten minutes max it must have been. We could hear the engine all the time.’

The counsel assisting the coroner looked at him without emotion. ‘I believe in your first statement to the police you said Mr McAlpine was gone for “about twenty minutes”.’

‘Well, yeah, at first, maybe. But thinking it over, it was ten minutes. The boys all agree. You couldn’t get the fire truck to the church and back in ten minutes. No way.’

‘Did you know Ignatius Mervyn?’ asked the coroner.

‘Yeah. Sam told us all about him, what he’d done to Jed, how he was hounding her again.’

‘Did Mr McAlpine ever say that he planned to do anything about Mr Mervyn?’

‘Yeah. Call the police.’ Bill glanced at Constable Ryan as if for confirmation.

‘Anything else?’

Bill blinked. ‘Well, er . . .’

‘Did Mr McAlpine say anything else?’ pressed the assisting counsel.

‘He said he’d knock his block off if he came near Jed again. But he was just saying it. Sam wouldn’t hurt a fly. Well, maybe a fly. Look, Sam was a good bloke. Is a good bloke, I mean. The best! The police have no right to be making accusations at a bloke who can’t defend himself.’

‘Thank you, Mr Sampson.’

Mr Fox stood. ‘Mr Sampson, did Mr McAlpine express any worry that Mr Mervyn might approach his wife again?’

Bill looked relieved. ‘Hell, no. He wouldn’t have left Jed if he thought that Merv’d be back again. Sam was worried enough about her having the baby while he wasn’t there. There was no fire near Gibber’s Creek when we left either. Sam wouldn’t have gone to Rocky Valley if there had been.’

‘So you travelled back solely to fight the Gibber’s Creek fire?’

‘Well, that and Jed being so pregnant. When Fire Control ordered us to Sydney, we thought to hell with them, we’re going home. That’s where we were needed.’

A stir in the courtroom. Jed realised this piece of knowledge had not been made public before. She could see when Bill realised it too.

‘But nonetheless, Mr McAlpine was worried only about his wife’s safety because she was so pregnant in a bushfire?’

‘Too right. Worried sick he was.’

‘Thank you, Mr Sampson.’

Tubby in the witness stand, then Bluey, each reluctantly telling the same story. No, it was impossible to see far that day. Yes, they had been ordered to Sydney, but Sam had been desperate to get home to Jed. Yes, Sam was gone for a short time with the fire truck, finding a clear way through the paddocks. Each looked apologetically at Jed, each anguished as they put stroke after stroke on the portrait of Sam McAlpine, killer . . .

Because if Sam had seen Merv when he’d tried to find another way through — and if that ten minutes had really been twenty, or even forty, because it was so very clear that Bill and the others were lying for Sam — he could have got around the fire front across the Overflow road, could have found Merv near Dribble, struck him down, tied him up, dumped him in the church . . .

Except he wouldn’t have, thought Jed dazedly. Not Sam. Struck him, maybe, especially if he had seen Merv lighting the fire. Tied him up, maybe. But not left him to burn to death, not when he had his mates ready to take Merv to the police . . .

The mates who had spent the previous thirty hours fighting fires, risking their lives and almost losing them. Exhausted, high on adrenalin . . . would Merv really have been safe with them? She had heard stories of blackened bodies with jerry cans found after fires, firebugs found, stopped and left to die, and no one looking too closely at who had done it.

No! Not these men. None of them had a whisper of vigilante in their souls. They were good men . . .

Michael put his arm around Jed. Blue took her hand, held it hard in hers. Jed hardly noticed.

Two more witnesses who had been working at Drinkwater the day of the fire, each confirming that no strangers had gone along the road.

And then it was done.

No, thought Jed. There has to be more evidence. A stranger had to have gone along the Overflow road. Someone who hated Merv . . .

The coroner collected the papers in front of her. ‘Thank you, all. I will consider . . .’

She was going to decide Sam did it. Because the police hadn’t looked for anyone else with motive and opportunity. Only Sam had those. And her.

And suddenly she knew what she must do. They couldn’t prove she’d killed Merv, because she hadn’t. And if people muttered that she might be a killer, well, she could bear the gossip. Mattie would have her extended family, by blood and friendship, to keep her strong against the whispers.

She had to say that she had seen Merv that day. That the fire was already closing in from Overflow when she’d last seen him, so there would have been no time for Sam to get to them, even if he’d found a way. She must do this for Sam. For Blue and Joseph, who should not harbour any doubt that their beloved son might have killed a man, even accidentally.

She had to speak.

Jed stood. ‘Excuse me . . .’ she began.




Chapter 59

You Should Never Get Tired of Zucchini by Brocccolli Bill Smith

Zucchini Gingerbread

Ingredients: 125gm butter, 100gm brown sugar, 125gm self-raising flour, 2 eggs, 1 dessertspoon treacle, 2 tsp ground ginger, 2 dessertspoons crystallised ginger, finely chopped, 125gm grated zucchini, 2 tbsp ground almonds.

Melt the butter, add the treacle and sugar, stir well. Take off the heat, stir in the eggs, then add the other ingredients. Moisten with a little milk if necessary. Bake in a slow oven for an hour, or till a skewer comes out clean (this will depend on the size of the cake tin). Leave un-iced, or spread thinly with lemon icing when cold.

Lemon Icing

Add a dash of lemon juice to icing sugar, with one tablespoon of butter for every cup of icing sugar. Don’t add too much juice at once in case it gets too runny — just add more as necessary.

FISH

‘No!’ Fish muttered as Jed stood up. She’d left the blonde wig off. People had been asking if they could feel her head all day, saying it felt like velvet. Wes seemed to like it too.

Now he stared at her. She shook her head mutely at him.

She’d asked the wrong questions. She had been so fixated on her mass murderer, so reassured by Nancy, that she had missed the most obvious point of all. The detective had missed it too, because he also had a preconceived notion he didn’t want to lose.

And because neither of them knew Gibber’s Creek.

But Fish did now. Enough.

There had been other people around Dribble, Drinkwater and Overflow that day. Those two men had just testified to that. People that they’d expected to see there: those fighting the fire, or just checking people were okay. People who were so expected you didn’t notice them, like the police and the fire brigade people.

Jim Thompson. He’d have been going from place to place all day, checking things were right. No one would be surprised when they saw Jim, or any of the Drinkwater men. Just as no one would have been surprised to see Great-Uncle Joseph either, if he’d come out to check on Moura. Everyone from the commune would have been fighting the fire too. No one would remember Broccoli Bill had been there either, unless they were specifically asked. Weird, fixated, sure he knew best, but everyone was used to him. No one might have seen him in the smoke, or heard him, silent on his bicycle . . .

‘Fish?’ whispered Wes.

She couldn’t look at him. She shook her head, gazing at Jed as she walked towards the witness stand. Jed was going to try to draw suspicion onto herself. She hadn’t realised who was the most obvious suspect of all. But she could not let Wes know that she had worked out his father could have been there, was the kind of person who was so confident that his beliefs were right that he might have killed . . .

Someone else stood up in front of her . . .




Chapter 60

Weather forecast: Maximum 32, minimum 18, wind northwest, chance of showers about the ranges.

THE KILLER

The courthouse was too hot. Two fans weren’t enough. The crowd made the room hotter too.

That wasn’t why the killer was sweating.

The killer watched as Jed Kelly walked to the witness stand again, trembling. She was going to tell them. Finally Jed Kelly was going to tell the whole truth.

The killer had seen it all: had seen Jed on the track to the billabong that day; seen the blue car; had known what Ignatius Mervyn intended even before Jed fled towards the flames; had understood that if Merv wasn’t caught, then he would go after Jed again, time after time.

The killer couldn’t let Jed tell the truth now. Admitting Merv had tried to kill her that day would not take the suspicion from Sam McAlpine. It would only make people think they might both be guilty — Jed defending herself from her tormentor, even stabbing or shooting him perhaps, Sam hiding the body in a place that would be burned.

He’d loved Jed Kelly for ten years, ever since that long-ago New Year’s Day picnic on the river. She hadn’t even noticed he was there. What would a brilliant young woman have ever wanted with a country constable, one who’d left school in Year Ten? And when he’d first met her, she’d only had eyes for that Nicholas fellow, the romantic wounded veteran, not a high-school kid. And after that, it had been Sam McAlpine. William Ryan hadn’t even tried to compete. Oh, he might have, if Sam hadn’t been one of the good guys. But William had known Sam McAlpine all his life. Sam and Jed Kelly fitted. And he’d stayed silent.

He could not stay silent now.

He turned and looked at Scarlett. For the past year he had tried to tell himself that the best thing to do was say nothing, to let the case stay unsolved. It wasn’t until he had seen Scarlett standing beautiful, furious and unaided in the darkness to defend her sister that he realised how much the guilt had nibbled at his soul.

All his life William Ryan had tried to do right. If he didn’t speak now, he could never feel right again.

He met Scarlett’s eyes and gave her a brief nod. Saw the second of shock as she finally understood. Brilliant, incredible Scarlett whom he had never seen properly till that night, all fire and courage, clutching at her tea towel.

If only he could borrow a little of that courage now. And suddenly, miraculously, he felt it flow towards him.

Constable Ryan stood up as the sweat rolled cold down his back. ‘I killed Ignatius Mervyn,’ he said loudly. ‘I didn’t mean to, but I did.’




Chapter 61

St Vinnies Sale Makes $106.58

Last week’s St Vinnies sale made $106.58 for the help of those in need in our community. Congratulations to all involved!

JED

Jed stood, unable to move, even as the coroner repeated, ‘You may step down now, Mrs McAlpine.’ She found Joseph at her side, taking her hand, Blue beside him, hugging her as she finally stepped away, shaking, and Constable Ryan took her place.

He looked . . . the same. Not a murderer. Impossible he was a murderer. Constable Ryan was a good man: she’d swear that he was good.

‘I swear by Almighty God,’ began Constable Ryan, his voice trembling, his eyes seeking hers. She looked back at him in complete and endless gratitude, knowing she could say nothing, could do nothing, to thank him for what he had done, what she suspected he was going to do now.

‘You are still under oath,’ the coroner reminded him. ‘Now in your own words. Your name is . . .’

‘My name is William Ryan, Constable First Class. I am stationed at Gibber’s Creek, New South Wales. I attended the property known as Dribble on the evening of . . .’

Jed listened as Constable Ryan repeated how Sam had rung him when Merv first showed up; how he had investigated her past and Merv’s; how he had reassured them; patrolled the Overflow road as often as he had been able, watching for the blue car.

‘What would you have done if you had found Mr Mervyn there on an ordinary day?’ interrupted the coroner.

Constable Ryan looked surprised. ‘Given him an official warning, then told the McAlpines he was there. That’s all I could have done.’

‘Very well. Go on.’

‘I was on duty on the day in question. Acting in liaison with Fire Control, I drove out along the Overflow road that afternoon, making sure everyone was prepared or had evacuated. It wasn’t easy, as visibility was down to about a metre with the smoke. I called at Moura, but there was no one there. I called in at the commune and Drinkwater, but they had their own pumps and seemed to have it all in hand. I was heading past the turn-off to the billabong when I saw . . .’

Jed held her breath.

‘. . . Ignatius Mervyn holding a jerry can. It was immediately obvious this man was committing arson in some of the worst bushfire conditions the district had seen.’

What seemed to be a single angry whisper from many throats shuddered across the courtroom. William Ryan met Jed’s eyes for a second, then looked back at the coroner, his expression serious and open. ‘I believed then, and I believe now, that Mr Mervyn’s motive was to frighten or even kill Mrs McAlpine by burning her house. It was also obvious that if he was left unchecked, he might light more fires. So I hit him,’ said Constable Ryan simply. ‘I came up from behind and king-hit him. He went down. There wasn’t much time and it was the only way I could think of to stop him.’

Constable Ryan paused, choosing his words. ‘I had seen Mrs McAlpine’s car in the paddock. She wasn’t in it. I didn’t know she had gone into labour, but I was worried she might have been hurt in the accident, and that even if she hadn’t been, she would have been traumatised and would need to get into town urgently. Given their . . . history, I didn’t want her to have to share the police car with Mr Mervyn.’

He paused again. ‘You have to realise what it was like that day. There was burning debris flying all around. I handcuffed Mr Mervyn, but he hadn’t come to. It wasn’t safe to leave him lying there. The church was the closest building apart from Mrs McAlpine’s house and, more importantly, it did not appear to be in the fire’s path.’ For the first time Constable Ryan’s careful police composure slipped. ‘I swear I only took him there to keep him safe but secure . . .’

No, he isn’t going to say he saw me, thought Jed. He never would.

‘I turned back at once to get to Dribble and help Mrs McAlpine . . .’

Or had he? wondered Jed. How much was he not saying? Had he first tried to follow her along the track to the billabong, but been blocked by the flames? She of all people recognised that he was not telling the whole truth.

‘I couldn’t get through. There was another fire front coming from the direction of Overflow. I think Mr Mervyn must have lit it too, though with the wind in all directions that day, there was no way afterwards of seeing where the fire began. All I could see when I approached Dribble that day was a wall of fire. I turned back to get Mr Mervyn and bring him into town, but the church was already burning. I couldn’t even get near it . . .’

Yes, he must have tried to follow me down the track, thought Jed, her hands gripping Blue’s and Julieanne’s. The timetable he was giving would not quite make sense to anyone who had been in the fire at that place and at that time. But no one else here had been, or they’d have known that Constable Ryan could have got to Dribble before Scarlett, Joseph and Carol.

But he hadn’t. He’d been at the billabong, hunting for her body among the burning bark and debris, hoping she might have survived, never guessing she had made it back up the river to Dribble safely with an old Driza-Bone to help her and the whisper of the memory of Matilda . . .

‘I was still in the church paddock when I saw Dr McAlpine’s ute pass. I followed it up the road, then saw the tanker arrive. There was obviously no need for me there, so I proceeded down the road to check on the situation at Overflow . . .’

‘You didn’t think to notify anyone that you had left a man to die in the church?’ The coroner’s voice was carefully unemotional.

‘No, Madam Coroner,’ said Constable Ryan.

‘Why not?’

Ryan raised his chin, as if to take a punch from an invisible hand. ‘I hoped that he wouldn’t be found. I hoped that if he was, it wouldn’t be traced to me.’

Detective Rodrigues stood up. ‘Excuse me, Madam Coroner, may I ask a question?’

‘Certainly.’

‘No handcuffs were found with the body. Can you say what happened to them?’

‘Yes. The builder’s crew called me as soon as they found the body. They couldn’t see much in the rubble, just the legs. I cordoned off the area, then when everyone had gone, I removed the handcuffs. And that’s it,’ said Constable Ryan. His eyes met Jed’s again, then he looked to the back of the court and nodded.

Constable Ryan’s duty had been done.




Chapter 62

Why I Love Zucchini by Broccoli Bill Smith

People have been asking why I plant so many zucchini. Well, I’ll tell you this about zucchini: they’re the most generous veg I know. No matter how many you plant, you always have more than you ever dreamed.

I like that in a vegetable.

JED

‘What will happen to him?’

Mr Fox had joined them at the Blue Belle. Leafsong had placed pots of Queen Mary tea before them — the most appropriate tea for a crisis — and slices of apricot-topped almond cake with ice cream for the entire extended clan, tables pushed together to accommodate them all. Mattie was now on Nancy’s knee, enthusiastically dribbling her first ice cream, and Jed had finally stopped trembling.

It was over. Finally, absolutely over. Sam’s reputation was secure. Her secret was safe. And she was free of Merv at last.

She had tried to talk to William Ryan, to thank him, but by the time she had managed to get out of the courtroom he had vanished. And how could you thank someone for saving you and the man you loved from decades of whispers and gossip? Kind gossip, for the most part, but still a gleeful replaying of an old mystery, something her daughter should not have to face.

‘The police are questioning him now,’ said Mr Fox, swallowing his cake with appreciation. ‘It’s probably going to depend on whether the coroner hands down a verdict of manslaughter, or death by misadventure.’

‘And what then?’

‘If it’s misadventure, then Constable Ryan won’t be charged for Mr Mervyn’s death. He almost certainly will be charged with hindering the investigation and maybe assault too.’ Mr Fox shook his head. ‘Taking the handcuffs is going to go against him. By his own admission he did that with malice aforethought, though his confession will stand him in good stead. If it’s manslaughter, he will be arrested. If he pleads guilty — and it would be hard not to after his confession — there’ll be a hearing to determine his sentence. A manslaughter conviction means a minimum of three years in prison, though he would serve maybe just half of that with parole for good behaviour.’

‘But he didn’t mean to —’ began Jed. Blue took her hand again.

‘He caused the death of a man,’ said Mr Fox flatly. ‘It might have been different if he had immediately reported what he’d done. But instead he made every effort to hide the crime. Killing people is a crime,’ Mr Fox carefully placed equal portions of cake and ice cream on his cake fork, ‘even if you don’t mean to do it.’

Jed thought of Sam’s accident. No one had meant to do it. If Sam died — when he died — no one would be charged for that either. Darling Sam. She held out her arms for Mattie, clapping sticky hands, and gathered her closely, fiercely. Your father can’t be with you, she thought. But I will keep you safe. I will always keep you safe.

‘Ungle fice fream book,’ said Mattie, grabbing at the ice cream on Jed’s plate.

Jed reached down to the nappy bag for a washer, poured some water onto it from her glass and used it to wipe her daughter’s fingers. ‘Would you be prepared to act for Constable Ryan if the coroner says it’s manslaughter? I suppose the Police Union will get someone to represent him, but I’d like the best.’ Whoever Michael, Joseph and Jim had found would be the best.

Mr Fox nodded. ‘Yes. I think there is an excellent case for the minimum sentence.’

‘Will they sack him from the police force?’

‘Almost certainly. But I doubt he would wish to continue.’

She owed William Ryan her life, and her daughter’s life too. Nancy caught her eye and gave her a brief nod. Somewhere among the clan’s varied businesses, a job would be found for William Ryan, if he wanted it, one that might enable him to go to university too.

So many good men, thought Jed, looking around the pushed-together tables. Joseph, Michael, Jim, Mr Fox, Sam . . .

I know your name now. It’s Darling. Darling Sam, who even lying in the hospital was still her husband, still part of the heart of her life. Jed stroked her daughter’s ice-cream-silked nose with her index finger to make Mattie laugh, then pressed her face into the curls, drawing up the scent of baby, till Mattie wriggled off her knee and began to explore the café with eager toddling steps.

Such a rich world for her to grow into, thought Jed, watching Leafsong draw the chubby hands away from the cutlery on a table and sit her down with a pile of saucepans and cake tins.

Sam McAlpine would always walk with his daughter even when Mattie was grown and investigating the wider world. Strange how she had been so dubious about committing her life to Sam, but only now realised how much they had changed each other into what had truly been a marriage. Even if — when — Sam died, he would always be part of her now, just as Matilda would never truly leave her either.

Death was always tragedy, often almost impossible to bear. But you did bear it, because there was no choice, and where there had been such love, it was never quite the end.

That afternoon she would go down to the billabong and tell her ghosts just that. Though of course they all already knew.

Yes, thought Jed, looking around the tables, we are okay. No matter what happens, we are a family, facing it together.






Chapter 63

Will Margaret Thatcher Be PM of Britain?

It looks like Britain may be going to have its first female prime minister. The chances of that ever hoppening in Australia, however, romain remote . . .

AFTERWARDS

SCARLETT

Scarlett wheeled herself carefully along the cracked Cooma footpath. Yes, this was the right address. Cream brick veneer, marigolds in neat rows either side of a green gate, a good concrete path and, thank goodness, no stairs to the front door, or she’d have had to yell instead of knock.

She knocked. A woman answered, grey haired, wiping her hands on a flowery apron. She seemed startled to find she had to look down at a young woman in a wheelchair at her front door. ‘Yes?’

‘Hi, my name’s Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara. Is William Ryan here?’

A hesitation. ‘Yes, he’s in his room. I’ll call him. Would you like to come in?’

Scarlett wheeled herself down the corridor. China ducks, really truly china ducks, flying up the wall. At least two hundred porcelain figures of dogs: dogs sitting, begging, rolling, playing the banjo. A floral sofa and two matching armchairs, a burgundy Axminster carpet.

‘William? There’s a young lady to see you.’

He came out, rubbing his eyes. Probably having a nap, thought Scarlett professionally, or at least semi-professionally, because as well as her three years of medicine, she’d been working with Dr McAlpine for ages. Depression often manifested as too much sleep.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘It’s me.’

He blinked. ‘Scarlett?’

‘How did you guess? It’s the wheelchair, isn’t it? I’ll never be able to disguise myself in a wheelchair.’ She dropped the teasing. ‘How are you?’

‘Okay,’ he said automatically. He just as automatically sat in one of the chairs.

‘I’ll go and put the kettle on,’ said his aunt tactfully.

‘Oh, sorry, Auntie Ellie. This is Scarlett Kelly-O’Hara from Gibber’s Creek. Scarlett, my aunt, Mrs Yantell. Don’t worry about the tea,’ he added. ‘I can make it.’

‘Glad to meet you, love. Milk and sugar?’ Then to her nephew, ‘You stay here and talk to your young lady.’

‘She’s not . . .’ Will glanced at Scarlett, then flushed. The flush grew deeper. Ha, thought Scarlett. He’s remembering me and my tea towel in the moonlight. The thought pleased rather than disturbed her.

‘Just milk, please.’ Scarlett looked back at William as his aunt went out. ‘You left last week before any of us could speak to you.’

The coroner had finally handed down her decision. Merv had died by misadventure, not manslaughter. No one had cheered — a coroner’s court was no place for cheering — but there had been the strange sound of an entire courtroom breathing out in relief, seconds of silence, then a gabble of whispers. And when Scarlett had turned around, Will had gone.

He shrugged. ‘No need to hang around.’

Scarlett looked at him shrewdly. And no wish to face the curious, the accusers or the congratulators, she thought. All would be hard to bear. ‘What happens now?’

‘Some of Dad’s old friends are influential. They let me resign before being kicked out of the police. That means I don’t have to face a disciplinary tribunal either. There might still be charges for interfering with an investigation, but they’re pretty sure they can block those too, for Mum’s sake.’ He met her eyes. ‘I almost wish they would lay charges. I deserve them. It’s not right that they can use influence like that either. But Mum’s been through enough.’

‘We owe you a lot, you know. You saved Jed’s life and Mattie’s.’ Scarlett hesitated. ‘She told me what really happened that afternoon. All of it. You were wonderful.’

Another shrug, but his face no longer looked quite so tortured.

‘You could have stayed quiet,’ added Scarlett softly. ‘You could have let everyone think it was probably Sam, or maybe Jed, an unsolved murder that would be dragged up for amateurs to solve every ten years or so. But you didn’t. It was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. I didn’t tell the whole truth. I swore to, but I didn’t.’

‘I know. You didn’t say you saw Jed there. You made sure no one would ever suspect her —’

‘That’s not it!’ He shook his head again, then lowered his voice. ‘Don’t make me out to be a hero.’

‘Why not?’ asked Scarlett quietly.

‘I should have admitted what I’d done as soon as the church burned down. I tried to tell myself it was for Mum’s sake, with Dad dying just then too. I tried to convince myself that I shouldn’t sacrifice my career for a man like Ignatius Mervyn.’ Will looked blankly out the window, as if seeing that day again. ‘I saw him with a jerry can of petrol that day, just as I said in court. I saw Jed too, terrified, running from him towards the flames. I hit Merv from behind, then I ran after Jed. But I was too late. The fire blocked the way. There was no way I could get through.

‘I went back to Merv. He was still unconscious. And I . . . I almost lost it. I thought he’d caused Jed’s death and her baby’s — and who knew what else? I wanted to destroy him too.’

William hesitated, then continued. ‘But I didn’t. I swear I didn’t. I put the handcuffs on him and tied his legs in case he came to, and carried him to the car and got him back to Drinkwater and into the church, just as I said, to keep him safe from debris. The grass was so short that the fire was just racing across the paddocks. The road was clear, so I was able to drive back to the billabong. It was just burning bark and logs then, so I was able to search through it, in case Jed had survived, or at least find her body.’

Scarlett imagined what it must have been like, looking at blackened lumps, terrified every time he turned one over with his boot.

‘I spent hours hunting up and down the river, in case she’d made it there and was still alive. At last I heard a car engine. I ran back to my car, then as I neared the turn-off to Overflow, I glimpsed Dr McAlpine’s ute through the smoke, with Jed in it.’

William shut his eyes. ‘I cried. I just sat in the car and cried in relief. It didn’t even occur to me to think the church might have burned. The fire had seemed to be blowing away from it. I’d been thinking of Jed, not Merv. But then I drove back along the road to get him and that’s when I saw the fire front had spread, that the church had burned too. I drove over the black paddock to it, hoping he might have escaped. But he hadn’t. Of course he hadn’t. And I had killed a man, burned him alive. And the worst thing of all was that, for a few seconds, I was glad.’

Scarlett looked at him, sitting anguished in the armchair, still seeing the horror of that day even in this normal Cooma house. ‘Can I tell you something too?’

He looked up at her, his eyes red. ‘Of course.’

‘I lied as well. I’d seen Merv that afternoon. And Jed was wet too. I didn’t say anything, to protect her.’

He nodded. ‘I thought you might have.’

‘That’s not all. For a few moments when I heard he was dead, I was glad too. He was a monster. And if I had the strength, I might even have thought of bashing him up. But I wouldn’t have done it, and neither did you. It’s not what we think that matters, but whether we act on those thoughts, or aren’t ashamed of them.’

‘Maybe. But I can’t forgive myself.’

‘That just proves you’re a good man. You took a man who’d just tried to kill an innocent woman and her child to a church to save him from burning debris. And you could have stayed silent,’ said Scarlett. ‘You confessed for Jed, didn’t you? I saw your face as you looked at her.’

‘Yes,’ said William quietly. ‘You’re going to make a good doctor, you know.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because for the first time since it happened I feel . . . clean.’

‘Talking helps,’ said Scarlett. ‘Talking always helps. Things fester if you keep too much to yourself.’ She met his eyes. Good eyes, kind eyes. The eyes of a man who had made one great mistake, but who could be trusted with your life. ‘There are going to be times when I’m going to dislike my patients. Hate them, maybe. Wife bashers, abusers, the mean and exploitative. For a few seconds I’m going to think, I will not help this person. But then I will.’

‘You understand,’ said William.

‘I think so. Though I haven’t had to make that decision yet.’

They sat in silence for a while. There were no sounds of tea making from the kitchen. William’s aunt could not have made out their words, but she would have heard a passionate conversation.

Scarlett smiled tentatively. ‘Would you come to the special midnight showing of The Adventures of Barry McKenzie at the Town Hall next Saturday? There’s supper afterwards.’

‘I don’t think . . .’

She deliberately misunderstood him. ‘Yeah, I’ve seen it too. It wasn’t all that good the first time. But we can have fun laughing in all the wrong places.’

‘I mean I can’t.’

‘Of course you can. You did the wrong thing, Will. You made an error of judgement that cost a human life. It’s not up to us to decide one life is worth less than another: we both know that.’

Scarlett looked at her legs, stronger every day, and thought about all the kids like her who’d wasted away unnoticed, dying of neglect or even ‘mercy’, because someone had decided their lives were not worth fighting for. ‘And you tried to cover it up — that was wrong. But you owned up, and you spared Jed and Sam. You made that part of it right, but you can’t make the death right if you don’t live. I think you deserve a very good life. I bet it’ll be one where you keep doing good things for people too, because that’s the kind of man you are.’

He stared at her, silent.

‘We’d just go as friends, of course,’ added Scarlett quickly. ‘Will you come?’

She waited, slightly breathless. The invitation had been Fish’s idea. Fish had been sure William would say yes, but . . .

‘Yes,’ said William Ryan. ‘I’d like to. Look, also, I . . . I wasn’t perving or anything that time I came up to the house.’

‘We know you weren’t,’ said Scarlett quietly.

‘I was just trying to . . .’ he shook his head ‘. . . come to terms with what I’d done. I think I went half crazy, holding it all in. I kept needing to check Jed was okay, with all the stuff happening with the investigation. It was stupid.’

‘Yep, really dumb. But we all do dumb things sometimes. Even me. Like wearing a Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel.’

He gave half of a grin at that. ‘I wouldn’t try that again in public if I were you. Someone might take a Polaroid and you’d end up a Playboy centrefold. Miss November, 1979.’

She flushed. It was possibly the most wonderful thing anyone had ever said to her, even if he was joking. But she could tell from his face that it wasn’t quite a joke. He really had thought her attractive. Maybe even a lot more than that. And when she had looked at herself in the mirror that night, she had been.

‘Lucky I’m back in the wheelchair today then,’ she managed.

He looked startled. ‘Do you really think that makes you less beautiful?’

Beautiful, she thought. He thinks I’m beautiful! ‘No. But others do.’

‘Not me,’ he said quietly. ‘Not anyone with half a brain.’

She didn’t know how to answer this. ‘Want a lift back to Gibber’s Creek?’ she asked instead. ‘I need to get back for Mattie’s birthday party. Jed didn’t want to have one till the inquest was over, but she feels it’s the right time now.’ She waited while he considered. His mother had moved to Mah’s old house at Drinkwater, since they no longer had the police residence.

‘Yes. It’s time I faced it all. Thank you,’ said William at last.

‘Thank you,’ said Scarlett, a sob unexpectedly catching in her throat. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, Merv would have run after Jed. She would never have escaped him. She and Mattie . . .’ It was impossible to say the words. ‘I . . . I don’t know where we’d have been without you.’

It had been the right thing to say. And the absolute truth, and suddenly she could see the moment that William knew it. She pretended not to see him weep silent tears that ran down his face as he tried to keep it impassive.

‘Jed said you wanted to study architecture,’ she said after a few minutes. The quiet was growing heavy.

He nodded, coughing and wiping his face with his hanky. ‘I was thinking of enrolling in the degree next year. I’m not sure if I could though. Or should.’

‘Of course you should.’ Scarlett could just imagine him creating exactly the kind of buildings people needed. ‘Don’t you dare go all masochistic, William Ryan. What’s your idea of a dream house?’

He relaxed into an almost-smile. ‘I’ve been designing that since I was ten. It keeps changing. Just now it’s long — three buildings linked together following the slope of a hill, hardwood frames and corrugated-iron roof and walls so it’s bushfire safe. A curved roof so wind rolls over it. Big French windows in every room, but with shutters for insulation or if a fire comes again. A big hardwood deck angled with the hill, looking down at the river . . .’

And she could see it. Could see it perfectly.

‘Tea,’ said Mrs Yantell in the doorway, holding a tray with a plate of Arnott’s assorted biscuits, a silver teapot and her best china cups on a doily. She sat the tray down on a coffee table and began to pour.

‘Oh, this wretched pot. It always dribbles.’ She took a tea towel from her apron and wiped the tray. A Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel.

Scarlett looked at the tea towel, at the floor and finally at William, who was red cheeked too. Then suddenly he laughed. Finally William Ryan laughed, and she laughed with him, his aunt staring at them, bewildered but happy, the Gibber’s Creek Centenary tea towel (extra large) in her hand.

JED

‘Two iced coffees, hold the whipped cream but double ice cream, and a dish of plain ice cream, preferably in something unbreakable,’ said Julieanne to Mark at the Blue Belle. This was a celebration. This was not just Mattie’s belated birthday. Somehow in the past two weeks Jed had been able to finish the changes to Matilda’s Last Waltz that had seemed impossible for so long.

Mattie beamed at Mark from Jed’s lap. She wore a pink birthday dress, rich in lace and pintucking, made lovingly by Blue — days of work for a dress that would be worn two or three times and then outgrown. So much of women’s arts were transient, thought Jed, like food, but no less skilled or wonderful.

‘Hi hi hi,’ Mattie said to Mark. It was her favourite new word.

Mark grinned back at her. ‘Happy birthday, kid.’ He headed off with their order.

Julieanne turned back to Jed. ‘We should have a draft cover for you to look at in a couple of weeks.’

‘Excellent.’ Jed removed the sugar dish from Mattie’s grasp. ‘I think if I had to look at the manuscript one more time, I’d go gaga.’

Julieanne looked amused. ‘You’ll be seeing it back at least twice more, after editing and proofreading.’

‘Proofreading?’

‘The delights of proofreading are still before you. You’ve just done the easy bit. Now the real work comes. I like that dress,’ she added. ‘Gorgeous taffeta. Turquoise suits you. One of Matilda’s?’

‘1952 Dior. I . . . I just felt like wearing something special for Mattie’s birthday.’

‘Mmm,’ said Julieanne noncommittally. ‘Do babies drool all the time?’

‘She’s teething. But, yes, she possibly would win the drooling championships. No, sweetie, that’s the pepper grinder . . .’

Julieanne moved the salt cellar away from Mattie’s fingers too. ‘Now tell me about your next book.’

‘Book!’ demanded Mattie, gazing towards the kitchen.

‘What next book?’ asked Jed innocently.

‘Aha. So you do have one. Of course you have one. I know my Jed.’

Jed nodded. ‘I don’t want to talk about it yet. I need Nancy’s permission before I start it. And her help.’

‘Another history of an extraordinary woman?’

‘Totally unlike Matilda. But, yes,’ said Jed. ‘This woman was extraordinary. And her life tells the story of Australia too, though it’s a different history from Matilda’s.’

‘Excellent. Now tell me what’s bothering you. It’s not Sam, is it? I mean, there hasn’t been any change?’

Jed shook her head. ‘No, this is something quite different.’

‘What is it then? Thank you,’ she added, smiling with automatic charm as Mark put the iced coffees and metal dish of ice cream in front of them.

‘Hi hi book!’ said Mattie, drooling even more than usual.

Jed wiped the mess, fed Mattie a spoonful of ice cream, then gave her the spoon to eat it by herself or, more likely, to smear it over her hair, dress, Jed and the table. She reached into her handbag and took out a letter. Unremarkable envelope, handwritten address.

Julieanne examined it. ‘Unopened,’ she commented. She looked at the sender’s name on the back and raised an eyebrow. ‘Debbie Skellowski?’

Jed nodded numbly. The stepmother who had neglected her, let her boyfriend rape her, then in a rage of jealousy had her charged with being uncontrollable. ‘It arrived two days ago. I couldn’t bear to open it in case it spoiled Mattie’s birthday party. But it feels like it’s burning a hole in my handbag.’

‘Read it,’ said Julieanne quietly.

‘You open it. Please. I . . . I don’t want to touch it. Read it out.’

Julieanne gave Jed a sharp look. ‘Here? In public?’

‘I can’t break down here in public. No, Mattie, sweetheart, you wouldn’t like iced coffee.’

‘Ungle spurgle book!’ said Mattie, who knew she would. The word ‘book’ was serving her extremely well. Nearly everyone who heard it gave her exclamations of admiration. And sometimes cake.

‘Okay.’ Julieanne ripped open the letter.

‘Dear Janet, I know you will be surprised to hear from me. I am probably the last person you want to hear from. I know it is no use saying sorry for all I did to you, but if it is worth anything, I am more sorry than I can say.’

Julieanne looked at the shock on Jed’s face. ‘Keep on going?’

Jed nodded, moving her coffee out of Mattie’s reach.

‘It is no excuse to say that I wasn’t in control of myself back then. But I have been going to AA for eighteen months now, and have not had a drink since. I would like to make amends with you, because the program has helped me see how bad I treated you, and because part of it is that I tell you I’ve seen that, and that I was terribly wrong. You don’t have to forgive me at all. Not ever. I would not blame you if you did not.

‘I have often wondered how you were and where you were, but had no way of finding out until the police contacted me. I am so sorry about your husband’s accident and even sorrier that Merv caused you even more trouble. That is my fault too.

‘I think you have some money now, and a home, but with a baby and your husband in hospital, things must be hard. I am working at a real-estate office, and the commissions are good. Perhaps you don’t need my help, but it would mean a great deal to me if I could send you something each week.

‘If one day you could bear to meet me again, I would very much like to see your father’s daughter and his granddaughter. I loved your father very much. I will be forever sorry I did so badly by his daughter. Please, do accept my offer. It would mean the world to me.

‘Yours always, Debbie.’

‘Holy hell,’ said Julieanne.

‘Yes. Well,’ said Jed shakily.

‘The Beast of Brisbane has turned out to have a heart after all. What will you do?’

‘I . . . I don’t know. Write to her, perhaps, saying I don’t need money. Meeting her . . . I can’t even think of that just now. Maybe, one day.’ Jed looked at her watch. ‘Time for the party. We’d better get going.’

She had arranged to meet them all outside the hospital. There was Blue, carrying the cake — white icing and a single pink candle. Mah and Kirsty held plates and cake forks, Joseph and Fish armloads of presents, while Nancy and Michael stood by an irregular lump that had to be a badly wrapped tricycle. Scarlett wheeled down the path just as Jed and Julieanne arrived.

It seemed odd to be walking down this corridor with other people: strange but very right. There was even laughter as Michael kept bumping into people with the tricycle.

Chairs waited for them, and a table for presents and cake. Sam McAlpine might be lying unmoving, but he was not going to miss his daughter’s birthday party.

‘Presents first,’ said Michael, putting down the tricycle. ‘Look, Mattie! See what this is!’

‘Ag,’ said Mattie, unimpressed, her eyes on the cake.

Books from Julieanne, Scarlett and Mah. A wooden block with pegs to hammer in from Blue and Joseph, as well as half a dozen more dresses, equally boring to a small girl interested in cake. A knitted Amelia Earhart-style beanie from Kirsty. Fish’s painting of Maxi, almost life size, at least received five seconds’ attention.

‘Og,’ said Mattie. ‘Aggi!’

‘That’s right, sweetie. It’s a dog! Maxi!’ Blue beamed at her granddaughter’s brilliance. ‘And who’s that?’ She pointed to Jed.

‘Ummy,’ said Mattie.

‘That’s right! And who’s that?’ Blue pointed to Sam.

Suddenly the room was silent. Jed was dredging up her brightest voice to tell Mattie who Sam was when her daughter grabbed Michael’s knees and hauled herself to her feet. ‘Gaggy,’ she announced, pointing a tiny finger at Sam. Her gaze moved to the cake on the table. ‘Book?’

Jed refused to wipe her tears. Joseph held Blue close while he choked back a sob. Michael handed Scarlett a box of matches and she stood to combined applause, blushing as she lit the candle.

In the end they all blew it out, except Mattie, who did not seem to understand the concept of ‘blow’. She did, however, show a definite approval of rainbow cake as everyone sang ‘Happy Birthday’, including several of the nurses and Alannah Sampson.

Jed had not expected them, but of course it was right that the staff should be here too. It was lucky it was a large cake, or perhaps Blue, with more experience, knew that the family would not be celebrating alone. It was excellent cake, even if Mattie spat out the icing.

People talked. They talked about the usual things: the heat, the chance of rain (none, said Nancy flatly), Jed’s dress and the time Matilda had worn it to the Drinkwater Christmas party the year one of the dogs made off with the turkey, and do you remember . . . ?

Scarlett stood, holding her plate and teacup, as if she had been standing at birthday parties all her life, and Michael and Julieanne perched Mattie on the tricycle and wheeled her up and down the corridor, as Mattie laughed and the more mobile patients looked out and grinned. It was good to hear a child’s laughter in a hospital.

Do you remember the time Andy fell off his horse and broke his ankle, but it took six weeks before he’d admit it? And the time the clothesline prop man turned up just as the flood came down the river and washed away the bridge, and he stayed five weeks in the shearers’ quarters eating like a horse . . .

‘And he was vegetarian,’ said Michael, pushing Mattie and the tricycle back in. ‘Wouldn’t eat anything that might have dripping in it, not even roast potatoes.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Blue. ‘A clothesline prop man couldn’t be a vegetarian. He was having you on.’

‘True as I’m standing here,’ said Michael.

And on the bed Sam breathed in and breathed out.

I remember the first time we swam together, thought Jed, and the moonlight shone on the droplets of water on your beard. I remember waking, the night after Mattie was born, and you were sprawled in the armchair fast asleep and smelling of bushfire, but you were still holding her perfectly, your big hands supporting her small head.

I remember the way you always spread butter right to the edges of the toast, and when you slice cheese, each piece is as identical as if you’d measured it. I mentioned that to you one day and you just said, ‘Of course,’ as if it’s natural for everything in the world to be exactly engineered.

And Sam breathed in and out.

At last the talk was finished. The nurses left first, back to work. Alannah took the trolley out. Jed hauled Mattie from under the bed, where she had been bashing her pegs into her block with the small red wooden hammer. Jed looked at Sam and then at Blue. ‘Would you mind taking Mattie home? I . . . I’d like to stay a little longer.’

Blue nodded wordlessly. She held her arms out to her granddaughter as Mattie discovered an interesting piece of icing stuck in her hair behind her ear. Hugs, kisses, a few more rounds of ‘Happy birthday, Mattie!’ and a last wipe of drool and icing, and they were all gone, the sounds of the tricycle wheels growing fainter and Mattie’s cries of ‘Hi!’ to any patient in the corridor.

Suddenly the hospital was quiet, the only noises the click of crockery from the tearoom and subdued voices from the nurses’ station.

Jed sat in her usual chair. It felt odd to sit here with arms empty. But of course she wasn’t here alone. She leaned over and took his cold hand in hers.

‘It was a good party,’ she told Sam softly. ‘I don’t know how much you heard. I don’t know if you heard anything. But Mattie loved it. Your mum did too.’

She kissed him then, as she had not with others in the room, and for longer than she did with Mattie to hold. His lips were cool, but despite the room’s scent of floor polish and disinfectant, he still smelled exactly of himself. Finally she sat and simply looked at him for a while, still holding his hand. Darling Sam. Her husband.

‘A lot’s happened lately,’ she said at last. ‘I’m free. I don’t just mean I’m free of Merv. Debbie wrote me a letter, apologising. It shouldn’t make a difference, but it does. But it’s more than that. I’ve realised today that I’d been free of them for a long time, not just Merv and Debbie, but my parents too and all those horror years, and all because of you.

‘You loved me. Just plain loved me. You loved being with me. I became a writer because you gave me the confidence to show who I am and what I feel to the world. You and I made Mattie together, made Dribble the home where I want to spend my life, no matter what happens next.’

She watched him, breathing in, breathing out.

‘There will be a “next”, of course,’ she said quietly. ‘I can accept that now. Lives change. Mine will too. And I know that . . . that yours probably won’t. I suppose it says a lot about Gibber’s Creek that not one person has ever suggested unhooking you from those tubes. I bet they never will. Even lying here, Sam McAlpine, you matter to so many people. You always will.’

Sam McAlpine breathed. A breath in, another out.

‘You will always be my husband, Sam McAlpine, whatever happens next,’ said Jed. ‘I am who I am, and who I will be, because of you.’

She stopped. There was more to say, but she didn’t have the words. She, who had just written draft number five of 140,000 words, did not have the ones to describe what she felt now.

But there would be other times. I know your name now. It’s Darling.

She stood, replaced his hand on the sheet, then stroked his face. She bent and kissed his lips, slowly again, and then kissed his cold forehead. ‘Sleep well, Sam love. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll bring Mattie in too, and the latest edition of The Ecologist. I renewed the subscription for you. Though Mattie doesn’t enjoy it like she did when you read it to her, so I’ll bring one of her books as well.’

She paused again, trying to find what it was she couldn’t say. But how could you fit two people, a family, a community and so much love into words? It would take a book. Many books, perhaps.

‘Sleep well,’ she repeated. She turned and walked from the room, the 1950s skirt rustling so that she didn’t hear, didn’t see, the faintest move of Sam’s fingers towards her, a breath that almost became a word. Darling.

NANCY

The moon had set, leaving the room dark when Nancy woke, shivering. She looked at the new-fangled digital clock Scarlett had given her for Christmas. Four-ten am, irrevocably flicking seconds of no sleep. Would she fall asleep again? Could not face sleep again . . .

She turned and found Michael looking at her.

They didn’t speak. He looked and she looked, and suddenly she was crying, wrapped in his arms. And there, at last, the past began to seep away.

She had sobbed for about ten minutes when he said, ‘Nancy . . .’

She looked up, took the tissue he was holding out, blew her nose. ‘Yes?’

‘Don’t shut me out.’ He squeezed her again when she started to speak. ‘No, please listen. I never asked back then, when you came home. Everyone said to let you forget it all, put it behind you, concentrate on being home again. Let Gran take you out bush and let the rest fade. But it hasn’t faded, has it?’

‘No,’ she admitted shakily, blowing her nose again. ‘It does for a while, then it comes back.’

‘I’d like to know.’

‘No!’ Her voice was so loud she was afraid she’d wake the boys. She carefully lowered it. ‘I can’t take you through all that. It was too . . .’ What were the words? Tragic? Traumatic? Bizarrely veering from what should be normal life? ‘Too bad,’ she compromised. ‘You shouldn’t have to see it too.’

She could feel his smile in the darkness. ‘Darling, I won’t go through it. Don’t you understand? It’s far away. It’s gone. All I will hear is my wife’s voice, the voice of my wife whom I love. All I will feel is sorrow and, yes, maybe some horror at what you went through. But I know how bad it was already. I’ve heard you cry out in your sleep for over thirty years. There is nothing, absolutely nothing you can say that will hurt me as much as hearing you scream and knowing I’m locked out.’

‘Oh,’ she said. She lay there, his arms around her, silent, absorbing the thought.

‘We’ll be okay,’ said Michael, and suddenly she realised he was talking about Overflow. ‘You remember what you told me before the 60s drought? You said it was nature’s way of making the land tougher. Tough trees. Tough animals. Tough humans too.’ He kissed her hair. ‘That’s us.’

And it was true. Why ever had she doubted she wouldn’t just cope with another drought, but feel joy and fulfilment too? She had her family, her friends, her community, her land. Immeasurable riches, drought or not.

And she had a damn fine husband too. She leaned into his kiss. His arms tightened around her . . .

‘Cup of tea?’ asked Michael at last.

She glanced at the clock again. Five am. They’d need to get up in an hour anyway, to get the boys ready for the school bus at seven. ‘Yes, please.’

Talking would have to wait. But she would talk, by the pool in the creek this morning maybe, and at other times too. Whenever memories of Malaya stalked her, she would turn to her dearest, closest friend, her husband. And suddenly she knew there would be no more sleepwalking. Not with Michael by her side.

‘You go and shower,’ said Michael, kissing her forehead. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘Thank you.’

He kissed her again. She got up slowly, gathered the clothes she had left ready on the chair and walked down the corridor to the bathroom. She paused, then opened Tom’s door. He lay on his back, tidy, focused even in sleep. She shut the door quietly and opened Clancy’s. He lay sprawled in a smaller version of Michael, his beloved camera at the end of his bed, as if he had relinquished it only to sleep.

Tough people. Her sons would not just survive this drought. They would be enriched by it, seeing hills that became more beautiful as their vegetation withered and they showed their shape. They would learn that happiness could be found as easily in hard times as in good; how communities and families survived together; and that hard work, deep knowledge and an ability to radically adapt when you had to meant you not just survived but thrived.

We are the toughest of red gums, she thought, our roots winding down to bedrock, to the depths of the water table. We may drop our leaves in drought, but give us a storm and we will green again. Burn us, and we put out green shoots.

This drought would be just part of life’s adventure for her boys, secure in the love of family and friends. Clancy would photograph the golden light sweeping through brown tussocks and Tom would make weather graphs, the boys’ happiness undimmed. Tom and Clancy of the Overflow.

Nancy realised she was smiling.

FISH

The Dragon bumped across the paddocks. Fish tucked the Tupperware containers full of orange cake (CWA prize-winning recipe) behind her seat, along with the zucchini gingerbread still warm from the commune’s outdoor oven, cheese and pickle sandwiches, mutton and tomato sandwiches, curried egg sandwiches and the always-important Thermos of tea.

She looked back to wave at the crowd gathered in the paddock. The Greats, and Wes and Broccoli Bill and Nan, and Nancy and Michael and their boys, and Jed and Mattie, her chubby hand waving too, Scarlett standing with William Ryan, not even needing a wheelchair next to her today, and Carol and Leafsong and Mark . . .

So many people to wave to. And then the Dragon bounced twice and was airborne, soaring up, and Gibber’s Creek was below her. Gran flew them over Dribble, its solar panels dark on the tin roof; over Moura, nestled in its valley; and across Drinkwater, stately among imported elms and oaks.

There was the commune and her mural, large enough to see even from the air, finished now, the missing found again for everyone to see.

The Dragon soared higher. Fish watched the river twining between its fire-stained gum trees, the sheep, the barbed-wire fences . . .

The billabong gleamed silver. An animal moved under the trees. No, two animals, lean and golden furred, not quite like dogs at all, padding beside the water together.

And then the town.

A good place. A community built on the hard work and lessons of the dead, lying in their quiet soil, as now the living in their turn created a future for those who would come after. A district with secrets, because humans always did have secrets. Some memories needed to be acknowledged, but not eternally relived.

And she’d be back, she thought as the Dragon headed up into the castle of clouds that would lead them north. She’d listen again as people put the billy on, in this place of endless tea and cake, this land where stories lived.




Author’s Note

The Matilda Saga began as a single book, with no intention to make it a series that will continue possibly as long as I am able to write it. But as it has progressed closer to the present day, its similarities to my own life and community have become more obvious.

The fiction in these books is inspired by real life, including the histories and stories of my ancestors, but apart from the brief and obvious references to real people, these books are still fiction.

They are also based in the past, and so the terms used in them are the ones used in the time they are set, including the references to Indigenous Australians, refugees, even Scarlett’s and Sam’s medical conditions or the way the police force operated in 1979, when men like William Ryan’s ‘Dad’s friends in the force’ would have been able to wield far more power than today to protect one of their own. Writing about the world of 1978 and 1979 does not mean that I condone everything I write about. If you feel indignant about something in the text, it is possible that I deliberately described it in a way that would make you indignant.

It is easier to make your own views obvious in time-slip books, where a modern protagonist can give their own commentary, or where the protagonist is looking back at what happened in their past. Part of the reason for writing this series is to trace the way our nation has changed. Mostly though, of course, the Matilda series has always been a love song to a people and their land.
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