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About the Book




SEVEN DAYS TO SOLVE A CENTURY-OLD CRIME.
 
SEVEN DAYS TO UNEARTH THE TREASURE.
 
SEVEN DAYS TO SURVIVE . . .


The countdown is on.


A fast-paced, action-packed story about how the past catches up with us, from bestselling and award-winning author Fleur Ferris.
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For Jose, my childhood friend who was always up for a wild adventure.









If your life can change

In one day

One hour

One minute

One second

Imagine what can change

In one week











FRIDAY

THE BLOW




The second he walks in the door I know something is wrong. It’s either work or Mum. They’re the two things that usually set him off. He will walk straight to the stairs without acknowledging me in the lounge, go to his room, take a shower and be broody for the night. Over the weekend he will mutter enough snark for me to know which one set him off, but I never get the full details. It’s never an actual conversation.

It’s disappointing. This was supposed to be a happy night.

But Dad doesn’t go up the stairs. Instead, he puts his briefcase on the kitchen counter and glances my way. I pause my game. Something’s wrong. Different wrong. He takes a few paces towards me, pauses partway between the kitchen and the lounge room, like he’s uncertain about where he wants to go. The look on his face isn’t anger or annoyance. I’m not sure what it is, but it makes me wonder if someone has died. When he sits on the couch beside me, he still hasn’t even said hello. I sit up and brace myself for bad news.

‘A situation has come up at work,’ he says. ‘And it changes things.’

‘Who for?’ I ask, although I already know. If it didn’t change things for me this conversation wouldn’t be taking place.

‘My boss had a car accident and broke his leg.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘Yes. But he’ll be off work for six weeks.’

‘So why does that change things for me?’

‘I have to step into his position until he comes back.’

My shoulders drop. ‘And?’

Dad takes a deep breath, purses his lips and swallows. ‘He was supposed to go to America on Sunday. Now, I have to go.’ Dad’s face is deadpan. It’s clear I’m not invited. ‘It’s that big project I was telling you about. We’ve been given the go-ahead and have to secure everything before anyone can protest.’

‘Even though the waste from the plant will contaminate the water?’

Dad doesn’t say anything.

‘Are you serious, Dad? At other people’s expense? That’s their health, their home. We don’t need more money.’

‘You’re judging what you don’t understand.’

I look away from him in disgust. ‘How long will you be gone for?’

‘Only one week.’

‘That’s half of the school holidays.’

Dad breathes deeply, like he’s tired of this conversation. ‘I’ve arranged for you to stay with Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine up at Manibee.’

My jaw drops.

Now that he’s delivered his final blow, his tone toughens. ‘It will be good for you to spend some time with Josh. He’s your only cousin, and you hardly know him.’

‘What?’ I screech.

Josh is my age, but taller. Bigger and stronger. And annoyingly ignorant. Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine call him Josh-man, like he’s some kind of superhero, and he rides skateboards, pushbikes and motorbikes like he wants to break every bone he has.

Manibee is a small town two hours north of Melbourne, and Uncle Ian is a psychologist there. He talks heaps about everything and thinks it’s good for the soul for everyone to go camping and rock climbing in the mountains, even when it’s freezing or stinking hot. He exercises anytime, anywhere, at random. You could be talking to him and then, bam, he’s on the ground doing push-ups and counting each one like his life depends on it.

Aunt Christine is a park ranger and is super nice, but she brings wild animals inside the house. Last time I was there she’d had a baby kangaroo living inside Josh’s library bag, which was the most use it had ever had. They had also rescued a goose from a farm in New South Wales, near where Aunt Christine grew up, from a family who believed fairies lived in their garden and feared the goose would eat them. Aunt Christine had brought the goose home and let it roam wherever it liked, and it had hissed and chased me every time I walked out the front door. Josh thought that was hilarious. He’d rolled around in hysterics every time it happened. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, their TV was the size of our toaster – that’s no exaggeration – and they had download limits on their Wi-Fi so no one could use it.

‘It’s the best option –’ Dad begins.

‘No, no, no, no. No way!’ I interrupt him. ‘Arrange something else.’

‘There is no one else.’

‘Call Mum.’

‘She’s on her honeymoon.’

‘I don’t care. I’ll call her.’

‘Ben, we’re not calling your mother.’

I glare at him and fight back hot, angry tears. ‘I’m not going there. You said you’d be here. You promised.’


‘I’m sorry. I have no choice.’

‘Josh nearly killed me last time I was up there. Remember, on the motorbike? Remember my broken arm? It’s dangerous going there.’

‘Ben, it was an accident that could have happened anywhere. You just have to be careful when you’re trying new things.’

‘I’m not going,’ I persist.

Dad takes a deep breath. ‘It’s not for negotiation.’ His voice is stern, and I know, no matter how much I argue, that his decision is final. That the arrangements have already been made.

I’ve been arranged.

Story of my life, and I’m sick of it. It’s all that ever happens to me. I get dropped from one house to the next. I’m what my parents negotiate and use against each other. I’m the thing that always gets changed, cancelled, postponed. The hurdle standing in the way of the important things happening in their lives. Unless it’s Christmas. Then they fight about who gets me, and that feels bad, too.

I get up to leave the room and stop at the door. I turn.

‘You say I don’t understand, but you’re wrong,’ I say, as our eyes bore into each other’s. ‘It’s you who doesn’t understand. The way you think about business and money, and how you’d walk over anyone for it, is repulsive. I never want to be like you – it’s my single biggest goal in life. I’m going to go out of my way to do right by people, even if it means I lose out. And what you said before about choice is rubbish. You always have choices, you just never choose me.’

I climb the stairs to my room and close the door behind me. I lie on my bed and look at the new leaves growing on the trees outside my window.

One week in Manibee.

What an absolute nightmare.











SATURDAY

THE NIGHTMARE BEGINS




I slouch in the back seat of the Mercedes SUV, lean against the door and stare out the window at the wall of the garage. Dad gets in smelling of toast and coffee.

‘You didn’t eat breakfast. Are you sure you don’t want any?’ Dad says.

I don’t answer. I don’t even look at him.

‘Maybe we could stop somewhere on the road?’ he says.

I keep staring out the window.

He sighs and starts the car. As we reverse out, Dad presses the button on the remote control and the garage door glides down. The gate works on a sensor and slides open, then automatically shuts when we reach the road.

As we drive, Dad keeps talking in his cheery voice.


‘At least we have one night together up at Manibee with the family.’

I keep staring out the window, staying silent. I may be in control of nothing else in my life, but I can control when I speak and who I speak to. Dad hates the silent treatment, but he keeps on talking, pretending it’s not happening.

‘Uncle Ian said they were cleaning out the bungalow round the back so you and Josh can sleep out there.’ Dad pauses, but I don’t look his way. ‘That should be fun. I think you’ll be surprised this time. I think you’ll have a good time.’

Whatever. As if he’d know. I’ve never known him to call Uncle Ian to chat. Not once.

‘Uncle Ian says you can even sleep a few nights in a swag if you want.’

That would be my worst nightmare.

‘I bet the kids at school would never have done that. Uncle Ian said, last school holidays, Josh dragged the swag onto the verandah and slept every night out there even though it was winter.’

It sounds like torture. None of the kids at school would want to do that.

As we leave the city the house blocks get larger, and we are soon driving through rolling fields. The hills get bigger, and I start to feel queasy. I wish I had eaten something. For the rest of the way, I feel like I’m going to barf. Dad finally stops trying to get me to talk, and we travel the last hour to Manibee in silence.

The car noses into Uncle Ian’s drive. A giant red kangaroo looks at us over the wire fence. It must be the one that was in Josh’s library bag, all grown up. It lopes towards us and stands at the front gate, looking at me. I get out of the car and wait on the footpath. It seems tame, but kangaroos are wild animals. Who knows what it might do? It could be standing there to guard the house. I watched a documentary about kangaroos once and it showed footage of one fighting a dog. The roo ripped the dog’s stomach open with its back legs and killed it.

Uncle Ian comes cycling up the road. He’s dressed like he’s just competed in the Tour de France. Sweat drips down his face, but, like always, he’s smiling.

‘Hey, bro!’ Uncle Ian shakes Dad’s hand. ‘And Evil, my man.’ Uncle Ian thrusts his hand towards mine and shakes it hard.

I’d forgotten he called me Evil. I guess he thinks like father, like son. But when it started I didn’t know my dad was bad, so it didn’t make sense to me. It started the time I fell off Josh’s motorbike and broke my arm. I’d gone over a small jump and got airborne. Then, as I landed, I’d accidentally pulled back on the throttle. The bike had jerked forward and hit the next jump way too fast. I’d gone up into the air, tipped back and, suddenly, the bike had been above me. I’d hung in the air for a second before crashing down. There had been no mistaking that my arm was broken because it was bent at ninety degrees halfway between my elbow and wrist. Uncle Ian had run over to help me, and the whole time it was Evil this and Evil that. I had no idea what he was on about. Dad and I had driven straight back to the city from the hospital after they’d put a cast on my arm.

‘This is Rooboo.’ Uncle Ian reaches over the fence and pats the kangaroo’s face. It leans into Uncle Ian’s hand. ‘He won’t hurt you, go on through.’

Uncle Ian opens the gate. I step through, walking wide, giving Rooboo heaps of room and hoping he doesn’t suddenly rip open my guts. Dad follows me through, then Uncle Ian with his bike.

In the corner of my eye, I see a flash of white come at me from the side. It’s Tough Goose. It runs at me with its neck stretched out, hissing. Panic grips my chest and my heart starts to race.

I run.

It chases.

‘Toughie!’ Uncle Ian yells at the goose. I sprint down the side of the house, around the back, up onto the verandah and in through the open back door. I slam it shut behind me, lean against it and breathe hard, my legs turning to jelly. When I look out through the window, I see Tough Goose waddling away, back around the side of the house.


I hate this place.

An awful screeching noise comes from a box in the corner.

‘Hey, I said I was coming!’ Aunt Christine yells from another room. I hear her thudding down the hall before I see her. She’s tall and lean, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. She must be about to go to work because she’s wearing her park ranger uniform. Her face lights up when she sees me and cracks into a huge smile. I can’t help but smile back. Christine is always friendly, always happy to see me. She holds a large syringe full of white stuff in front of her.

‘Hello, Ben. I didn’t know you had arrived.’ She hugs me. The screeching starts up again and doesn’t stop this time. Aunt Christine goes to the corner, bends down and shoves the syringe into the box. ‘Here you go,’ she says.

I step closer so I can see what she’s doing. Inside the box is a baby galah. Its grey front is fluffy, pink wings are held out to the side and it has no feathers on its head. It makes a funny noise as it gulps down the white stuff and goes quiet. Aunt Christine then picks it up, holds it against her front and strokes it. It turns its head so she can scratch the side of its neck.

‘This is our new baby, Lady Ga-lah,’ Aunt Christine says.

I smile and go to pat it. It stops being cute with Aunt Christine and bites me on the side of the finger.


‘Ahhh!’ I pull my hand away. She bit me so hard I’m bleeding.

Uncle Ian laughs as he comes through the door. ‘So, you’ve met Lady Ga-lah. I’m thinking of changing her name to Chopper.’ Uncle Ian laughs more. ‘She’s a real biter!’

The galah is being all cute again, letting Aunt Christine pat it.

I step back and sit down at the table.

Seven days. That’s how long I have to survive in this place.

That’s 168 hours.

It sounds too much.

I work it out again, but it only confirms: I am at this place for 168 hours.

My watch has a stopwatch. I punch in 168 hours and press start. The countdown is on.

Watching the number go down makes me feel better. It’s evidence that time is passing, even as I sit here. I flick my watch back, so the face shows the normal time. But behind the scenes, time is ticking down. Second by second.

‘Josh-man is in the bungalow, Ben. Why don’t you go on out and let him know you’re here?’ Aunt Christine says.

I sigh.

Here we go.











SATURDAY

THE FIND




The door of the bungalow is open. I stand and look in. Josh has his back to me. He’s wearing baggy shorts and no shirt. Far out, he’s grown much more than I have. He was big before, but now he’s huge. He picks up a box and the muscles in his back flex. His skin is sun-tanned like his mum’s, which I’m sure makes his muscles stand out more. Either way, I feel like a pale, sickly weed beside him.

‘Hey,’ I say.

He turns around, smiles just like his mum did. He always needs a haircut and today is no exception. ‘Hey, dude. How’s things?’

‘Good,’ I say.

‘I’ve only got a few boxes to go. Come in. You can help if you want.’

I step inside. The bungalow is a large rectangle room with two single beds at the far end, and an old couch, two armchairs and a coffee table just inside the door.

‘What do I have to do?’

Three boxes are stacked on top of each other against the wall.

‘Open up the boxes. If there’s anything we need to keep, it stays in the box. If it’s junk, we chuck it in the skip out the back. We’re then stacking all the to-keep boxes in the shed.’

I don’t see the point of keeping stuff if it’s just going to be stacked in the shed. Mum and Dad throw out everything that isn’t used. They hate old junk.

I lift a box from the stack and place it on the floor. I open it up. The first thing I pull out is an old book. I mean really old. Ancient. The cover is leather, and twine wraps around it to keep it shut. I unwind it. The pages have yellowed around the edges over time and the writing inside is old-person script.

I hold it up.

Josh shrugs. ‘It can go out.’

I put it to the side for the skip, but I wonder how Josh knows it should go out when he didn’t even look at it.

‘How are you two going with the clean-up?’ Aunt Christine stands in the doorway.

‘Nearly finished,’ Josh says.


‘Hope that’s not going into the skip,’ Aunt Christine says, pointing to the book.

I knew it. I knew someone wouldn’t keep a book like that only to throw it out.

‘What is it?’ I ask.

Aunt Christine steps inside and picks it up off the floor. ‘This is part of your family history. It’s your dad’s father’s father’s journal. Your great-grandfather’s. He died at the hands of the Rhino Boys.’

‘What are the Rhino Boys? A gang?’

‘Three brothers from the Rhinestone family. The police said it was a robbery that went wrong. But the Rhinestone brothers denied this. They said your great-grandfather was the thief and stole family jewels from their sister.’

‘Only, our great-grandfather was a rich doctor, so it’s unlikely he was out stealing from criminal scumbags,’ Josh says.

‘Josh, that’s enough,’ Aunt Christine says. She looks at me. ‘The Rhinestones are a family – many families – who still live here. This incident started a feud, and it’s still going. I went to school with Maree Rhinestone. We were friends, but years later when I started seeing Ian our friendship ended. The Rhinestones and the Parkers hate each other. So sad.’

‘Even one hundred years later?’ I’m flabbergasted.


‘Yeah, when people are born into a feud, they tend to adopt the views of their family and the hatred can be passed down.’

‘How did he die?’

‘He was shot. The police found him in a field not far from town. This journal was stuffed down the front of his jacket, and the police returned it to your great-grandmother.’

‘Can I read it?’ This is amazing. I thought our family history was dead boring. According to Dad, we weren’t even convicts, our family came out here from England of their own accord.

But wow! My great-grandfather was shot.

I want to know why. What were the jewels, and did he steal them? Where are the jewels now? This journal might have clues.











SATURDAY

MYSTERIOUS SCRAWL




The pages of the journal are stiff and yellow.

Swirly black writing inscribes the name, Archibald Raymond Parker, on the first page. As I try and read on, my heart sinks. It’s written in joined-up writing like my nan used to do. Totally illegible. It looks like scrawl. I flick through all of the pages and pause on the last one. The date at the top is almost one hundred years ago. The writing is different to the rest of the journal, and there are a couple of dark fingerprints. Blood, maybe. The writing is messy, but I can make out the letters because they are not all joined.


Goodbye, sweeting,

And in thy dying moments,

Unhand is thine own heart pumping,


Delve into earth.

Where leaves merge to bird,

Where bird stands proud,

My deepest thoughts are with thee,

As is thy love.



I have no idea what the poem means.

‘Hey, Josh,’ I say. ‘What do you make of this?’

Josh’s lip curls on one side as he reads it. He shrugs.

‘I dunno. That our great-grandfather was mad?’

As usual, Josh is no help.

‘Dad might know,’ I say. Then I remember I’m not talking to him. My history teacher would love this. ‘Are there any historians in town?’

Josh shrugs. ‘Do you want to go to the skate park?’

I shrug. The truth is, I don’t. I’m hopeless on a skateboard, and watching Josh do tricks is the last thing I want to do. I would like the walk there, though.

‘I’ll get you a board,’ Josh says.

I look back to the journal. I read through the poem again to see if it makes better sense.

Josh appears back at the door wearing a helmet, elbow pads, knee pads and wrist guards. ‘You ready?’

I look him up and down.

‘I have enough gear for you,’ Josh says, and throws protective gear onto the floor in front of me. ‘We can skate all the way there.’

‘I’ll walk,’ I say. With the journal in my hand, I stand up. ‘I’m ready.’

‘What? You’re bringing an old book to the skate park?’

‘Sure. It’s interesting,’ I say. ‘This is history.’

Josh raises his eyebrows. ‘Okay,’ he says.

We slip down the side of the house.

‘Mum, we’re going to the skate park,’ Josh yells.

‘Okay,’ she yells back. ‘I’m heading off to work.’

‘Okay. Bye.’

Tough Goose sees me as I enter the front yard. He runs at me, his neck outstretched, hissing wildly. It’s only about twenty paces to the gate, so I run. On my right I see Rooboo, startled by my sudden dash. He springs away from me, smacking straight into Tough Goose. Tough Goose tumbles a few times before getting to his feet and hissing violently at Rooboo. But I’m out of the gate. My heart is galloping, but I’m safe for now.

‘If you just keep walking normally, Toughie won’t do anything,’ Josh says. But from past experience I know that is rubbish. Josh just wants to see me get bitten again. He almost wet himself laughing last time it happened.

I glance at my watch and then the sky.

I have 166 hours and 28 minutes to go.











SATURDAY

RHINOS AND DINOS




Apart from Josh, the skate park is empty. Josh obviously spends a lot of time here because he uses the ramps like a pro. The board scrapes beneath him while he does tricks, slides down edges, jumps into the air and lands perfectly every time. I never let him see me watching him, but he is showing off anyway.

I sit cross-legged with the journal, trying to make out some of the letters. Why hasn’t our family ever transcribed it? Aren’t Dad and Uncle Ian curious about their grandfather’s life, about why he got shot? Was it a random attack like the police said, or did he do something bad to the Rhino Boys? Would the Rhino Boys have held onto their lies, even after they were sentenced to death? Do sentenced criminals continue lying once their death is certain and scheduled?


The poem is written in ink. Did people carry around those old-fashioned ink jars and a quill back then? When were pens invented? I pull out my phone and open Safari.

Josh screeches to a halt. ‘You doing okay?’

‘Yeah, I’m looking up the history of pens. Did you know the ballpoint pen was made in eighteen eighty-eight?’

Josh frowns. ‘No, but that’s really interesting, Ben.’

‘Really?’

‘No.’

‘Haven’t you heard of Parker pens?’

Josh thinks for a moment, and when he realises Parker pens share our family name, he looks more interested. ‘Did our family invent them?’

I can’t stop my grin. ‘No.’

He shakes his head and takes off, flies up the ramp, brings his hand down to the concrete as the rest of his body goes high into the air, upside down, then miraculously his feet find the board and he rides down the ramp and does the same move on the other side. I watch Josh for a bit longer then refocus on my phone.

Great-grandfather was murdered in 1923, so he didn’t have to open up an inkpot while he was lying on the ground, dying.

A girl about our age enters the skate park. She wears short denim shorts and a baggy T-shirt. Her hair is blonde and tied into a high ponytail. She looks as fit as Josh. Josh tries a bit harder, takes a few more risks and makes spectacular moves. The girl matches him. They crisscross the ramps like they’re dancing and . . . I think they fancy each other. Josh does one final impressive trick and then comes over.

‘Time to go,’ he says, out of breath.

‘Why? We only just got here.’

‘Yeah, but look who turned up.’

My eyes follow the girl. I look up at Josh, confused.

‘So what?’

‘She’s a Rhinestone. Olivia Rhinestone. We can’t be here. Let’s go.’

My face scrunches up as my gaze trails back to the girl. ‘Are you serious?’

Josh rolls his eyes.

I laugh. ‘She hardly looks like a criminal scumbag. Maybe you should hang out more. Kiss her, even. What’s anyone going to do?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Josh says, as he sits down. But then his gaze goes back to watching the girl.

‘She’s hot, and I think you like her,’ I tease. ‘Josh and Olivia sitting in a tree, K I S S I N G.’

‘Shut up, idiot,’ Josh says. ‘Don’t even joke about it.’

The girl keeps looking over at Josh.

‘She likes you, too. It’s obvious.’

Josh gets up, swings the board under his arm and makes for the gate.


I look at the girl. ‘Hey,’ I say, as a greeting. The board she is riding screeches its way towards me, and she does a three-sixty. ‘Nice move,’ I say.

She pulls up in front of me, steps off the board and smiles. ‘Who are you?’ she asks.

‘I’m Ben, Josh’s cousin,’ I say. ‘Visiting from Melbourne.’

Her eyes flick from me to Josh. ‘What’s that?’ She indicates the book.

‘A family heirloom,’ I say. ‘I can’t read it, though. It’s in old language and old-person writing.’

‘Take it to the library. The lady down there’d be able to read it. She’s real old.’

I smile. ‘Thanks. I might do that.’

She turns and takes off on her board. Josh watches her while he waits for me.

‘I still don’t get why we have to leave. I just spoke to her and she’s friendly.’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Josh hisses. He turns away from the skate park and starts walking. I fall into step beside him. ‘It’s not her we have to worry about. Her old man would kill us if he hears so much as a whisper about us being anywhere near her.’

I laugh.

‘I’m not joking,’ Josh says. ‘When we were younger, Olivia and I were friends. We didn’t know we weren’t supposed to be. I liked her.’

‘As in, like-liked? A crush?’

‘Yes. Anyway, one day, I walked her home, and when we arrived at her house, we stopped on the road out front and were saying goodbye. Her dad came out onto the verandah and, when he saw me, he exploded with rage. He yelled at me, threatened that if I didn’t keep away from his daughter he’d rip my head off.’

‘What?’

‘I know, it was terrifying. Olivia told me to run. He threw a glass bottle at me and it smashed at my feet. Then he threw another one that almost hit my head.’

‘Did you call the police?’

‘No, I ran home as fast as I could. I was shaking so much and, if I’m honest, I cried like a baby and couldn’t stop.’

Josh pauses, swallows hard and looks towards the ground.

‘I didn’t know why he would hate me so much that he’d want to hurt me. Mum told me it was because I was a Parker,’ Josh continues. ‘She told me she was friends with one of the Rhinestones when she first moved here from New South Wales, and they welcomed her into their home and family. She then told me about the Parker–Rhinestone family feud. When Mum started seeing Dad, the Rhinestones completely shunned her. Olivia’s father hates us. I think he’d kill us if he could. So, if you value your life, keep away from Olivia and every other Rhinestone.’


Josh’s story not only saddens me, it angers me. People should be able to be friends with whoever they like. It’s wrong for adults to push their hatred and prejudice onto their kids. ‘I’m sorry that happened to you,’ I say.

‘There’s no point you being sorry. None of it’s your doing.’

‘Is it safe for me to go to the library?’ I say to Josh.

He laughs. ‘What for?’

‘There might be old people down there.’

‘That sounds awesome, can I come?’

‘Really?’

‘No.’

This time, I laugh. I don’t remember Josh being so sarcastic, but it suits him. ‘Which way is it?’

Josh points. ‘Head straight down the main street. The library’s right down the far end, on this side. Do you remember how to make it home?’

I wave my phone at him. ‘I have maps,’ I say, as I take off towards the main street.

The library is tiny, and Olivia Rhinestone was right: the librarian is ancient. In fact, most people in here are ancient.

I stand at the counter and wait until the lady is free and looks at me. She smiles.

‘Hello, young man, how can I help you?’

I place the book on the counter. ‘Hi. I have my great-grandfather’s journal, but I can’t understand it. I was wondering if you could help me?’


‘How nice to see young ones like you interested in family history.’

I open the book to the final entry and show her.

She reads aloud.

‘Goodbye, sweeting – well, sweeting is like darling or sweetie. It’s a pet name for a loved one. It is interesting that he has used goodbye here instead of fare thee well. Sweeting is archaic and goodbye is not. Something like fare thee well would be the old-style equivalent.’

I nod so she knows I understand.

‘And in thy dying moments – is this someone’s final words?’

I nod.

‘Oh my goodness, what a treasure for family to have. Thy means my in this context. Again, it is archaic language.’

Another ancient lady comes over to look at the journal. ‘How fascinating,’ she says. ‘I have my mother’s journal and it’s exactly like this one. If my house ever caught fire, it’s the first thing I’d grab. In fact, I must get it out and have a read.’ Her small cough winds up into a huge coughing fit.

‘This is Eunice,’ the librarian says. ‘She’s an avid reader of Shakespeare and has an excellent grasp of archaic language, so she’ll be able to help with translating as well.’

‘I have to read Shakespeare at school,’ I say. ‘It’s hard work.’


Both women laugh.

‘Unhand is thine own heart pumping, Delve into earth,’ the librarian continues. ‘This means the release of. Unhand is the release from one’s grasp. It’s saying loss of control, I’d say. Delve into earth is obvious as a statement on its own, but I’m not sure about it coupled with Unhand is thine own heart pumping.’

‘He was shot and dying when he wrote it,’ I say.

The old lady Eunice snaps her head around to look at me. She reaches out, grabs my chin and turns my head so she can study my face. Her eyes narrow, and I still feel her bony fingers on my face after she lets go. She is no longer smiling. She’s the oldest person I’ve ever seen.

‘Archibald Parker. I should have known. You have his eyes. He was nothing but a double-crossing, thieving scoundrel.’ The old lady grits her teeth. ‘I hope that brute suffered to the very last beat of his stone-cold heart.’

I step back as she raises her voice. She’s scary. She shuffles her way towards the door in a way that makes me think of zombies, and the librarian and I are left staring at each other over the counter.

‘Okay,’ the librarian says, uncomfortably. ‘Umm . . . let’s see what else we have here. Where leaves merge to bird, Where bird stands proud, My deepest thoughts are with thee, As is thy love – it’s hard to know what he is referring to here. Without context, it is hard to make sense of it. He might be talking about a place where he and whoever he was writing this for spent time together. Perhaps he is just saying his last thoughts are of her,’ says the librarian.

I hear what she is saying but my thoughts are with the terrifying woman who just left.

‘Who was that lady?’ I ask.

‘Eunice Rhinestone,’ she says.

I swallow hard. My mouth is suddenly dry.

I thank the librarian and grab the journal. I think of Olivia’s dad throwing glass bottles at Josh just because he is a Parker. I rush out the door, fly around the corner and find myself on course to smack head-on into Eunice Rhinestone on her motorised scooter. I’m going too fast to stop myself moving forward. I change my direction so I don’t knock Eunice out of her seat, clip my knee on the front left panel of her scooter and lose my footing. I put my hands down to save myself from falling flat onto the ground. . . Even so, I land with a thump. Still holding the book, I look up at her with a nervous smile.

Eunice glares down at me with a scowl on her face. She’s wearing a broad-brimmed black hat that casts a shadow across her face and makes her look like the grim reaper in a horror movie. Her eyes are sunken, her mouth a pursed, wrinkled line of disapproval, and her cheekbones are sharp like knives.

‘Show me that book,’ she demands.

As I stand, she snatches the book from my hand and opens it up to the last page. ‘It’s exactly the same . . .’ she mutters to herself. I don’t dare ask what she means. At first I think she is going to tear out the page, screw it up and throw it at me, but she gets out a pen and circles the first letter of the first word of the first four lines.

G A U D. Now that Eunice has pointed it out, I realise each letter is capitalised and slightly darker than the rest.

‘He did do it. I knew it. To this day, the police won’t listen to me or my family. I even took sketches of the jewellery to the local police station and asked one of the sergeants to search for them, but he dismissed me, like the police have always done to any Rhinestone.’

She goes on, like she is talking to herself. The thing that strikes me the most is how sad and frustrated she is. And certain. There is no doubt in her mind that the precious gems existed, and that my great-grandfather stole them. I tune back in to what she’s saying.

‘. . . I even wondered if the police at the scene found the jewels on him and pocketed them. But this journal shows Archibald Parker trying to give a secret code to his wife. But she wouldn’t have read it – she had a stroke when she received the news of his death. She didn’t die right away but it wasn’t long after.’ Eunice pauses for a moment and looks at me. ‘Gaud means trinket. I’ve always wondered if the place where that rotten, double-crossing pilchard died is where he stashed the jewellery. The police insist the jewels never existed, but I’m sure they did. I’m as convinced about that as I am that all Parkers are lying thieves.’

I flinch at her insult. I’m not a lying thief. I wouldn’t put anything past my dad, but Uncle Ian is good. He’s not dishonest in any way. As far as I know, no Parkers have been to jail or in trouble with the law. My great-grandfather is the only Parker in our family to be interesting in any way, and that is because he was shot, not a known liar or thief. The Rhino Boys shot him – and maybe they did it because they were brutal murderers, I think, but don’t dare say.

I stand and wait, getting berated for being a Parker, until she gives the book back to me, then I run flat out all the way to Uncle Ian’s with questions racing through my mind: Did Archibald Parker really steal from Eunice’s mother? And, if he did, does it mean I’m bad, too? Adrenaline pumps through my veins. Could Eunice Rhinestone be right? Could there really be jewels buried where my great-grandfather was shot?

When I arrive at the house I’m puffing hard from the run. I pull up sharp. Rooboo is at the gate. He’s huge, over six foot. He faces me, standing tall and holding a silver metal bucket. Muscles across his chest and arms ripple every time he moves. He looks right into my eyes and crushes the metal bucket like it’s nothing, then throws it to the ground.

Apart from Eunice Rhinestone, Rooboo’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen, and no way am I going through that gate while he’s standing guard. I call Dad’s phone, but he doesn’t answer and then I realise his car is gone. He’s staying the night so he must have gone up the street for something. I wouldn’t normally admit to Josh how scared I am of animals, but since he told me he’d cried like a baby when Olivia’s dad attacked him, I figure it’s okay to call him. He picks up immediately and thirty seconds later he appears from the walkway at the side of the house.

‘Rooboo, over here,’ Josh says. Rooboo leaps to him and leans down so his head is the same height as Josh’s. Josh talks to him softly, ‘That’s a good boy.’

Rooboo leans in closer to hear. Josh whispers something to him, then Rooboo calmly jumps down the side of the house and disappears. I’m left standing at the gate, embarrassed and wondering how Josh makes animals so quiet. He’s like the horse whisperer I once saw on TV. As I pass the crushed silver bucket I stop and pick it up, wondering if it’s made of soft metal. It’s not. I try with all my might to pull out the sides of the bucket, but can’t. Embarrassed again, I put it back on the ground.


‘Where’s Dad?’ I ask.

Josh pauses and his gaze falls to the ground. ‘Gone.’

‘Where?’

‘When I got home, he and Dad were arguing. Then your dad left. He’s on his way back to Melbourne.’

I don’t ask what they were arguing about. I just nod. What does it matter, anyway? He drove me here and has done his handover. His duty is done.

Josh is waiting for me to say something, but no words come.

‘You okay?’ Josh asks.

Dad leaving without saying goodbye stings, and Josh’s question hangs in the air between us.

I check my stopwatch.

Still 160 hours and 35 minutes to go. But why am I counting down? I don’t want to go home with Dad when he comes back now, either.











SUNDAY

MAMA ROO




Josh’s house only has one lounge room and it’s a tiny separate room away from the kitchen. There are enough seats for eight people on three old sofas that line the walls. The space in the middle of the room is taken up by a large coffee table. An old TV sits on a corner cupboard. Painted wainscot boards go halfway up the wall, then a metre above that is a picture rail. The ceiling is pressed tin, a busy pattern of squares and triangles. I’m so used to having a huge house to myself that this room feels full of both furniture and people, even though Uncle Ian, Aunt Christine, Josh and I only take up half the seats. But, as cramped as it feels, it’s nice. Everyone is happy, eating sandwiches for lunch, and talking about all kinds of things.

Every now and then I glimpse Rooboo through the small window that looks out onto the front verandah and untidy, overgrown garden.

My finger is swollen and throbs where Lady Ga-lah bit it. I finish telling everyone about my run-in with Eunice Rhinestone. Great-grandfather’s journal is open, resting on my knees, and I read over the final entry one more time, hoping something will suddenly make more sense.

‘Meeting Eunice yesterday only created more questions,’ I say. ‘If the Rhino Boys killed Archibald Parker for no reason, wouldn’t Eunice be ashamed of them? Wouldn’t she feel bad that her family are brutal murderers?’

No one speaks.

‘Maybe he really did steal jewels from them,’ I add.

‘No, they say he didn’t,’ Josh argues.

‘Who says? Our family? The police our great-grandfather was friends with? Eunice even questions if a crooked cop stole the jewels from the murder scene.’

Everyone is quiet for a moment, thinking about it. Doubt may be creeping in.

‘He was rich. He had no need to steal,’ Josh says.

I think of Dad. He’s rich, yet he is in America destroying people’s lives for more money.

‘Yes, he was rich and respectable. The Rhinestones didn’t have the same status. Your great-grandfather was always going to be believed over them,’ says Aunt Christine.


‘Even if he stole the jewels, he didn’t deserve to die,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘People do all kinds of things for reasons that others know nothing about. He may have been in some kind of financial trouble.’

‘Stealing jewels may not sound like much to you, but what if they meant much more to the Rhinestones? What if those jewels meant they’d be lifted out of poverty, would have a better life, and he stole that from them? Financial trouble or not, he had no right to take what wasn’t his.’ Aunt Christine’s voice is stern. ‘Eunice’s mother worked in rough establishments. She wouldn’t have been respected or treated fairly back then. The feud lasting for one hundred years would actually make more sense if the jewels were stolen. People don’t fight like that over nothing.’ Aunt Christine is convincing.

‘Murder is hardly nothing,’ Uncle Ian says. Suddenly there is tension between Christine and Ian, and it makes me nervous. I expect it to escalate into a fight, but it doesn’t. They remain calm, even though they disagree.

‘You’re right, but I agree with Ben. If he’d been murdered for no reason, the Rhinestones wouldn’t have held a grudge for this long. They must truly believe an injustice was done,’ Aunt Christine says. ‘We may never really know what happened, but the feud is still as much alive today as it was back then, and it’s because of unresolved issues being handed down through the generations.’


‘Do you believe the treasure is still out there?’ I ask.

‘If it existed, I doubt it. Someone would have gone digging around and taken it,’ Uncle Ian says.

Uncle Ian disappears and comes back with a tray of cut-up fruit, cheese, nuts and crackers, and we all sit in the tiny room together for hours, talking, theorising, reading books, sharing snippets of info, things that interest us. I’ve never had a morning like it. Josh and I are allowed on our tablets as long as the sound is on mute.

Aunt Christine’s phone rings and suddenly she’s up and out the door. She comes back a couple of moments later in her work clothes. A kangaroo has been hit by a car on the Bolton Road, she tells us. ‘Anyone want to come and help?’

‘Boys, both of you can go,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘Get some fresh air into your lungs.’

Josh doesn’t question it. He’s up and out of the room in a flash.

‘Ben, grab a coat. It can be cold in the mountains,’ Aunt Christine says.
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Aunt Christine was right, it’s freezing in the mountains. By the time we reach the accident location, it’s twelve degrees colder than it was in Manibee. I get out of the car and zip my coat right up to my neck and wish I had a scarf and beanie. I’m not exactly sure what to do, and don’t want to get in anyone’s way, so I stand on the side of the road and wait. A small red car with damage to the front is pulled to the side, and a young woman with blonde dreadlocks is standing in front of it, crying. She’s a P-plater, and, she tells Aunt Christine, this is her first accident. Her phone then rings and she cries more to her dad on speaker. He asks her a number of times if she is all right and, when he’s happy she is, he tells her he’s on his way to get her.

On the road lies a grey kangaroo with blood coming from its nose. It looks much smaller than Rooboo, and I wonder if it’s not yet fully grown. When I look at it lying motionless on the road, a painful lump chokes my throat. I look away.

Aunt Christine’s twin-cab ute has flashing orange lights on the roof. She gets back into it and drives past the roo, and then reverses so the ute’s tray is close to the fallen kangaroo. She is parked right in the middle of the road. Josh has obviously dealt with this before and is doing everything he needs to do without being told. When he goes to the back of the ute for the witch’s hats, I offer to carry them. As we walk, Josh tells me when I need to place one on the road. Josh carries a hazard sign which he then places on the roadside to warn any oncoming traffic.

‘Hello there,’ Aunt Christine says. I look up to see who she is talking to and find that she is holding a joey. It’s so scared that it jerks its body around, trying to get away. ‘Hey, I won’t hurt you.’ Aunt Christine opens a cloth bag with a lid and puts the joey in, headfirst. Josh carries it to the car and hangs it from the back of the front passenger seat. I follow him and watch, hoping to get another glimpse of the joey.

‘There you go, little fella, it’s nice and warm in there,’ Josh says.

Josh then goes back to Aunt Christine, who is spreading out a tarp beside the kangaroo. Between them, they drag the mama roo onto the tarp, and Christine brings each corner together so the roo is completely covered. Each corner of the tarp has metal loops, which Christine inserts a robust hook through to hold it together.

A small crane on the back of the ute swings out. Aunt Christine secures the hook to it and uses a remote control to lift the roo into the tray.

The driver of the car is shivering, waiting for her parents to come and get her. Josh grabs a blanket from the back of our car and wraps it around her. She keeps asking about the baby roo and if it will survive.

‘I’m certain she will. She’s a good size, has had a good start,’ Aunt Christine soothes.

Fat tears fall down the girl’s cheeks. ‘If you can’t find someone to raise her, I’ll take her. My name’s Storm. I’ll give you my number.’


Aunt Christine types Storm’s number into her phone. ‘You’re Simon and Shan’s daughter, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you raised rescue animals before?’

‘No. But when I was in Year Ten I did work experience at the rescue centre in Tolmie, so I know what’s involved. My family rescue rejected racehorses and brumbies. We keep far more than we place, but our goal is always to place them with people who love horses and know how to care for them.’

A large Toyota HiLux slowly moves towards us. The hazard lights start flashing, and it pulls onto the shoulder. It must be Storm’s parents, Simon and Shan. The dad looks fit and sun-tanned and is totally chilled, like a surfer dude. The mum has blonde dreadlocks like Storm’s, tied into a high ponytail. She gets out of the car, smiling.

‘I said I wasn’t keen to catch up with your grandma today, but you didn’t have to go to this much trouble to get me out of it,’ Shan jokes.

‘The things I do for you.’ Storm plays along.

Simon hugs her first, and then Shan.

‘I’m fine, just a little shaken,’ Storm reassures her parents. ‘The roo’s not, though, and now her baby has no mum.’

Shan puts her arm around Storm as her daughter cries again for the roo and her baby.


‘Your car drivable?’ Simon asks.

‘I think so, but the front guard is touching the tyre.’

Simon goes to the car and yanks hard at the front bumper bar. Josh helps him.

‘They’re designed to fall apart,’ Simon says. The piece of car comes clean off with the next action, proving Simon’s theory. He looks under the car and then goes to the driver’s side. He gets in and starts the engine. Josh gives him the thumbs up as he tests each indicator.

I stand and watch, uselessly, and I can’t help but think of my dad. The lump in my throat comes back. Would he come for me if I crashed my car?

We wave goodbye to the family, and then Josh and I collect the witch’s hats and hazard sign.

‘What do we do with it?’ I ask.

‘The dead roo?’ Josh says.

‘Yeah. Do we have to bury it or something?’
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I’m still in shock when we turn in to the zoo. We drive past the main car park and towards a large shed. Aunt Christine rang ahead, so Dave the zoo owner is expecting us. The automatic door of the shed slides open, and we drive in slowly, like murderers. The door closes behind us. The roo is dragged out of the tarp, out of the back of the ute, and onto a flatbed trolley that is the same height as the tray. It’s wheeled into a starkly lit area, and then the roo is moved across to a silver bench on wheels labelled with the words ‘butchering table’. The poor dead mama roo we all felt so bad for just thirty minutes ago is now the lions’ lunch.
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After dinner, with the mama roo and lions still on my mind, I go to the bungalow. I pick up my tablet and search for ‘Archibald Parker’. It’s disappointing when nothing much comes up. I enter ‘Murder in Manibee’. Far more headlines come up than I expect. This place has a dark history. I scroll down until I see the name Parker. I click on the link, and an old newspaper article comes up:


On February 3, 1922, Doctor Archibald Raymond Parker was brutally murdered whilst being robbed by three bandits on his way home on Mount Bolton Road, Manibee, after a full day’s work.


The words wrap around a photo of a distinguished-looking gentleman sitting cross-legged in a lounge chair. He is wearing a tailored jacket with wide lapels, a matching waistcoat, a white shirt and patterned tie. His trousers are pinstripe and wide-legged with cuffs on the hems. His shoes are two-tone lace-ups. Fancy. Beside him, on a small table, rests a black top hat. I zoom in on his face. My great-grandfather is looking directly at the camera and has a self-assured smirk on his face. I study his eyes, which, according to Eunice Rhinestone, are like mine. I read on:


Doctor Parker’s body was found about eight o’clock in the morning in Morrison’s field, 820 yards from Mt Bolton Road, after an all-night search by relatives and police.

Archibald Parker was an upstanding Manibee gentleman of the highest calibre. His death was a huge loss to the extended community, and he is grieved by all who knew him.

Four days later, three brothers, Rodney, David and Steven Rhinestone, were arrested and charged with his murder.



I read a few more articles about the trial and sentencing. The men were remanded in custody until their trial, in which they were found guilty of murder and sentenced to death by hanging. The whole process took fourteen months.

He wasn’t grieved by all who knew him, definitely not by the Rhinestones. I used to watch Horrible Histories on TV and thought it was funny when the king killed people on the spot, but that’s because it was so absurd. Things like that don’t happen here. But the Rhino Boys were real. Something happened between them and my great-grandfather. My great-grandfather ended up dead, and the three Rhinestone brothers were executed because of it. And their family is still bitter about it today.

How I feel is hard to describe – as Archibald Parker’s great-grandson, I know I am not responsible for what he did or didn’t do back then, so why do I feel sick in my chest about it? Was the Rhino Boys’ guilt predetermined because my great-grandfather was a Parker and they were Rhinestones? Were the town, the police and the jury already on the Parkers’ side before the trial began?

Josh trudges through the door. ‘What are you watching?’ he asks.

I put the tablet down beside me as Josh sits in an old armchair, ready to talk. I’ve never had a day of so much talking.

‘I want to search for the jewels. I honestly think they’re still out there somewhere,’ I say.

‘They may not even exist.’ Josh frowns.

‘The Rhinestone family is adamant they existed and that he took them. Why would they hang on to that for one hundred years? I mean, what would they gain?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they’re just dirtbags,’ Josh snaps.

I consider this for a moment.

‘Maybe we’re the dirtbags. Imagine that. All this time,’ I say.

An awkward silence stretches out between us.


Josh shakes his head. ‘We shouldn’t mess with this stuff. The Rhinestones are . . . angry. Violent-angry.’ He looks away. ‘I told you what happened when they caught me with Olivia.’

‘Which also makes sense if he stole them. If what they think is true, they have good reason to be angry. We could make a difference to people’s lives. As Archibald Parker’s descendants, isn’t it our duty to make things right, if we can?’

‘Why? To make yourself look good?’

‘No. Because it’s the right thing to do, and it has to be us. The Rhinestones have always believed the jewels existed, and their theory has been shut down. No one listens to them. Only a Parker can do this, and that’s us. Investigating it is the least we can do.’

‘You just need to know that snooping around this stuff is dangerous, and I want nothing to do with it.’

Josh gets up and leaves, the door shutting behind him.

The image of Eunice outside the library, snarling down at me in her floppy grim-reaper hat, flashes through my mind.

I pick up my tablet and my eyes rest on ‘Morrison’s field, 820 yards from Mt Bolton Road’.
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The horse chomps on the bit and pushes forward. He knows he’s on his way home and wants to run, but Dr Archibald Parker holds him back. The sun sits low on the horizon, and it will be dark when they arrive home. This is nothing new for Dr Parker. Many of his work call-outs are at night. The thunder of horse hooves cantering behind him causes his horse to surge into a trot. Dr Parker steadies the mare once more and cocks his head to listen. There are riders behind him, in a hurry, probably wanting to get to the town before dark.

The doctor is right. There are men, three, in fact, coming up behind him, but they are not rushing towards town. They are rushing towards him.

Three bandits wearing long coats, cowboy hats and masks over their faces have the doctor in their sights. They don’t see a tired man on his way home from work, they see expensive riding attire, a top hat, a quality saddle and ornate workmanship on the bridle. They see a rich man, alone. Easy prey.

The bandit with long, filthy hair rides up close, his gun raised and pointed at the doctor’s head before the doctor turns to see him. He pulls in close to the doctor. The other two men stay behind, guns drawn and ready to shoot if things don’t go to plan.

‘Give me everything you’ve got.’ The bandit spits tobacco on the ground and cocks his gun.

The doctor kicks his horse. ‘Yah,’ he yells, and the horse takes off.

The men follow with guns raised in the air. The bandit with filthy hair catches up and pulls on the reins of the doctor’s horse, causing it to stumble. The doctor stays in the saddle and the horse recovers. He pushes the bandit away, turns the horse off the road and gallops across a field. The three men chase, bullets flying. The doctor is shot in the back, falls from his horse and rolls. The bandits are on top of him, pistols levelled at his head.

Bang!
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I wake in fright, my breathing rapid, heart thumping hard, drenched in sweat. Josh is in his bed, asleep. It’s 2am. I tap my watch again and the screen changes to the timer counting down. I have exactly 130 hours to work this out.











MONDAY

SEEING RED




When I wake, Josh’s bed is empty. I look out the front door towards the house and survey the backyard for wild animals that might attack me before I get there. It’s about forty metres to the porch. I leap from the step and run towards the house. From the corner of my eye, I see a flash of red and I realise I have cut in front of Rooboo mid-bounce. It’s too late for me to get out of his way. I turn away, but, as quick as lightning, Rooboo leans back on his tail and boots me with both feet. I catapult through the air and land near the side fence ten metres away, square on my back. The wind is knocked out of me and I can’t breathe. I open my mouth but nothing comes in or goes out. There’s a white flash and hissing, then a sharp pinch on my neck. Tough Goose is attacking me while I’m dying.


‘Toughie, no!’ Josh swoops in, scooping Tough Goose into his arms before he can bite me again. Toughie continues to hiss at me as I gasp for breath. My lungs are starved of oxygen. Just when I really think I am going to die, air rushes into my lungs. I gasp for my next breath and writhe around on the ground trying to find a position that doesn’t hurt.

‘You okay?’ Josh says.

Uncle Ian walks from the side of the house. ‘Oh no, Evil’s down. What happened?’

‘Toughie got him,’ Josh replies.

I try and talk, but I’m puffing too hard. I point at Rooboo.

‘No, not Rooboo. He’s as quiet as a mouse.’

I’m in too much pain to argue.
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I sit gingerly at the kitchen table. There is a warm throb in my side and back. Inside, I’m shaking. I call them adrenaline tremors. I breathe deeply and slowly and try to think about something other than Rooboo kicking me. I focus on this room, the kitchen sink and the window that overlooks the back garden. No one saw Rooboo attack me, and they haven’t said it but they think I said Rooboo attacked me because I was too embarrassed to say it was Tough Goose. I look away from the window and try and focus on something else.

My eyes rest on the toast in front of me. Like every other meal at this house, we all have breakfast at the same time, seated at the same table. The table is small and round and has four chairs, and before every single mealtime we have to clear papers from it as, at some time of the day, Aunt Christine and Uncle Ian would have sat there to read. If they’re paying bills, opening mail, doing any kind of paperwork, this is the table they sit at. I bet Josh even does his homework here. One of the bills is now on the fridge with ‘Has this been paid?’ scrawled across it in Aunt Christine’s handwriting.

Lady Ga-lah had been quiet up until now, but suddenly she wants to be fed, too. Aunt Christine shoves her last piece of toast into her mouth, mixes the hand-rearing formula into a paste and draws it into a clean syringe. The bird is screeching, loud and relentless, and it grates on my nerves. I’m willing Aunt Christine to hurry. Finally, she leans down and squirts the paste into the baby bird’s mouth. It makes the same intense, guttural noise as last time, and is then quiet.

‘I have to go,’ Aunt Christine says. She kisses Ian. ‘See you this afternoon.’ She looks at Josh. ‘Make sure Ben has everything he needs.’ She smiles at me. ‘Help yourself to the pantry, there’s plenty of snacks.’

‘Thanks, Aunt Christine,’ I say.

She picks up Lady Ga-lah and places her into a smaller box.


‘Bye, Josh-man,’ Aunt Christine says, as she kisses the top of his head. ‘Bye, Ben.’ She ruffles my hair.

Aunt Christine then goes out the wire door, taking Lady Ga-lah with her.

‘And you behave, too, Toughie!’ I hear Christine say.

Now, it’s just the three of us, sitting at the breakfast table. Josh makes a second round of toast and I make the hot chocolate.

‘So, what are you two going to do today?’ Uncle Ian says.

‘I dunno. Maybe a bit of skateboarding,’ Josh says.

‘Evil, what about you? Is there anything you’d like to do while you’re here?’

My jaw clenches at the name, then again from the pain of where Rooboo booted me in the back. When I take a deep breath, my ribs hurt.

‘Not sure. I might go for a walk up the street a bit later. Maybe go to the library.’

Josh stops what he’s doing. ‘Why?’ He’s angry because he knows this means I’m still looking for information about the journal and the missing jewels. ‘Things aren’t exciting enough for you, getting knocked down here in our backyard?’

‘Josh-man! What’s got into you? The library is exciting for many people. This town worked hard for it.’


‘I’m not criticising the library,’ Josh says. He puts a plate of toast on the table and walks out the door.

Uncle Ian and I make awkward small talk while we finish up, and I’m relieved when I’m done and can get up to clear the table. As I open the dishwasher, I look out the kitchen window to see where the wild animals are. Rooboo must be out the front. Probably followed Christine to the front gate.

I leave Uncle Ian reading at the table, open the wire door and see Tough Goose turn around. I think I can beat him. I spring off the step and run towards the bungalow. Tough Goose comes in from the side. I leap forward and past him. He chases, as fast as a goose can run. I fly up the step and through the door with Toughie snapping at my heels. I fall on the couch, breathless.

Josh laughs. ‘How are you going to take on the Rhinestones if you’re terrified of a goose?’

‘What do you suggest I do?’

‘Face the goose. Stop running away from him. Show him you’re the boss.’

‘Maybe you should put some of that bravado into facing the Rhinestones. Stop running away from them.’

‘It’s hardly the same.’

‘Isn’t it?’ I snap. ‘I’m terrified of the animals here. I dread walking from here to the house.’ I stand up, go to my bed, grab a clean T-shirt out of my bag. ‘You’ve grown up with all these wild animals at your house, but they scare the crap out of me.’ I take off my shirt. ‘I’ve never even had a pet cat or dog.’

‘Oh, man,’ Josh says.

I turn around. Josh’s mouth is hanging open.

‘What? I know heaps of kids who don’t have pets.’

‘It really was Rooboo,’ Josh says.

I frown.

‘Your back . . . the bruises.’

I pull on my clean T-shirt.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’

‘Of course it does. I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus. Can’t take a deep breath,’ I say.

‘Do you need to see a doctor?’

I shrug. ‘I want to find the jewels.’

Josh exhales hard, like he’s really annoyed. ‘Why is it so important to you?’

How do I admit to Josh, who has a perfect father, that I am ashamed of mine? Could he understand my hope that, by going out of my way to do something good as often as Dad goes out of his way to do something bad, I might somehow balance the world? Uncle Ian would understand. He knows Dad, and I can only assume he calls me Evil because he thinks I’m like him. Maybe I am. Maybe we inherit our ancestors’ goodness or, in my case, badness.

But I must challenge this. Is the son of a bad person also bad even if they do good things?


If what the Rhinestones believe is true, my great-grandfather stole jewels from them. And so, if I found and returned them, maybe that would be just as impactful as my great-grandfather taking them in the first place.

Josh is still waiting for me to tell him why it’s so important to me, but I can’t tell him about this stuff. I don’t want him to wonder, every time he looks at me, whether I’m bad.

‘I dunno,’ I say. ‘I just think I should try.’

‘Searching for the jewels is dangerous, but actually finding them . . . that could get you killed.’











MONDAY

BOWLED OVER




I sit outside the library, waiting for it to open. At 10am, the same librarian from yesterday arrives wearing a cheerful orange dress, a yellow cardigan and a smile as bright as the sun.

‘Can’t say I have kids lining up every day. My mojo must be back.’

I laugh. ‘I can’t believe I’m the only one here.’

She giggles.

Pain rips through my ribs and back when I stand. I wince and move carefully, so it doesn’t hurt.

‘I see you’ve brought the journal again.’

‘Yes. I need more help.’

‘Well, let’s go inside.’

The librarian turns on lights as she goes inside and beelines for the counter we stood at yesterday. She places her bag down, stands on her side of the counter and smiles again, waiting.

My phone beeps and a message from Josh comes onto the screen. Where are you?

I type back with a lie. At the supermarket. Want a chocolate milk?

Yes please. Meet you at the skate park.

I smile at the lady whose name badge reads ‘Lorna’, and I bring up the old newspaper article about my great-grandfather’s murder.

‘I’d like to visit the place my great-grandfather died. It says it was in Morrison’s field, eight hundred and twenty yards from Mount Bolton Road.’

‘Okay, let me see.’

‘I looked up yard, and have worked out that eight hundred and twenty yards is exactly seven hundred and forty-nine point eight metres. And I can find Morrison’s Road that runs off Mount Bolton, but I don’t know which field.’

I follow Lorna to a metal cupboard with small square-shaped drawers in the newspaper section. She pulls out one of the drawers and there are thousands of reference cards. I’ve never been in a library that still uses this ancient system. The librarian starts selecting reference cards relating to the 1920s. Of course, without being able to search for keywords, she doesn’t find what she’s looking for. How could you ever? But she looks disappointed, like she expected to. She pauses, thinking, then walks over to a section of the library with a sign that says ‘Local Books’.

‘I’m looking for a book on early settlement. Morrison’s field would be near Morrison’s Road, which is why that road was named that. But the Morrison family owned a lot of land out that side of town.’

Lorna chooses a book about naming streets and roads in Manibee. The names are listed alphabetically. She taps the page.

‘Here it is. The Morrisons owned land from Buttercup Road to Findley Road and right back to the bluff.’

She walks back to the counter, clears the books and reveals a map under the glass top.

‘Buttercup is here, there’s Findley . . . your great-grandfather died somewhere . . . there.’ Lorna circles a large area on the map with her finger. Excitement rises into my chest as I study the area more closely.

‘Do you have a map I could take?’

‘Yes.’ Lorna talks as she walks into her office. ‘The council gave us a whole pad of them. We’re supposed to keep them at the counter and give them to tourists, but the pad is too big and takes up all the space. I should find somewhere for them, I guess.’ She laughs, but it cuts short. She’s looking at the map.

‘What is it?’


Lorna tears off a map, lays it down and points to a location.

‘I’m not sure if it’s good or bad for you, but that section of Morrison’s land – where your great-grandfather died – is now the zoo.’

‘The zoo?’ I can’t hide my horror.

Lorna ignores my reaction and speaks with pride. ‘Yes. We have a proper zoo here with rhinos, lions and hippos – one of the hippos had a calf earlier this year. Just about everyone in the town sent in suggestions for her name. The zookeeper chose Harika, which means wonderful. So cute. You should try and get there during your stay.’

‘Definitely.’ I smile weakly. I can’t hide my disappointment. My plan to search for the jewels suddenly feels impossible, and way more terrifying than the Rhinestones could ever be.
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Josh will be waiting for me. I pay for the chocolate milks and rush out of the supermarket. I step onto the footpath.

‘Look out!’

I turn as I’m hit from the side and knocked off my feet. I clutch the journal and chocolate milks tightly to my chest. My elbow hits the concrete first. The force goes up into my shoulder and I brace myself, trying to save my head from hitting the ground. I sit up, in pain and embarrassed. People stop to help.


‘You okay?’ The voice is familiar. ‘You stepped out right in front of me.’

I look up and see Olivia Rhinestone with a worried look on her face. Then I notice she’s wearing a stack hat and has a skateboard under her arm, and I realise it was her who bowled me over.

A worker from the supermarket comes out with a wet compress and she tells me to put it on my elbow, which is bleeding. I place the journal and drinks down so I can mop up the blood and hold the compress on the wound for a few seconds, until the haemorrhage slows down. I’ve drawn quite a crowd, with people stopping to see that I’m okay.

‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Really, I’m fine.’

I get up and hide the pain, hoping people will stop staring and move on. I sit on a nearby bench seat to catch my breath. Olivia stands in front of me.

‘Ben, isn’t it?’

I nod.

She hands me the journal and chocolate milks that I’d left on the ground.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘I’m really sorry.’

A large man wearing an orange high-vis T-shirt and khaki work pants grabs Olivia, roughly, and pulls her away.

‘Did you do this? Were you riding that thing on the footpath again?’ The man’s face is beetroot red. He yanks the skateboard from under her arm, and I see her flinch when the surface of the board causes an abrasion.

‘Oww, Dad . . . I . . .’

‘How many times have I told you?’ He waves the board in the air. ‘You’re off this for a month.’

I stand up. This is Olivia’s father, the violent man who threw bottles at Josh, and now he’s being rough with Olivia.

‘It was my fault,’ I say. ‘She was riding in the bike lane, not on the footpath,’ I lie. ‘She was doing the right thing. It was me who stepped right out in front of her when I went to cross the road. She had nowhere to go.’

The man eyes me, not sure whether to believe me or not. My chest tightens beneath the weight of his glare.

His gaze swings back to Olivia. ‘If I ever catch you lying . . .’

He doesn’t finish his sentence, but he doesn’t need to. His threat hangs in the air. He hands back the skateboard. She takes it without a word. He turns and walks away. As soon as he’s out of earshot, Olivia looks at me.

‘Thanks for nothing, Parker.’ She says my name with the same threatening tone her father used. ‘You set me up in a lie – my dad hates liars. If he finds out I was actually skating on the footpath, I’ll be in far worse trouble for lying than I ever would have been. I should knock you down again.’

I feel sick at the thought of making things worse. Her board drops to the ground with a clack, and she skates away, jumping off the footpath and flying along the bike path at the edge of the road. Out the corner of my eye I see Eunice sitting in her buggy, parked near a shop window, watching me through the people. It’s creepy and my heart leaps at the sight of her. She moves towards me, and, at first, I think she might stop and berate me again. But she doesn’t slow down. As she passes me, she looks right into my eyes and mouths one word.

‘Liar.’

Oh, God, I’m dead. My breath catches in my throat and I stare at her in disbelief. She’s the most terrifying woman I’ve ever seen. The straps of her bag are slung over her shoulder, but the bag is under her arm closest to me. Something in the bag stops it from closing, a book . . . an old, brown, leather-covered book – exactly the same as the one I have in my hand.

That’s it.

I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.

Eunice’s mother’s journal.

The owner of the stolen jewels.

It’s the first thing Eunice would grab if there was a fire; she told me that in the library before she knew I was a Parker. She even said she would get it out to read it, after seeing my journal. Did seeing Archibald’s journal stir up something? Is that why she’s carrying around her mother’s journal? I would kill to see what’s inside it.

My heart speeds up.

I need that book.











MONDAY

STALKING EUNICE




Once we get away from the crowd, it’s much harder to follow Eunice and remain unseen. If she turns around, I’m the only person she will see. Also, if anyone is watching me, they will know I’m following her. Someone may have already called the police. Creeping behind an old lady fills me with a horrible feeling that is hard to describe. It feels dangerous, like Josh said, so it’s fear, but it’s something else, too. Shame.

Shame.

It makes me want to stop, but I think of Eunice and her family and how they’ve had to deal with the shame brought upon the whole family by three brothers, who killed a rich man held in high esteem by the community. I think of how unfair it is, that the Rhinestones may have felt shame, and have been shamed, simply for being Rhinestones. And if my great-grandfather stole this jewel from them – a jewel so precious to them that they would kill for it – I need to know.

Uncle Ian was right – stealing doesn’t warrant murder – but a rich, privileged man stealing a poor woman’s only chance at a better life is low. If that’s what happened, then maybe, all this time, the wrong family was shamed.

Eunice Rhinestone rides her buggy about a kilometre along the footpath before she turns into a house. I step into a driveway so, if she looks back up the street in my direction, she won’t see me. When she is out of sight, I sneak forward to the next driveway, then the next, then the next. Finally, I am at the driveway Eunice turned into. An overgrown hedge lines her front and side fences, shielding her yard from the neighbours and the front road. A ramp leads onto the porch, and right near the door is the buggy. The bag with the book is on the seat.

I step back and contemplate what I’m about to do. If I’m right, the book is the journal Eunice spoke of in the library. I don’t want to steal it, I just want to look at it, find the entries around the time my great-grandfather was murdered, to see if anything was written about the jewels that the Rhinestones believe were stolen. How would Archibald Parker have known about the jewels? Was Eunice’s mother one of his patients? Was she sick?


I just want to read a few pages. Perhaps I should knock on the door and ask, tell her I’m curious to know the truth. The front door is still wide open. Should I call out, like a friend would? Should I show her my great-grandfather’s journal? Ask if she’d like to compare notes? Then I visualise her mouthing the word ‘liar’.

I take a few quick breaths and step into the driveway of Eunice Rhinestone’s house. With a flutter of nerves, I move onto the porch and stall. I pull out the journal just a little so I can see it better. If it’s not Eunice’s mother’s journal, I have no interest in it and I will put myself out of this misery and leave. I place Archibald’s journal beside Eunice’s. It is exactly the same. Maybe back then, there was only one choice when it came to buying journals in this town.

My phone buzzes with a message from Josh. Where are you?

I ignore it and take a photo of the books, side by side. A phone rings inside the house. This is great. It will give me more time. I open the front page and see the name Queenie Rhinestone. I photograph it. I flick through more pages. It’s all old-person joined-up writing and I can’t read it. While I’m flicking through the pages, something catches my eye. A sketch. Then another sketch on the next page. Then another. Three in total. All of jewellery. Two pendants, and a brooch in the shape of a lyrebird.


A noise behind me makes me jump. A car swings into Eunice’s driveway, which stretches past the house. I duck down behind the buggy as the car goes up the driveway and out of sight. I need to photograph those pages. I don’t think I’ve been seen. My heart picks up to a hammering pace as I take pictures of the sketches. A car door slams and a man’s voice gets louder as he approaches the front of the house. Panic makes me freeze, but if I don’t move I’m going to be caught. He’s only metres away, less than a second from seeing me. I step inside the house and take the first door on the left and hide behind the couch. Something about the man’s voice is familiar. Then I see the high-vis orange T-shirt through the glass. My chest tightens and I start to sweat. It’s Olivia’s father, the man who threw glass bottles at Josh and who hates liars. This is bad. Oh, God. This is worse than bad.

I’m dead.











MONDAY

THE ESCAPE




Bile sits at the back of my throat, and I wonder if my great-grandfather tasted the same thing before he was murdered. Olivia’s father’s large black boots come into view. Steel caps; I imagine them kicking my head in. My phone buzzes. I hold it away from me so the vibration doesn’t amplify against my clothing or the coins in my pocket. But it still makes a sound and Olivia’s father hears it. He walks into the room. I turn off the vibration in case Josh rings. The man stands still, listening for a minute, then turns and leaves the room.

I’ve got to get out of here, but now Eunice is at the doorway with her walking frame. She’s talking to Olivia’s father who, from what I can gather, is here fixing something in the kitchen.


Asking Josh for help is the only thing I can think of doing. You there?

Yeah. Where are you?

What’s Josh going to do? He can’t rescue me, I can’t ask him to try. It was stupid of me to come here. Stupid and wrong and dangerous, and now I’m stuck, and if I’m caught . . . I hate to think. Will they beat me up? Kill me? Hand me over to the police? How am I going to explain this to Aunt Christine and Uncle Ian?

Another message from Josh comes through. You lost?

When I don’t answer, another: ?

I roll onto my back and stare at Eunice’s ceiling. It’s white. A naked light globe hangs from a white cord in the centre. I stare at it. Maybe, if I lie here long enough, Olivia’s dad will leave, Eunice will settle in the kitchen and I will be able to sneak out the front door.

A sickening thought creeps into my head and spreads like a virus. What if Olivia lives here? And her dad. What if this is their house? What if they have a huge ferocious dog, and they let it inside. The terror that comes with that thought is paralysing. I have to get out of here.

A face peers over the back of the couch. I jump. She jumps, wide-eyed. It’s Olivia.

‘Please,’ I say. ‘Shhh.’

She goes to shout.


‘Please, for Josh,’ I plead.

She stops, measures me up, then disappears.

I hear her talking down the other end of the house. ‘Dad, Aunt Eunice, I want to show you something on my phone. I took a photo of it.’

She speaks louder than is needed. She’s letting me know she’s keeping them occupied so I can get out. I don’t know why she’s doing it, but she is. I move to the door of the room, peer down the hallway. It’s clear. I waste no time. I dash out the door, leap off the porch and run. Once I’m outside and off their property and part way down the street, something dawns on me. I stop running.

My great-grandfather’s journal is still sitting beside Eunice’s mother’s journal, on the seat of Eunice’s buggy.

My whole body aches. Where Lady Ga-lah bit me, where Rooboo booted me, where Olivia knocked me to the ground. Fatigue grabs hold of me. I clasp my hands behind my head, breathe in deeply and hold it. Think.

I have to go back.

It’s not my journal to lose.

Olivia grabs me from behind and pushes me into the laneway, out of sight.

‘What the hell, creep?’

‘It’s not what it looks like.’

‘I should have let my dad find you.’

She holds the scruff of my neck and walks me back until I hit the fence behind me. I place my hands on her shoulders.

‘Olivia, stop. I believe the Rhinestones. That Archibald Parker stole the jewels. I’m just looking for proof.’

‘What?’ Her grip loosens.

‘It’s true. I saw the journal in Eunice’s bag up the street. I showed her my journal and it must have made her get hers out. I just wanted to see it because I think it has clues. That’s all I was doing, I swear.’

Olivia stares into my eyes like she’s deciding whether to believe me.

My spidey senses prickle, like you get sometimes when someone is watching you. Olivia must have felt it, too, because we both turn our heads at the same time. Josh is standing at the end of the laneway, mouth open.

He turns and walks out of sight.

‘Here,’ Olivia says. She pulls out the journal and hands it to me.

My smile takes over everything else.

‘Thank you.’ I hug her. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’

‘Get off me, man.’ Olivia pushes me away. I smile at her and run to catch up with Josh. He walks faster.

‘Hey, slow down.’

Josh starts running. There’s no way I can run with him. My back and ribs are killing me.


‘Josh, wait. What are you doing?’

Josh doesn’t answer, doesn’t look back. He jogs towards home, leaving me to walk on my own. I’ve never seen him so angry.
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I’m hot and sweaty and my insides are shaking after being so scared for so long, being trapped in Eunice’s house. I don’t think I’ve ever been more terrified than what I was when I thought Olivia’s dad was going to find me.

When I arrive home, Rooboo is in the front yard. I phone Josh but he doesn’t answer. Rooboo and I stare at each other from either side of the gate. Everything about this day is dangerous. In fact, everything about this house and this town is dangerous. Maybe Josh is right. Maybe I should leave it alone. Finding my great-grandfather’s journal may be a curse to us all.

Okay. I can do this. Taking in a large breath reminds me how hard this giant roo kicked me this morning. All I want to do is get inside the house without being killed.

Josh says not to run, be calm. I’ve heard dogs can smell fear. I wonder if kangaroos can, as well. If I walk calmly, will Rooboo know that, on the inside, I am actually petrified?

My hand trembles as I hold it out towards Rooboo. If he comes to me and lets me scratch his head, I will open the gate. He doesn’t. He stands up taller. It looks threatening.

‘Shoo.’ I wave my arms at him. ‘Round the back.’

He doesn’t move. I look for something to throw near him. If I throw a rock into the shrubs beside him, the noise might scare him away. The only rock on this side of the fence is much larger than anything I’d try to throw. I suddenly miss home, my yard with no animals and our electronic gate that opens when it recognises my voice.

‘I thought I heard you guys.’ Uncle Ian appears from the side of the house. He smiles. ‘Where’s Josh?’

‘He was ahead of me.’

Uncle Ian laughs. ‘That kid is so competitive.’ He thinks we were racing.

Hopefully, Rooboo will move so I can get inside without Uncle Ian knowing I’m too scared to enter.

‘C’mon, Rooboo. Round the back.’

He knows.

Embarrassment heats my cheeks. Rooboo does as he’s told, and I open the gate and follow Uncle Ian down the side of the house and through the back door into the kitchen. Josh is nowhere to be seen. Now, Rooboo is out the back, and Toughie. The thought of sprinting to the bungalow makes my body ache.

Walk calmly. Don’t even look at them. Just focus on the bungalow. I open the kitchen door, and walk as if I’m not scared. It takes everything inside me to stop myself from running. Rooboo doesn’t come near me, but the hiss behind me tells me Toughie is coming in, neck stretched out and beak snapping. It’s lucky geese don’t have teeth. A sharp pinch on the back of my leg breaks my effort at trying to look calm. I sprint. Toughie chases, and I enter the bungalow in a panicked rush, like I do. Every. Single. Time.

The bungalow is empty. Josh must be in the main house. My eyes fall on my bed. It’s the best thing I’ve seen all day. I place the leather journal on my bedside table, kick off my shoes, get in and pull up the doona. Exhaustion fills every cell in my body. I close my eyes. Olivia’s dad’s steel-capped boots flash though my mind, and the terror I felt inside Eunice’s house comes back. Keeping my eyes closed, I try to think of something else. Of my bedroom in Melbourne. The cool darkness of my room when the blinds are shut, the stillness of the house, the leaves of the treetops outside the window, cars driving by on the street below. Of our security system that allows me to enter through the gate after it recognises my voice, and the emptiness of our front garden, being able to walk to the front door without being attacked by wild animals. My heart starts to slow, and my chest isn’t as tight. My back throbs as I start to heat up under the covers. Thanks to Olivia, things worked out today, but I was stupid to get myself into such a dangerous situation. I thanked Olivia, but it doesn’t feel enough. She saved my life and returned my great-grandfather’s journal. She didn’t do it for me, she did it because she likes Josh. The vision of Josh standing at the end of the laneway flashes through my mind. His arms crossed, mouth hanging open, shock all over his face.

My eyes spring open.

He saw us in the laneway. Me and Olivia.

I sit up, my throat suddenly dry. That’s why he’s so furious. I thought he must have seen me run from Eunice’s house, but that’s not what Josh saw. He saw Olivia and me standing close in a laneway, my hands on her shoulders, her hand resting on my chest having just released the front of my shirt. The look on his face wasn’t just shock, it was hurt.

It’s not until I’m inside the kitchen that I realise I’d marched all the way without thinking of Rooboo or Tough Goose, and without being attacked. Uncle Ian is at the kitchen table reading the horse-racing guide. He hides it beneath another paper.

‘Evil, my man, what’s happening?’

‘Is Josh inside?’

‘He may have gone through a while ago.’

The lounge room is empty, so I go straight to Josh’s bedroom door, which is shut. I knock. No answer. I knock again. ‘Josh, you in there?’

I open the door. Josh is sitting on the edge of his bed, with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.


‘Go away.’

‘I just realised what you think you saw.’

Josh frowns. ‘I saw what I saw, now get out.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not what it looked like.’

Josh stands up and pushes past me and goes out the door. I follow him to the kitchen. Uncle Ian is now gone.

‘Hey,’ I say. ‘She likes you, not me. She did it for you.’

Josh waves his hand and walks out the kitchen door. I follow.

I grab him by the shoulder. ‘Stop. Listen to me.’ My voice rises with the anger that has been boiling up inside me. My anger at Dad, at Mum, at having to be here. At Josh for thinking so badly of me. At that stupid, nasty name Uncle Ian calls me. At all the animals at this house that want to kill me.

Josh keeps walking. He enters the bungalow and slams the door behind him. Toughie runs at me and hisses. I stand and hiss back. Toughie stops. I follow Josh into the bungalow and slam the door behind me. Josh looks up from the lounge chair. Now that is a look of shock.

‘I’m going to follow you around until you stop and listen.’

Josh snorts a laugh. ‘Ben has some big genius thing to say, everyone must stop and listen.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t worship the ground you walk on.’ Josh’s words hit me like a punch to the face. And he keeps the blows coming. ‘I’m Ben,’ he says, in a squeaky voice. ‘I’m so good, I’m so smart and rich, I’m from the city and you have to listen to me because I’m better than all of you.’

The anger inside me evaporates and I’m left heavy and winded.

‘No wonder no one wants you around.’

That’s the knockout punch.

Josh gets out of his chair and walks past me. The door slams shut behind him. I sit on the edge of my bed, then lie down and face the wall.

My phone digs into my thigh. I pull it out and bring up Mum’s phone number. My thumb hovers over the call button. Seconds pass as I weigh up whether to call her. I place my phone on my bed, facedown.

Is that why Dad and Uncle Ian were fighting? Uncle Ian didn’t want me to stay? Did Dad force me onto his brother, then drive away?

Although I want to hide under the covers and never come out, I make myself get up out of bed and pack my clothes. I’m not sure what time the bus goes. I carry my suitcase, so the wheels don’t make a noise. I don’t know where Uncle Ian is, but if he’s back at the kitchen table, he’d only have to look up to see me through the back door. But this doesn’t happen. I make it all the way to the front gate without being seen.


Or maybe I am seen, and they let me go.

The clouds have moved in and, as I reach the bus terminal, light rain starts to fall. I sit in a waiting room for forty minutes before the bus arrives. Raindrops track down the glass as I’m driven out of town. I stare through them, out at the paddocks, some green, some golden. We pass through a few towns, then large fields turn to smaller blocks with houses on them, and soon I’m back in the built-up area of the Melbourne suburbs.

Southern Cross Station is bustling with travellers. I pass through the crowd and make my way to the tram stop. In thirty minutes, I’m walking up my street and I breathe in the familiarity and the relief of being home alone.

Our security system recognises my voice and lets me through the gate.

‘Welcome home, Ben,’ Camilla says. Camilla is our security voice. She’s cheerful no matter what happens. ‘Access granted,’ she says.

The front door clicks and I push it open and, finally, I’m home.

Gary, our cleaner, has been, so the house smells fresh. I go upstairs to my room, kick off my shoes and get into bed, fully clothed, and look out the window at the treetops. The relief of being home and not a burden on anyone is overwhelming. I close my eyes and succumb to the throb in my back and chest, my arms and legs, and allow myself to drift into a much-needed sleep.

My dream has no colour . . .

 

Archibald Parker sits upon a shiny stallion on a silver-studded saddle. He rides along a country road with mountains all around. His white shirt is crisp and covered with a pale grey jacket that splits at the back so it falls to each side without being creased. The spurs on his polished boots catch a glimmer of light as he digs them into the horse. He sees his target ahead. A woman riding side-saddle, with long, dark hair falling down her back in loose curls. Her dress cascades down in layers. The doctor focuses on the rolled knapsack at the back of her saddle, and once again he digs in the spurs. The horse goes faster. She hears him coming, but by the time she turns he has already grabbed the knapsack and is galloping away. Three men come from the trees at full speed. Archibald steers the horse off the road and gallops across a field, holding the knapsack to his chest. The three men pull pistols from holsters and start shooting. The doctor’s horse stumbles. The doctor falls, hitting the ground facedown. The three men fire at close range to finish the job. The doctor goes limp, and blood seeps into the back of his jacket. The three men roll him over to get the knapsack back, but it isn’t there. He’s clasping a brown, leather journal. They leave him to die.

 

I wake up.

Two hours have passed. I had better let Uncle Ian know where I am.


I pull my bag closer to the bed so I can reach my phone without getting up. There are thirty-six missed calls, eight voicemail messages, four text messages from Uncle Ian, one from Aunt Christine and twelve from Josh.

I check my voicemail first.

Uncle Ian: ‘Hey, Evil, where are you? Check in when you get the chance.’

That name!

Josh: ‘Your stuff’s gone. What’s going on?’

Josh: ‘Dad’s driving around town looking for you.’

Josh: ‘I had to tell Dad we had a fight. Somehow, you always manage to make me look bad. Thanks a lot.’

Josh: ‘Are you with Olivia? I told Dad what I saw in the laneway. He’s going round there.’

Josh: ‘Dad just got back. Olivia denied seeing you, but now her dad is on her case. Hope you’re happy.’

Josh: ‘Olivia just called.’ Josh breathes deeply, like he’s searching for words. ‘I’m sorry, man. I’m such a jerk.’ His voice is choked like he’s about to cry.

Josh: ‘You entered Eunice Rhinestone’s house?’

The text messages from Josh are all apologies – apologies for jumping to conclusions, for not listening, for saying what he did, for always being jealous.


Always being jealous? What’s he talking about?

He’s called Josh-man. Not Rubber-man because he bounces instead of breaks when he falls off his bike or skateboard, not Fast-man because he can run like the wind, not Football-man because he wins all the trophies, not Tall-man, Fit-man, Strong-man, Broad-man or Skater-man. Simply: Josh-man. Even though he is amazing at everything he tries, it’s being Josh, being himself, that gives him superhero status.

Obviously, he doesn’t mean he is actually jealous of me, apart from when he saw me with Olivia.

When I call Uncle Ian, he answers on the first ring.

‘Hello.’

‘Hi, Uncle Ian. Just wanted to let you know I’ve gone home.’

‘I know. We’re just pulling up outside your house.’

I spring out of bed and peer down at the street below. Uncle Ian and Josh get out of the car and press the gate button. Camilla announces their arrival.

‘Unauthorised guests seeking entry.’

‘It’s okay, Camilla. Let them in. It’s family.’

‘Access granted to Family,’ Camilla says, in her cheery voice.

A minute later I am downstairs watching them enter the house.


Josh stands in the doorway and looks up. The hallway feels huge because it’s so wide and the roof goes all the way up to the top level. The modern artwork hanging on the wall that is covered in dark wooden slats came from an auction, and the interior decorator called it a statement piece. It’s abstract, with strong reds and blacks and a burst of yellow. Josh bends down and touches the polished concrete floor, which is white with grey flecks. Every now and again there is a shiny coloured stone, bottle green. It’s my favourite part of the floor. There is no furniture in the entrance foyer.

I’m so shocked to see them that I can’t find my words. Uncle Ian also seems a little lost for words and doesn’t say anything until he’s standing right in front of me. He must be so furious. I brace myself for the telling off.

‘Give me a hug.’

What? Is this a trick? It feels awkward, but I step forward and he puts his arms around me and pulls me close and holds me and doesn’t let me go. When I think maybe it’s not a trick, I wrap my arms around him and relax into him and suddenly I’m holding back tears.

‘It’s okay. Let it go. Boys are allowed to cry.’

Having a man give me permission to cry makes me spill. Fat tears wet my face. Uncle Ian holds me until I stop crying and pull away.


‘Let’s talk,’ Uncle Ian says, and directs us to the sofa in the lounge room.

We all sit down. Uncle Ian sits next to me and Josh is on a lounge chair to his left, facing us. Josh is quiet, and his eyes rest on the floor.

‘Josh will go first.’

Josh looks up. Uncle Ian indicates for him to start.

‘I’m really sorry. The things I said were mean and untrue,’ Josh says.

‘And?’ Uncle Ian says.

‘And . . .’

‘Like we discussed in the car, you need to say why you said what you said.’

Dad and Uncle Ian could not be more different. Uncle Ian is like Mr Gibbons, a teacher at my school, who is also the Head of Pastoral Care. He’s always making people talk things out, the why often being more important than the what.

‘When I saw you in the laneway with Olivia you were standing so close, I thought you were kissing. I was jealous, but that’s not all. I felt hurt that you’d go after her when you already knew I liked her. I felt betrayed.’

‘And . . .’ Uncle Ian says.

‘And, I’ve always been jealous of you – of all this.’ Josh puts his hands out, meaning the house. ‘You’re the rich cousin from the city. So smart, and . . . even when you’re terrible at something, you keep trying, and that impresses my parents. And they call you Evil and me Josh-man.’

I screw up my face. Why would he want to be called Evil? I hate that stupid name.

‘Why would you want to be called Evil?’

‘Don’t you know who he is?’ Josh says.

My eyes flick to Josh then to Uncle Ian. ‘He? Evil is a person?’ Who would call their kid Evil?

‘Yes, Evil Knievel, he’s a stunt man from the 70s, my childhood hero. He’d keep going, keep trying, no matter what. He broke bones, just like you did last time you visited, but he’d still front up for the next thing, just like you do. He ate fear for breakfast.’

I laugh, relieved they don’t think I’m evil, and flattered, too, I guess.

‘But I’m . . .’ I want to say that I’m hopeless at everything, and scared of everything, zoophobic, nothing like a stunt man. But Uncle Ian cuts me off.

‘You’re the most resilient kid I know. You’ve taken some serious blows in your lifetime, and yet you get back up and keep going.’

I think Uncle Ian is talking about more than literally being knocked over and breaking bones here. He’s talking about Mum and Dad splitting, about my being caught in the middle of it all.

Josh passes me his phone. On the screen is a black-and-white photo of a man wearing a white jumpsuit, with stars on a V-shaped sash and belt. He’s walking on a racetrack, carrying a helmet. A short cape flies out behind him. He is so far from being anything like me, I laugh. I swipe to the next image, it’s the same guy on a motorbike, jumping over a bus. Beneath the image it says, Evel Knievel’s most memorable stunts. Ah, it’s spelt differently to what I thought. I laugh again. The next picture is a film poster, in colour. Evel Knievel is riding a motorbike through the page, and above him it says: LIVE HARD. RIDE FAST. REGRET NOTHING.

‘That’s so not me,’ I say.

We all smile. I can’t believe I was so wrong about that name. Now I’m kind of chuffed about it.

‘Okay, Ben, it’s your turn,’ Uncle Ian says.

I haven’t been to counselling, but I imagine it might be something like this.

‘We want you to say everything that upsets or bothers you, even if it’s hard to say. We want to understand what’s going on in your head, how you feel. This is a safe space.’

I smirk when I’m uncomfortable, and this occasion is no exception. I’m not sure Dad has ever asked me how I feel, not when Mum left, not when Mum got engaged, not when she said it might be best that I live with Dad for a while.

The words don’t come at first. I stammer, change subject mid-sentence when it gets too hard, but Josh and Uncle Ian just sit and let me babble until some legible words come out of my mouth.


‘What did you and Dad fight about?’

Uncle Ian nods, like he expected this to come up. ‘I told your father he should spend more time with you.’

Josh looks at his dad and frowns. My heart sinks because my father has to be told that. Because it’s not just me who knows he doesn’t want me around. It brings on a weird feeling of shame, for being me. For existing, for being dependent and for having needs.

I look at Josh, then glance away. It’s too confronting and painful to talk or think about.

‘He told me to mind my own business,’ Uncle Ian continues, and laughs. ‘He never did like me telling him what to do, even when we were kids.’

‘I didn’t mean what I said,’ Josh says. ‘We all want you to stay with us. Honestly.’

‘Absolutely,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘You can come and stay any time for as long as you want. Heck, we’d let you move in and go to school with Josh if you wanted to.’

A smile creeps onto my face, and I can’t stop my eyes from welling with tears. That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me, and I’ll store it in my heart for the next time I feel like an unwanted burden.

I forget all the other things I had been worried about, but something tells me I will be able to raise them when I think of them.


‘Why don’t we order pizza?’ Josh says. ‘Can we, Dad?’

‘Yeah, why not. We need a break before heading back.’

I give them a tour of the house, starting with downstairs; the gymnasium and wine cellar. The room is divided in half with a glass wall, and behind the glass wall the wine is stored in racks that go from the floor to the ceiling. The room is kept at precisely eighteen degrees Celsius, always.

Uncle Ian pulls out some of the bottles.

‘I have no idea what I’m looking at, whether these wines are good or not.’ He laughs. ‘Does your dad drink much wine?’

‘Only if we have people over. He sends the guests down here to choose what they like. We haven’t had many people over lately because Dad’s been so busy at work.’

Uncle Ian leaves the cellar room to inspect the gymnasium. I turn on the projector, and music clips appear and take up the whole wall. I flick through the channels.

‘Any programs that we can get upstairs can be screened down here. Dad likes to work out to music-video clips.’

‘This is amazing,’ Josh says. ‘Maybe we could stay the night.’

When they have seen enough of downstairs we go to the middle level, which is at ground level and where we enter the house. It has all the main living space, a kitchen–lounge area, two bedrooms, a cinema, bathroom, laundry, office and large courtyard. Although you enter the cinema from the ground level, it then goes down in terraces, into the ground. There are three terraces which each have three cream leather recliners, making a total of nine chairs. The walls are painted dark charcoal, and there’s a white screen on one.

‘This is one of my favourite rooms when I have friends over. You can play any game or watch anything on the screen, but I don’t come in here much when I’m on my own.’

I then take them upstairs, which is my favourite level. I love being up here. Dad and I have large bedrooms with large bathrooms. My bathroom has two doors, one to my room and one to the hallway, as it doubles up as the guest bathroom when we have people over. Each bedroom has large windows overlooking the street, which lets in lots of natural light. The view is leafy – old maple trees. The rest of the floor is entertainment space, inside and out, with a heated pool that wraps around the house on the balcony. The view of the city is breathtaking, and I never tire of it.

‘I sit out here and do my homework.’

‘No wonder you like it so much,’ Josh says.

I’ve never said to Josh that I love homework, but I know he thinks I’m a schoolwork nerd. I do it, not because I love it but because it’s not an option. All the kids in my class do it.

Josh leans over the balcony, trying to see beneath the pool.

‘How does the pool stay up?’

‘It just does.’ I lean over, trying to see beneath the pool as well. ‘Everyone asks the same thing.’

‘Unauthorised guest seeking entry,’ Camilla announces.

We all look at the security TV screen. The pizza delivery guy is there.

‘It’s okay, Camilla. Let him in. It’s pizza delivery.’

‘Access granted to Pizza Delivery.’

We all run downstairs. The door has opened but the delivery guy hasn’t entered. Josh takes the pizza.

‘Shall we eat upstairs?’ I ask.

‘Sure, you want me to grab plates?’ Uncle Ian says.

‘No need. I’ll show you,’ I say.

I purposely didn’t show them this one thing before.

We take the pizzas upstairs, and Josh places them on the dining table. I walk to the end of the wall, place my hand in a groove and walk back, taking the wall with me. A kitchen is revealed – marble countertops, a huge barbecue cooktop, a double sink and a dishwasher. Beneath the countertop, drinks fill three miniature fridges with glass doors. The rest of the space is furnished with drawers of crockery, cutlery and anything else that kitchens have.

‘Wow, man, that’s awesome.’ Josh closes and opens the wall a few times, comparing it to the opposite wall which doesn’t open. ‘You’d never know this was here.’

‘Help yourself to the drinks,’ I say.

We all sit at the dining table, look over the city, eat pizza and talk. Our conversation covers all kinds of things, and I wonder if this is normal for families who spend time together.

‘So,’ Uncle Ian says, ‘you’ve pretty much convinced Josh-man to move into your place, but I kind of like hanging out with Christine, so I wouldn’t mind heading back to Manibee. Are you happy to come and stay with us?’

‘Yes,’ I say. And it’s true. I couldn’t be happier.

By the time we leave Melbourne, it’s dark. We chat and laugh all the way, and even stop for ice creams. When we get home, Christine comes from her bedroom in her pyjamas and hugs me.

‘Welcome back,’ she says.

‘Wanna watch a movie?’ Josh asks. ‘Our little TV isn’t the same as a cinema, but . . .’

‘It’s perfect,’ I say. ‘Everything about this place is perfect.’

Josh smiles.


At midnight, Josh and I go out to the bungalow to go to bed. I hear Rooboo jump somewhere in the darkness. My heart pounds at the thought of him, but I push through my fear and keep walking. If Uncle Ian is going to call me Evel, I had better live up to it.

Once I’m inside, the first thing I see is my great-grandfather’s journal sitting on the bedside table. My gaze rests on it. I know Josh doesn’t want me to keep digging up the past, but the pull of finding out the truth is too strong. I can’t drop it.

Josh turns out the light.

‘Hey,’ I say, into the darkness.

‘Yeah?’

‘I hope you and Olivia get to be together one day.’

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

‘I know you both want to.’

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

‘She’s scary, but I like her,’ I add.

I hear Josh laugh. ‘Thanks, man.’

Using my phone as a torch, I pick up the journal and face the wall to read. Something looks different. I flick through the pages, then go to the front.


I gasp, sit up, gasp again. The air doesn’t seem to want to go into my lungs.

Josh sits up, turns on his bedside lamp. ‘What’s wrong?’

I hold up the journal to show him.

He looks at it with a blank expression. ‘What’s it say?’

A sick feeling rises inside me as I try and work out what it means.

‘Ben, tell me.’ Josh is getting panicky.

‘This is the wrong book. This is Eunice Rhinestone’s mother’s journal.’

Josh frowns.

‘It means Eunice has our book.’

We stare at each other, neither of us sure what it means.

Scenarios run through my mind.

‘I’ve got to go back there.’ I jump out of bed and start getting dressed.

‘What? Now?’

‘Yes. The books are identical. They were both on her buggy which was parked outside the front door. There’s a chance it’s still there. I could swap the journals over and no one would ever know.’

Josh makes a face.

‘I’m not asking you to come. You stay here. I’ll be there and back within an hour.’

‘You can’t go sneaking around in Eunice Rhinestone’s front yard in the middle of the night.’


‘I have to. This journal is Eunice’s mother’s. She told me it’s the first thing she’d grab if there was a fire. It’s precious to her.’

‘If you get caught, they’ll kill you.’

Thoughts charge through my mind so fast I feel muddled. ‘Do you think it would be wrong of me to photograph some of the pages?’

‘I don’t know. Nothing feels right about any of this.’

‘Are journals still private when the writer is dead?’ I’m talking more to myself than to Josh. I quickly photograph the pages. ‘I’ll decide later if I want to read them.’

‘Good idea.’

Taking a deep breath, I stuff the journal into my backpack and look at Josh. ‘I’m ready. Wish me luck.’

My heart thuds hard as I step into the cool night air.











TUESDAY

AN AWAKENING




The sky is overcast, so there are no stars. It’s pitch-black. I open the gate slowly, careful not to make a sound. Toughie must be asleep, as he’s not chasing me out the gate, but Rooboo follows me from the backyard to the front.

A dog barks in the distance, an owl hoots. The street looks scarier at night, shadowy and ominous on the sides, and I contemplate walking in the middle of the road where there is more clear space around me. But in the end, to lessen my chances of being seen, I choose to walk in the darkness of the footpath. I pull the hood of my jacket over my head and hold the strap of my backpack tightly. The air is so chilly it hurts my throat as I breathe in, and when it comes out it’s fog. Even though the night is cold, I’m steaming hot and clammy with stress. I walk fast, feel like running but fear it would be too noisy. Even walking wakes up a few dogs in yards, and they startle me as they bark to warn their people I’m here.

I visualise arriving at Eunice’s house. It will be still and quiet, no lights on inside. I’ll slip into the front yard, look for my great-grandfather’s journal on the buggy, leave this book regardless of whether I find it, then get out of there. It’s less than a minute of terror. I can do it. I’ll be back in bed within forty minutes.

Eunice’s house is not still, dark or quiet. The shock of it stops me in my tracks. I can hear voices coming from the backyard. A bottle clinks and a woman laughs. Keeping to the shadows, I feel like a creep and I contemplate turning around and going home. This could have been done in the morning. Early. When it doesn’t feel so wrong. People go for walks at five or six o’clock and no one thinks much of it. It’s exercise. But do the same thing at one o’clock in the morning, you’re up to no good or a stalker.

The music isn’t loud, but in the still air it cuts through crystal clear. Psyching myself up to go in takes a few minutes.

Less than one minute. Leave the journal, then get out. It’s probably less than thirty seconds. Twenty seconds, maybe. And I’m returning something, not stealing anything. My intentions aren’t bad.


With these thoughts, I march through the gate and towards the front porch of the house. The journal is in my hand. Heck, I could throw it from here and run. But it’s precious to Eunice. I have to deliver it in one piece, to a safe place. I keep walking, get out my phone and turn on the torch. I place Eunice’s journal on the seat of the buggy, then look for mine. There is a satchel in the foot compartment. I feel for a book inside. It feels like clothing. My great-grandfather’s journal isn’t here.

‘Hey!’ The voice is gruff and aggressive.

My heart surges. I leap from the porch over some bushes into the front yard. He comes at me in the dark. I can’t see who it is, but I imagine it’s Olivia’s father wearing his steel-capped boots.

The smell of grog reaches my nostrils as he cuts me off before the gate. I charge at the fence in a blind panic, run through the bushes and leap the hedge. Losing my footing on my landing, I go down, but I’m up and sprinting down the street before he reaches me. He chases. The sound of his boots is deafening. Holding my backpack in one hand and my phone in the other, I run faster than I’ve ever run in my life.

There’s movement ahead of me – something, someone – but I don’t care. I keep running.

‘Ben?’

Oh no. It’s Josh.

‘Run,’ I yell.


Josh stalls for a second.

‘Run!’ I yell again, louder.

Josh will leave me for dead once he gets going, but his stalling and my slowing down is enough for the man to catch up. He grabs my arm and pulls me back. From out of nowhere, a dark figure springs towards us and punches the man. We’re both shocked, uncertain what is happening. My arm is released and I can’t stop my momentum. I lose my footing and smack into the footpath, clumsily. I roll over and look back just in time to see Rooboo leaning back on his tail and booting the man in the chest. The man grunts as he catapults backwards. I know the power of that kick.

Josh pulls me up off the ground, and we sprint into the darkness towards home.

Behind us, the sound of Rooboo bounding to catch up is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.

When we turn into Josh’s street, we slow to a walk. Rooboo slows, too. We make our way to the gate of the house as quietly as possible, catching our breaths. Josh opens the gate, slow and silent, and the three of us file in. Rooboo follows us around the side of the house and to the door of the bungalow. I stop and turn to the roo.

‘Thanks, Rooboo.’ I’m trembling, but I reach out. Rooboo brings his head down to meet my hand. As I pat him, he leans into me, and I whisper, ‘You saved my life.’


Josh and I go inside and lie on our beds, giggling from the stress of what just happened and too wired to sleep. We talk until five and then, sometime after that, Josh drifts off.

The anticipation of knowing the photos of Eunice’s mother’s journal are right beside me in my phone gets the better of me. Maybe I’ll read just one page.

The writing is neater than my great-grandfather’s, but it’s still difficult to read. One word keeps coming up that I easily recognise. I flick through the photos. This word is on every page, and a new surge of adrenaline powers through me as I piece it together and realise what it means.

I put my phone down and stare up towards the ceiling.

Josh’s breathing is slow and rhythmic. He wouldn’t be sleeping so soundly if he knew what I’d just learned, and I don’t think I can tell him.

A dark feeling crawls through me and settles in my gut.

Am I in danger now? Just for knowing? What lengths will Eunice go to keep her secret safe? This piece of information that she has never told anyone and that she is ashamed of . . . Would she have me beaten up? Or killed? Is an old woman capable of doing those things? I bet, if she asked Olivia’s father, he would do it in a heartbeat. When Eunice finds her mother’s journal on her motorised buggy today, maybe she’ll think I don’t know, maybe she’ll think I didn’t read it.

Swallowing is suddenly rough, my mouth is so dry. I feel for my drink bottle and take a swig. I should never have photographed Eunice’s journal. It was an invasion of privacy and I knew it was wrong.

Maybe it’s why my great-grandfather was shot, not because he stole jewels. My thoughts race as fast as my heart and suddenly I feel nauseous.

Knowing this secret is more dangerous than finding the jewels.











TUESDAY

ZOO




When Josh wakes, I’m sitting on the couch, wrapped in my doona.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I lost our great-grandfather’s journal.’

‘Well, it’s not lost, we know where it is.’

‘Do you think Olivia would get it for us?’

Josh doesn’t answer for a moment. ‘Can’t we just leave it? Maybe it’s a good thing it’s gone,’ he says.

‘Do you think Eunice will destroy it?’

Josh laughs. ‘Maybe. It might already be in the fire.’

Josh walks outside and heads to the house.

By the time I make it over, Josh and Uncle Ian are at the kitchen table eating toast. Lady Ga-lah’s box is empty, so I assume Aunt Christine has gone to work and taken the bird with her.


‘Here he is,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘You both look bleary-eyed. Did you two talk all night?’

‘It was pretty late,’ Josh says.

Josh and I exchange a glance. Uncle Ian looks as bad as us. Did we wake him when we snuck out and then back in last night? Should I confess and tell him what happened? I decide against it and busy myself with making breakfast. I put bread in the toaster, turn on the kettle and gaze through the window at the backyard while I wait.

‘What are your plans today?’ Uncle Ian asks.

‘Skateboarding.’

‘I could take you both rock climbing,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘We could go out to Lindi’s Bluff.’

Neither suggestion appeals. I know nothing about Lindi’s Bluff, but rock climbing there sounds way above my skill level.

‘Maybe we could go to the zoo.’

They both look at me, and I can tell they’re surprised. I know they’ll do whatever activity I want because I’m the guest, so I feel guilty that I have ulterior motives.

‘The zoo?’ Josh’s lip curls up to show his distaste for the idea.

‘We have a great zoo,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘We have lions and a new baby hippo. She’s so playful. You should ride your bikes there,’ Uncle Ian says. ‘Get some exercise.’


The look on Josh’s face tells me that cycling isn’t the type of exercise he wants.

‘Sounds great,’ I say. Although I know it won’t be Josh who struggles on the ride.

[image: image]

According to Uncle Ian, Manibee Zoo is ten kilometres from town and we should be able to ride there in thirty minutes. My legs start to burn about five hundred metres into the ride. Josh powers ahead comfortably. Even though the air is cold, my face heats up until it feels like it’s on fire. I imagine it’s beetroot red. As we get further out of town, I try and focus on the mountains around us, the rolling green fields, some with creeks meandering through them. Ancient red gums dot the paddocks, and sheep and cattle graze beneath them. It’s so picturesque that I get caught up in taking it in. I don’t watch the road and I don’t see the giant pothole. The wheel of my bike hits it hard, and the force jars through me. I wobble out of it, going too fast to keep control. I overcorrect.

‘Woah!’

As my bike reduces speed, I manage to get it under control.

Josh looks back, laughing. ‘That was close,’ he says. ‘I thought you were going down.’

I laugh. Josh must think I’m so clumsy. A walking, talking disaster zone. But I’ve never been very coordinated. Learning new sports is easy for kids like Josh because physical skills come naturally to them. They can pick up a ball, aim it for a basketball ring and throw it, exerting the exact amount of power in exactly the right direction with exactly the right spin at exactly the right height, and the ball goes through the ring. I can do the mathematical equation that shows what’s required to do that, but when I stand in front of the ring, everything is off. When I was younger and coaches made sure every kid had a go, I played a bit of sport. But I didn’t enjoy it because I wasn’t good at it. No one wanted me on their team. So, when I was older and teams were picked on skill level, I didn’t make the cut. While kids played football and soccer, I went to Coding Camps and Spelling Bees. While they trained for interschool sporting comps, I trained for Tournament of the Minds, public speaking, STEM and debating competitions. At school, in sport, when students get to choose their own teams, I’m always the last one to be picked, the one who sits on the bench. Although it’s humiliating, if it were me choosing teammates, I wouldn’t pick me, either.

Josh stays out in front while I puff my way up the hills. Every now and again he slows down so I can catch up.

‘How far to go?’ I ask.

‘Only a couple of kays, I reckon.’


‘Great,’ I say. But I don’t mean it. Two more kays might kill me.

‘You do realise that this is an open-range zoo, don’t you?’

I’m so puffed I can only say one word at a time with a few breaths in between. I keep my answers brief. ‘Yeah . . .’

‘And that there are deer and llamas roaming around, and they will chase you.’

‘What?’

As I look over at Josh to see if he’s smiling, to see if he’s joking, my front wheel wobbles.

‘Ooooh . . .’

‘Easy, you’re going to –’

My front wheel hits the gravel on the side of the road and skids out. I’m suddenly completely out of control. Arms and legs and wheels and handlebars go in all different directions, and I hit the dirt, hard.

I roll away from my bike and sit up. Blood oozes from my knee. Josh looks worried for a split second and then he laughs. Laughter rises and spills out of me. I can’t stop it. Josh laughs harder, so hard he has to get off his bike. He sits beside me. The laughter comes in waves. We lie back in the grass and look at the sky, with tears rolling down our cheeks, and it takes us about half an hour before we’ve recovered enough to get back on our bikes and ride the rest of the way to the zoo.


Finally, Manibee Zoo comes into view. My legs are like jelly when I get off my bike, and my backside hurts. Josh seems to need no time to recover.

‘If anything chases you, drop the bucket,’ Josh says.

‘So, you’re serious about wild animals just roaming around?’

‘Not wild animals. Domesticated animals. They won’t hurt you.’

To get into the zoo, we have to walk through an old house. I imagine it was the original farmhouse that was built here by the Morrison family. A large verandah wraps around the house and shelters the front door. The door is like any entrance to any house I’ve seen. A screen door that opens out and a wooden door that opens in. Drink fridges and ice-cream freezers line one wall. There are some racks of Manibee Zoo T-shirts and some stuffed toy animals for sale. A large counter runs the length of the room. A young woman smiles at us from behind the counter. Josh and I pay our entry fee, and she hands us two buckets, each half-filled with little grey pellets, and two flat plastic spades.

‘Hi, Josh,’ says the woman. She turns to me and smiles. ‘I’m Zoe the zookeeper. Have you been here before?’

‘No.’

She hands me a map. ‘Take this and follow me.’


Zoe leads us into a small room that is full of real stuffed animals that give me the creeps. We walk straight through and exit by another door that would have been the back door of the house, and there are picnic tables and undercover areas where people can sit on the grass. To my left is a monkey enclosure with a glass front. A little monkey with white ears stands up and places his hand against the glass, like he’s saying hello. I smile at him, and suddenly he bares jagged teeth and screeches at me.

‘The pellets are a generic plant-based food and safe to give to any of the animals that you can reach,’ Zoe tells us. ‘Use the spade to feed animals behind fences. Do not put any part of your body through the fence into their side of the enclosure. The animals are not aggressive, but some of them are big, and you could be squashed.’

Josh looks at me and raises his eyebrows.

‘The deer and alpacas are super-friendly and will follow you around the walkways. They love you because you have food. This usually applies to little kids, but I will say it anyway: if you feed them, you may get mobbed, and this can spook some people. If that happens, don’t run; if you do, they will chase you. They won’t harm you, they only want your food. If you’re uncomfortable, drop your bucket and step back. Their focus will remain on the bucket.’


I can feel Josh looking at me for my reaction. This place is my nightmare and I curse my great-grandfather for dying here.

Zoe the zookeeper stops and turns to us. ‘Any questions?’

I do have a question, but I don’t want to ask it in front of Josh. I think of a different question.

‘How long has this zoo been here?’

‘We’re quite new,’ she says, with a proud smile. ‘We started up in two thousand. But, since then, we have grown quickly. We now have over two hundred native and exotic animals.’

That’s over two hundred more animals than I can cope with.

All I want to ask is if treasure was found when they were digging holes for the fence posts.

‘How many workers did it take to build it? Including the fences?’

Josh gives me a funny look. He thinks I’m so weird. Zoe’s smile flickers as well.

‘I don’t know,’ she says.

I don’t ask any more questions as I don’t want Josh to know I’m really here looking for the place our great-grandfather died and the jewels he possibly buried.

Zoe the zookeeper leaves us and goes back inside. I beeline for a picnic table, sit down and unfold the map. Josh follows and sits beside me.

Where bird stands proud . . .


What does that even mean? Were there swamps here with birdlife? I survey the map, looking for wetlands. Or maybe a creek. The map shows several bodies of water. There is a lake in the middle of the zoo. I look across towards it. A few people sit near it, some beside swags.

‘People camp here?’

Josh knows what I’m thinking by the horrified look on my face.

‘Yeah, absolutely. They camp beside the lake under the stars. Some sleep near the lions and dingoes, others choose along the creek near the monkeys. I’ve camped here a few times. The zoo is a different place at night. The nocturnal animals come out. We should do it while you’re here.’

‘No thanks.’

‘I’ll get you a ticket for Christmas.’

‘Thanks. I’ll buy you a drum of poison.’

Josh laughs.

Screaming breaks out behind me. A child, her face filled with terror, is roaring towards us with a mob of deer and alpacas tailing her. She is sprinting in blind panic. She scrambles between us and up onto the table. I jump up and leap onto the seat. Josh calmly takes the bucket from the girl’s hand, then takes my bucket and leads the animals away. A woman rushes over with her arms out. The girl falls into them and sobs into the woman’s neck as she is carried away, and I’m left standing on the seat with my heart pounding and my face hot with embarrassment.

Josh is scratching the deer’s heads and they nibble at the buckets.

I step down, take my seat and go back to reading the map.

‘You wanna just start? We don’t need the map. I know my way around.’

Walking around with animals on both sides of the fence is not my idea of fun.

‘Okay. Not sure I’ll feed them, though.’

‘I’ll have your pellets then.’ Josh empties the pellets from my bucket into his and leaves my empty bucket on the table.

Heat flushes up my neck as another wave of embarrassment comes with feeling like a big scared-baby.

High fences form a path that tracks through paddocks with large animals. There are signs at every enclosure so people know what kind of species they’re looking at. The animals come right up to the fence, wanting to be handfed. There are camels, Texas Longhorn, water buffalo, bison and blackbuck antelope. The alpaca-and-deer mob stay close behind us.

I’ve never been to a zoo where you get so up-close to these giant animals. It’s next-level discomfort. Then I see an ostrich. I look at the paddock. Could that be the place?


‘Why do you think they put the ostrich here? Would there be a reason?’

Ostriches aren’t native, so our great-grandfather wouldn’t have been referring to one when he wrote, Where bird stands proud. But is there something about this enclosure that large birds like? He could have been referring to an emu. But nothing about the ostrich enclosure looks any different to the camel enclosure or the bison enclosure.

‘Dunno,’ Josh says. ‘Why?’

‘Just wondered.’

I look at the trees, rocks, the fence lines. There doesn’t appear to be anything about this patch of dirt that’s different to the one next to it. And the one next to that. One hundred years is a long time. Maybe, whatever marker that Where bird stands proud refers to is long gone? Maybe it’s a place only our great-grandfather and his wife knew about? A place they went swimming, or a place they had a picnic? Or maybe it’s a place only locals knew of back then?

Last time I was here, we went motorbike riding at the motocross park. Uncle Ian had tried to explain where it was and he’d said to turn left at Fox’s tank. Only, there is no tank there. It is where Fox’s tank used to be. Of course, I missed the turn and travelled an extra five kays before realising. Afterwards, when he explained, I’d laughed and asked when it was removed, and he’d told me well before he was born, yet it is still used as a landmark by locals.


‘Do you want to go to the lion feeding at one thirty?’ Josh asks.

No. Not really. But I don’t say it. I want to find where our great-grandfather took his final breath, the place he lay injured, where the bird stood proud. What if it has nothing to do with a bird? Maybe his horse was named Bird? If any of these scenarios are the case, I’ll never find the place, and I’ll never find the treasure.

‘I guess,’ I say.

Josh stops walking and watches me open the map again. ‘You don’t really need the map. I know where everything is.’

The animals that live near water are the birds near the lake, the crocodiles and the hippos. What else do birds like other than water? What else could it refer to? One hundred years is a long time – whatever it meant back then might not even exist now. Coming here and thinking I’d find something was a stupid idea.

I fold the map and put it back in my pocket. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

‘The hippos are the biggest drawcard because they had a calf last month. Mum said the zoo hasn’t had so many people visit since the lions first arrived.’

‘Cool, we should see them, then.’

‘The crocodiles don’t do much,’ Josh says. ‘I sat at their enclosure for two hours once and never even saw one. I’ve often thought they might have got rid of them and now laugh at everyone staring into their pond looking for them.’

‘They may have escaped. Or been stolen by poachers. They could be a handbag and matching purse by now.’

Josh laughs. ‘Your view of the world is so messed up,’ he says.

I go to defend myself, but he cuts me off.

‘Let me guess, you’ve watched a documentary on crocodile poachers.’

It’s my turn to laugh. ‘It was on Border Security.’

‘Man, you put in some serious hours to TV watching.’

The comment makes me think of Mum and Dad, and my lack of time spent doing anything with them. I was plonked in front of the TV from when I was little.

‘I guess it’s been my babysitter,’ I say. The admission makes me feel sad.

Josh pauses, studies my face. ‘I didn’t mean anything.’

‘I know. It’s fine.’

‘You can FaceTime me, you know. Any time.’

The clouds are building up over the mountains. The view here is spectacular. What did it look like a century ago? Did Archibald Parker sprint across the field in a blind panic, chased by his killers, or did he have a plan, an escape route?


We keep walking on the fenced pathway. The fences suddenly turn from wire to steel railing.

‘They obviously have something big in this one,’ I say.

‘They have rhinos and zebras. They’re new. Mum says they are getting giraffes to put in there, too, and they want to do mini safari bus trips so people can get a bit closer.’

Their paddock is huge, and the rhinos are tiny black shapes in the distance. On the ground near the fence line are remnants of hay. It must be where they feed them, to draw them close to the fence so people can get a look.

We make our way from the big enclosures to a lake with grass all around it. On one side, kangaroos lie in the sun. They are not the same as Rooboo. They’re much smaller and grey.

‘How come Rooboo is a different colour to those kangaroos?’

‘He came from a different area. Mum was travelling to Mildura and stopped near a place called Patchewollock when she saw a dead kangaroo in the middle of the road. Rooboo was in his mother’s pouch. Red kangaroos are more common there.’

‘He’s a giant compared to those.’

‘He’s two metres tall.’ Josh says it like he’s proud, and I guess he is, because he helped raise him.

I’ve always thought Josh wasn’t that bright, but I suddenly realise I couldn’t have been more wrong. He just knows different things to me because of where he’s grown up. His parents have made him a part of their lives, even their work. He has a special kind of energy when it comes to animals. They go to him and calm down when he’s around.

‘Will you ever release him back into the wild? Or to a place like this?’

‘We’ve tried. Mum even drove him all the way to a sanctuary in the area she found him, but when she was halfway home they called her and told her to come and take him back. He went wild and beat up the other kangaroos, was aggressive towards the staff and jumped fences they didn’t think he could jump. He was distressed and tried to follow Mum home. She went straight back, and as soon as he saw her he calmed right down again. He had cuts and blood all over him from the fights and where he had hurt himself on the fences.’

‘What about here?’

‘Yep, tried that, too, and the same thing happened. He went wild and stirred up the entire zoo. They called Mum and said he was last seen jumping towards town along Mount Bolton Road.’

I laugh. ‘I have to admit, when he came out of the darkness and rescued me the other night, I was so relieved and thankful. He could have attacked me, but he didn’t. It’s like he attacked Olivia’s father to protect me.’


‘Well, we raised him. I’m certain he sees us as his family.’

‘Yeah, but me?’

‘You’re staying with us. He must see you as family now, too.’ Josh laughs. ‘He’s certainly much braver than me. I froze when I saw who was chasing you.’

‘Rooboo wasn’t scared of Olivia’s father at all.’

We’re both quiet thinking about this. Rooboo knows nothing about the Rhinestones, he just reacted to a threat to someone he wanted to protect. It’s one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me. And the bravest. I know he’s just a kangaroo, but it gives me a warm feeling to think Rooboo claims me as his family.

‘I hope Olivia’s father wasn’t hurt,’ Josh says. ‘I’ve been waiting for the police to knock on the door. It wouldn’t take anyone long to work out where Rooboo came from, and that would lead them straight to us.’

‘It would have knocked the wind out of him.’

I look across the field towards Mount Bolton Road. I then pull out my phone and bring up Maps, wondering if there is a way to measure the distance. It could at least give me a line across the zoo to help me pinpoint the place Archibald Parker died.

‘What are you looking for?’ Josh has worked it out. I look at him. ‘Please tell me coming here has nothing to do with the journal or treasure.’

Words fail me because I can’t lie to Josh’s face.


‘I can’t believe you.’ Josh’s face goes red with fury. ‘You’re going to get us killed. Last night was close enough. Too close. I wish you’d never found that journal.’ Josh walks away from me, then turns. ‘I’m having nothing to do with this. Just so you know. You’re on your own.’ He walks away again and stops. This time when he turns, the look on his face is pure disgust. ‘You’re the richest kid I know, you get everything you want, and yet you still want something that doesn’t even belong to you, something that can bring danger to those who care about you. You’re totally messed up, man. Totally messed.’

‘What?’

I watch Josh stride away.

‘Josh, come back. You’ve got it wrong.’

He doesn’t look back.

I should have told him why I’d wanted to come to the zoo. It’s a huge betrayal after everything that happened last night.

He has every right to be angry.

But he’s got it wrong. I’m not doing it out of greed.

Now I really do have to find the jewels to prove it and redeem myself. The urge to walk out the zoo, jump on my bike and go after Josh to explain is strong.

I take a deep breath and look up to the sky, release it and draw in another. I look around the zoo grounds. I need to wrap this up quickly.











TUESDAY

WHERE BIRD STANDS PROUD




After what I learned last night from Queenie Rhinestone’s journal, I’m not even sure if Archibald’s murder had anything to do with any stolen jewels. Queenie’s secret was far more damning.

And Eunice knows it.

She played no part in any of it, yet she has had to live with it for her entire life. It blows my mind to think what we do today matters – not just to us, but to those who come after us, to those who aren’t even born yet. It can impact someone one hundred years from now.

We all need to do better. We need to do good.

I get out my phone and search for some map-measuring apps. I find one that uses satellite images, which is exactly what I need. I download it. Next, I refer to the map that the librarian gave me and the location she circled, and then find it on the map on my phone. I highlight a 740–760-metre band and cross-reference it with the map of the zoo to see what animal enclosures are now in the place where he may have died. Camels, deer, dingoes. Let’s hope it’s not in the dingo enclosure. I shudder to think. I keep going along the map. Ducks, ostriches, guinea fowl.

Ducks. Please be ducks.

Crocodiles, hippos, rhinos, lions . . .

All energy vacates my body.

There’s just no way.

My eyes flick back to ducks.

Please be ducks.

I spend forty minutes walking around and examining the section the ducks are in. It’s an open area with a man-made lake in the centre that can be accessed by lots of different animals. Lawn goes right to the water. I figure that the lake may have been put here because of a natural water hole. And so there may have been water birds here one hundred years ago. I wonder if jewels were found when they dug the lake. Some excavator driver may have found them. Or they could be wherever the dirt was dumped from the hole, which may have been moved to a building site, be buried under someone’s house. A friend of mine, his parents built a house on the side of a hill. They had heaps of dirt brought in so the house had a stable platform to sit on.


Nothing above the earth in this section indicates a bird standing proud.

The duck enclosure is open and therefore is combined with the guinea fowls’. They were my second preference.

Keeping to the path, I head to the camel enclosure, and the deer and dingo enclosures are next to it. I can only access one fence line of each enclosure. All other sides extend away from the public pathway and are inaccessible. I need binoculars. I open my phone and start a list:

1. Binoculars.

I walk by each enclosure, studying the trees, the rock formations, the slope of the land, and looking for anything that might indicate a bird standing proud or any kind of bird. A dingo sits on its haunches watching me; five others prowl around it. A fight breaks out, terrifying growls, a yelp. It’s over. The loser slinks away while the winner continues to prowl. If the jewels are in there, they will have to stay there. But nothing about these enclosures indicates anything to do with a bird.

Ostrich. The bird looks placid. Huge but not aggressive. Ostriches eat grain, don’t they? I google it. Seeds, leaves, roots and sometimes snakes, lizards and rodents. That’s not so bad. At least if I went in there it wouldn’t hunt me down and eat me. Below the information about its diet is a search question: ‘Can an ostrich kill a human?’ I click on it and a National Geographic link comes up. An ostrich’s powerful, long legs can cover ten to sixteen feet in a single stride. These legs can also be formidable weapons. Ostrich kicks can kill a human or a potential predator like a lion.

A lion?

I convert sixteen feet into metres: 4.877. That’s huge. Its legs aren’t that long, so it must cover that distance in midair, which means they can travel at high velocity. I search. They can run at seventy kilometres an hour. I have no idea how fast I can run, but last year in Science I learned that Usain Bolt could run at 44.72 kilometres per hour.

Fast and strong makes the ostrich a lethal killer. I picture the ostrich in a video game, Ostrich Zoo Break, ninja mask on, kicking and killing all threats, then speeding away to the next level.

I imagine being chased by it, then kicked mid-scream and killed instantly . . . There’s no way I’m going in there for any jewels. Eunice can keep her secret, and the mystery can remain unsolved for eternity.

I’m now left with crocodiles, hippos, rhinos and lions. The quadrant of death. All of these animals would kill me. The lions and crocs would also eat me. I think of the mama roo, who is now probably in the lion’s den as droppings. I don’t need to look at these cages to decide whether I should try and enter them to find the jewels, because there is just no way, but I’m curious to know where Archibald Parker died.

I’m closest to the rhino paddock, so I make my way there first.

The three rhinos are solid silhouettes in the distance: mum, dad and their calf, which is three years old and almost as big as its mother. They stand as still as the landscape around them, and just when I start to think they might be fake, one moves.

The paddock is a rectangle with four fence lines. People can walk two of them, so if the animals are in the far corner, which they are now, they are too far away to be seen. A clump of hay lies on the ground in front of me and is obviously there to lure the rhinos to eat in close viewing distance. Maybe if they were eating here, and the jewels were in the far corner, I’d think about entering. I quickly search how fast rhinos can run, and I’m shocked to find out they can run at fifty-five kilometres per hour. That is 10.28 kilometres per hour faster than Usain Bolt’s personal best. My next search is about whether rhinos will attack a human, and I quickly learn that they are not aggressive and do not attack humans. Just when I’m feeling confident about the possibility of entering the rhino enclosure, I read the most common attacks have been when a human has got between a mother and her calf. So they can kill you if they get the urge. I then read they have no natural predators because of their tough hide, and they can even kill a lion. An elephant could kill a rhino, but elephants are not meat eaters, so they don’t hunt rhinos.

Life must be pretty good being a rhino. I think of the Rhino Boys, who chased my great-grandfather down and shot him. Their name came from their surname, but I wonder if they also liked the inference of toughness associated with the rhinoceros.

I move on. The lion enclosure is next closest, so I go there. It’s like a giant cage, and they have a much smaller space than the ostriches, rhinos and camels. They can be easily seen regardless of where they are in their enclosure. High walls made of rigid iron fencing keep them in, and barriers keep the public at a safe distance so they can’t touch it. The lions have a couple of boulders and a few trees for shade, but not much else. There is a male with a large mane lying beneath a tree, and a female walks back and forth along the fence. I have seen enough documentaries about lions to know they would attack and eat me if I entered the enclosure. And for this reason, zoos always have safe systems to feed large cats. They lure them into a section and then close a gate so it’s safe to enter. I’d need to watch the zookeeper here do it a few times to be confident about how this particular system works. Then, searching for the jewels in there would be quite safe.

A second female appears from behind a boulder. I’d have to confirm with staff how many lions there are. I wouldn’t want any surprises if I were to go in. There looks to be no way into the cage apart from through a locked gate. Breaking into this one would involve stealing keys. It would take quite a lot of planning and several steps would need to be covered.

I flick my wrist to make my watch screen light up. I have only 119 hours and 22 minutes left to formulate and execute my plan.

Like the other enclosures I’ve been to, nothing with the lions resembles a bird standing proud. Maybe whatever it referred to is long gone. Or maybe those words had a double meaning. Maybe they were written as a decoy, and the jewels are somewhere else. Or maybe my great-grandmother found them and hid them somewhere else.

The map shows that the crocodile enclosure wraps around the hippo enclosure, both abutting the sheer cliff face that rises high above the zoo. Both have separate bodies of water. You have to walk through the crocodile enclosure on a special walled pathway to get to the hippos. With glass on both sides of the walkway, you can see the crocs without being snapped up and eaten. I don’t have to search the internet to know that crocs will stalk you and eat you without a thought – you only have to watch the news. Every year in Australia, tourists are eaten by crocodiles in the wild, even though there are warning signs. It’d be a horrific way to go.


The glass opens to a larger room, also with viewing glass, which overlooks the hippopotamus enclosure. It’s like I’m standing before an island beach. Sand stretches around the edge of the water, large palm trees provide shade. It’s stunning, calm, the perfect retreat. In the centre of the waterhole is an island, which is as picturesque as the rest of the enclosure. Hippo Beach is the bomb.

A guy about my age sits on one of the viewing seats with a sketchpad and pencil. His slender fingers work grey lead onto the page. He looks up and smiles.

‘Hey,’ he says.

‘Hey,’ I repeat. It sounds funny, and we both laugh.

‘Keep watching the water, the hippos just went in, they’ll come back up in a minute.’

Just as he says it a large shape breaks through the water. Two large hippos walk up to the glass and lie down on the sand right in front of me. I spot the baby behind them, playing at the water’s edge. The perfect happy family.

I look back to the artist.

‘Amazing, aren’t they?’ he says.

I stop myself from telling him that they kill more people every year in Africa than any other animal. If you don’t die from crush injuries, they will drown you. But I don’t want to be a downer. Instead, I nod.


One of the hippos yawns. Its mouth is massive, like the opening of a cargo ship. You could almost back a car in there.

I sit down beside the artist, deflated. This is the final enclosure, and there is no bird standing proud.

The artist is sketching a tree, not the animals as I’d expected. I notice a stack of drawings beside him. He’s obviously been here for a while.

His drawing is not finished, but it looks like he’s sketching a close-up part of something. If I sat down here to draw, I wouldn’t have thought to do that. I would have drawn the entire enclosure. Not that I can draw anything. Some of the engineering kids at STEM are artistic. They see the world differently to me. They focus on things I don’t even notice, from angles I don’t look at.

‘You live around here?’ I ask.

‘Only on school holidays. We have a holiday house here. You?’

‘No. I’m from Melbourne, visiting family.’ I’m preoccupied with the pile of sketches on the seat between us. ‘You mind if I take a look?’

He considers my request for a moment. ‘Sure.’

I pick up the papers and slowly go through them. The first is of part of a palm tree – right where the leaves start. There is enough of the tree for me to recognise what it is, even if I wasn’t sitting here looking at the real thing. His work is interesting.


The next one is of a hippo’s butt disappearing into the water. It’s cute, and I can’t stop my lips from curling into a smile. Who would even think to draw that? The next one is abstract. A dark blob on the page. I look into the enclosure to see where it is. Can’t see what it could be.

‘It’s the negative space between the tree and water and the top corner of this shelter.’

I search for it, but it’s not until he points in the direction that I see it.

‘You’d have to sit in the exact same place as me to see exactly what I’m seeing, and even then, we only see our individual perception of what’s in front of us.’

I have no idea what he’s talking about. Wouldn’t we both see what’s there?

‘Gabe.’ A woman appears at the door. ‘We’re going.’ She looks at me and makes a closed-lip smile before she leaves.

‘These are great,’ I say. I flick through the rest of the drawings and stop at one. There is a rooster. It’s kind of boxy-looking, but it has a chest and could definitely be a bird standing proud.

‘Where’s this?’ I ask.

He points into the hippo enclosure.

‘I can’t see it.’ My heart is racing. I don’t want him to go. I’m starting to panic. ‘Please, before you go, can you show me?’

‘It’s a shadow on the ground, made from the rocks of the cliff above. The rooster will become taller, will stretch out as the sun goes down.’

‘Where are its feet?’

He points to where the rock face meets the ground. ‘When I sketched that one, it was small and could be seen easily. Now, it stretches into the water and over the trees.’ He waits while I study the shadow in the enclosure, where he’s pointing. But it doesn’t look like a rooster.

‘Anyway, you can keep it.’

I look at him. ‘Sorry?’

‘The sketch. You can keep that one, but I will take the others.’

I realise I am still holding his drawings and he is waiting for them so he can go.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean to . . .’ I keep the rooster and hand the others back. He walks away and out of view. ‘Thank you,’ I yell. ‘Thank you!’

That has to be the place. And it makes sense. The field is clear and flat right to the face of the cliff. Archibald rode into a trap. The only escape would have been to climb up and out of there, but of course they shot him before he could do that. I wonder if he and my great-grandma spent time here together. My eyes move up the cliff face. Or up there? They may have seen the rooster shadow if they were looking down from the top of the cliff. The hippos’ enclosure and palm trees wouldn’t have been here, nor the man-made lake. It would have just been a paddock, without anything to distort the shadow’s shape.

So this is the place.

My great-grandfather was shot, chased to this point and left to die. The last thing he did was write in his journal, a cryptic message to his sweeting. I think about that for a moment. What if my great-grandma wasn’t the sweeting he was writing to? After what I’d learned from Eunice’s mother’s diary, anything is possible.











TUESDAY

PIECING TOGETHER




The ride home is surprisingly easy. I’m bursting with energy.

I’ve been thinking about how I treated Josh. I should have been open and honest. It’s how he and his family work. I can understand why he is angry with me after everything that happened between us the day before. We all opened up, talked and agreed to keep doing that. My happiness was important to them. Keeping a secret like I did and tricking Josh into coming to the zoo was a slap in the face. I’m just not used to sharing anything, including my thoughts, my day-to-day stuff, what I’m doing, how I’m feeling. It’s not because I haven’t wanted to, it’s just how it’s been. No one has ever been interested. I now feel accountable to Josh, Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine.


Rooboo stands in the front yard. I smile at him.

‘Hi, Rooboo.’ I open the gate and bring my bike through. I can’t say I am one hundred per cent comfortable, but I’m not bone-shaking scared, either. It’s progress. I take my bike around the back and put it into the shed. Tough Goose sees me on the way back and runs at me.

‘Not today, Toughie.’ I leap over him and run into the house. ‘Josh!’

Uncle Ian is at the kitchen table with a heap of bills in front of him. He points towards the lounge room. I enter and close the door behind me.

‘I’m sorry. I should have told you. I have other stuff I should have told you, too. All this sharing stuff is new for me. It doesn’t come easily.’

Josh puts down his tablet, rests his legs on the coffee table in front of him and crosses them.

‘You going to listen? That’s awesome. Let me start from the start.’

I tell Josh everything – what I saw in Eunice’s mother’s journal and the exact location of where our great-grandfather died, what I want to do and what I hope to achieve.

Josh lets me talk without interrupting. I can say anything and can build my story, lead into things, paint the picture I want him to see so he sees what I see and understands what I’m thinking. It’s liberating to be listened to like this. Empowering, even.


‘Why is this so important to you? I’ve told you how dangerous this is, yet you are willing to risk your life for it. If you can’t tell me why that is, Ben, I’m not helping you.’

It’s a fair request.

‘It’s difficult . . . difficult for me to talk about.’ My voice cracks, and I inhale deeply to stop myself from crying.

‘Just try. Say out loud whatever words come to you.’

I pause.

‘My dad’s not like yours. He doesn’t care about people . . . Maybe our great-grandfather was like that, too. What if it’s in our genes?’

Josh frowns, as if he doesn’t understand what I’m trying to say.

‘I want to find the truth because it matters, not to me, but to others. I want to find the jewels and return them because that is the right thing to do.’

‘I don’t buy it,’ Josh says. ‘But what you’re wanting to do is dangerous. Sure, you might want to do the right thing, but you’re not going to risk dying for it.’

‘You may not ever understand because Uncle Ian is a good person. He doesn’t harm people. You’ve never had to question this about yourself. You’ve never had to question who you are. I need to prove to myself that I am not like my dad – because I can’t go through life hating myself. What we do matters, now and in one hundred years. Doesn’t that blow your mind? Righting this one-hundred-year wrong might be the single best thing I do in my lifetime.’

Josh stares at me. Nods, like he’s at least trying to understand.

I continue.

‘The Rhinestones are certain that our great-grandfather stole inherited jewels from Queenie Rhinestone, but they weren’t listened to. What if they were right? They suffered because of what he did, and they’re still suffering because of him today. And even one hundred years later, they aren’t listened to. They can’t make it right. Only a Parker can.’

I’m not doing a very good job at saying what I want to say, but it’s important Josh understands, so I keep going. ‘I can’t let it go because I believe them. I can’t undo what he did, but revealing the truth might give them back . . . I don’t know. Something. And I’m not just talking about jewels or wealth. I’m talking about dignity and respect.’

Josh leans his head against the wall.

‘I’m going to do it with or without you, and I’m willing to tell Uncle Ian that,’ I say. Now that I’m talking I want to keep talking.

‘Let’s just think things through for a minute,’ Josh says. ‘Let’s go to the sleep-out.’

I follow Josh to the bungalow, our bedroom.


‘You’ve got some major issues going on, and you need to speak to someone about it. But that aside, what you told me about Eunice is huge,’ Josh says. ‘I mean, it changes things.’

‘Yes. That’s what I’ve been saying,’ I say. ‘It changes the known history.’

‘Maybe we need to consider what revealing the truth will do. What will it mean for everyone?’

I stand up and pace the length of the room. Josh is watching me, waiting for me to say something.

‘What? So, if revealing the truth has a negative effect on us, if it reflects poorly on the Parker family, we won’t do it?’

‘That’s not what –’

I cut him off. ‘The truth is not ours to keep, is it?’

Josh waits for more.

‘I mean, my personal reasons aside, if we have uncovered new information relating to a murder, even if it was done one hundred years ago, aren’t we obliged to reveal it? Isn’t it a crime not to?’

Josh presses his lips together while he thinks, like he’s trying to put it all together. ‘What do you see happening?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘All I know is I have to search for those jewels, the truth and –’

‘In the hippo enclosure?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’


‘I was hoping you’d have ideas.’

‘You’re crazy,’ Josh says.

‘And you’re crazy about Olivia. Don’t deny it, I know it’s true. This could improve things for you two. If we find the jewels and return them, it might mean . . . I dunno. Our families may stop feuding and you might be allowed to see her.’

The suggestion hangs in the air between us. It’s like Josh doesn’t know whether to admit he wants change, whether to allow a tiny spark of hope to enter his soul.

Josh rakes his fingers through his hair, then he kind of half smiles and looks at me, shaking his head.

The spark has entered.

‘You’re going to help me, aren’t you? I can see it in your face.’

Josh doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t have to.

We sit grinning at each other.

Josh is going to help me find the jewels.

A rush of nervous energy rushes through me.

We’re on.











TUESDAY

THE PLAN




‘I started a list.’ I hold up my phone.

‘Binoculars? That’s it? That’s great, man. We’re going to do real well with binoculars.’

I laugh. ‘I said I started a list, not finished it. And I started it before I knew where the jewels are.’

‘Might be,’ he corrects me, as he grabs a pen and piece of paper from the coffee table. ‘They may not even exist.’

Josh draws a map. When he’s finished I see that it’s of the hippo enclosure against the sheer cliff face.

‘I saved a map of the zoo,’ I remember, and pull it out of my backpack. We both study it for routes of access. Out of all the enclosures, the hippos’ is probably the least accessible because of its location.


‘Maybe we should camp there tomorrow night, suss everything out,’ Josh suggests.

‘Yeah,’ I say. The thought of the entire night in the zoo in the dark makes me want to barf.

‘But we’re not going to be able to enter the hippo enclosure from the viewing rooms because they are glass and have a ceiling.’

‘We might have to steal the keys from Zoe,’ I say.

Josh makes a face. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to do that.

‘We’re going to have to go across the croc pond,’ he says.

I laugh because I think he’s joking, and then I realise he’s not.

‘What are you boys up to?’

I jump at the sound of Uncle Ian’s voice. He stands at the door, and Josh and I look as stunned as deer in headlights. Heat creeps up the side of my neck and into my face. Uncle Ian’s carrying some rope, a harness and some silver clips.

‘Dad, if you were going to break into the hippo enclosure, how would you do it?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t, because that would be stupid and illegal,’ he says. Then he laughs. ‘But if it was a life or death situation, and it was the only way to save the world, I’d abseil down the cliff,’ he says, waving the harness in our faces. ‘And as long as I didn’t touch the ground, technically I wouldn’t have trespassed.’ He grins. ‘No laws would be broken.’

We laugh at his joke as he leaves and heads towards the shed.

Josh stares at me with a look on his face that says everything he is thinking.

‘No. That’s ridiculous,’ I say. But the look on his face doesn’t shift. ‘He was joking.’

‘It’s actually not that silly. How high do you think it is?’

‘Oh, it’s high. Real high.’

‘No. It’s genius. That’s how we’ll do it. Add abseil gear to your list.’

‘No.’

‘Just write it down.’

I do just to stop the argument, but there is no way I’d abseil at night, or day for that matter, into the enclosure of wild hippos. Just thinking about it makes my palms clammy.

‘Look at the map,’ Josh says. ‘To get inside the hippo enclosure, we have to enter here or through the locked gate here.’ Josh taps both locations on the map. ‘If we steal the keys, Zoe’s at risk of losing her job. We’re not doing that. So that leaves getting in here. To get here, we must get inside the croc enclosure. That isn’t as hard. We can jump the enclosure fence from the camel enclosure, and we enter the camel enclosure from the ostrich or dingo yards, or way over here from Mount Bolton Road. All these pathways are a death wish, especially wading through the croc pond.’ He makes a face. ‘There are no good options.’

I’m glad Josh is thinking things through sensibly.

‘Maybe we ask Zoe-the-zookeeper to let us in for a quick look.’

Josh shakes his head. ‘She’s not going to do that.’

‘Why not?’ I say.

‘Hey, Zoe, can you please let me and Ben inside the hippo enclosure. We promise not to get killed.’

‘No plan is going to sound any good.’

‘Coming down the cliff face is the safest way to get in. If the hippo gets mad and charges, we stay high. Hippos can’t jump or climb, we’d be perfectly safe. Put a metal detector on your list.’

‘I’m scared of heights,’ I declare, while adding metal detector to the list.

‘Of course you are,’ Josh says, with a laugh. ‘You’re also scared of animals. This mission is going to be one giant fear fest for you. But you know what? You’re going to do it anyway, because you’re like Evel freakin’ Knievel, and you front up no matter how terrified you are.’

Yeah . . . nah. I can’t live up to this name. I can’t front up to abseiling and hippos.

‘We’ll ride to the point up there, after dark, tonight.’ Josh points towards the top of the cliff on the map. ‘The zoo must own it, and there’ll be some kind of fence up there to stop clowns like us from falling in.’

‘I don’t know about this.’ I sound far more casual than I feel. Inside, I’m churning.

‘My motorbike is in the workshop, but it should be ready now.’

‘Motorbike?’ I start to panic. Last time I was on that thing I broke my arm. ‘We can’t ride on public roads.’

‘We’ll ride off the road, in the paddock, close to the fence. I do it all the time.’ Josh checks the time. ‘He might still be there.’ He picks up his phone and calls someone. The mechanic. Josh’s voice rises with happiness. ‘Yep. That’s great. If we come now, will you still be there?’ Josh’s face breaks into a smile. ‘Thanks. See you in five,’ he says.

My stomach keeps churning and my chest feels tight. This plan is getting out of control.











TUESDAY

THE PLAN COMES TOGETHER




It seems like Josh is only gone for five minutes before I hear him racing down the back laneway. The gate opens, and Josh rides in on a dirt bike that says Honda CR250 on the side. My mouth drops open.

Josh cuts the engine and smiles.

‘I traded in the one-two-five,’ he says.

‘It’s bigger,’ I say.

‘Yep. Much faster, too.’

This is not good. Being killed on this bike is every bit as likely as me falling to my death down the cliff. And even if I survive that fall, the mother hippo will stomp on me.

I need a minute to think.

I go back inside and sit down. I open the photo gallery on my phone and look at the pictures of Queenie Rhinestone’s journal. I re-read all the pages, hoping I see something new, that the reported story is likely, that there were no jewels, that Archibald Parker acted with integrity. But none of that is on these pages. He was doing the wrong thing on so many levels.

Is it my obligation to reveal the truth after a century has passed? Before coming here, I knew nothing about my great-grandfather. Am I responsible for anything he did? If I hadn’t found the journal, I wouldn’t even know about it, I would be free of the obligation.

But the obligation comes with the knowing. If I say nothing, I’m as bad as my great-grandfather. I think about Eunice and what finding the jewels might mean for her. Am I obliged to consider that? Will finding the jewels change things for her?

Josh is standing in the doorway when I look up, and I have no idea how long he has been there.

‘You okay?’ he asks.

‘Just going over a few things in my head.’

‘Anything I should be aware of?’

‘I’m worried about Eunice. What if we find something? She knows the truth, yet she has kept it secret.’

‘She was raised to think certain things. Society was cruel back then.’

‘It can be cruel right now, too,’ I say.

But Josh is right. Eunice wasn’t just raised to hate the Parkers, she was raised in a community that had different beliefs to what we have now. She would have been shamed for many reasons, and none of them were her doing. Being Eunice Rhinestone wouldn’t have been easy.

‘If we’re going to do this, we should probably just do it and try not to think about it too much,’ Josh adds.

I nod. ‘Okay,’ I say.

‘We need to ride there tonight. Do a dry run. Make sure we have everything we need for the real thing.’

‘Ride.’ I know he means on the motorbike, but I don’t want to.

‘I’ll go real slow, real careful. We won’t fall off.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘You got lights?’

‘No. I’ll wear a head torch over my helmet. Dad has a head torch you can have.’

I look at Josh. He’s terrified of the Rhinestones, but is still doing this in the hope it changes things so he can see Olivia.

‘You must really like Olivia,’ I prod.

Josh looks away for a minute, then back with guilt all over his face.

‘Wait, you two aren’t already . . .’

Josh nods.

‘No way. Aren’t you scared her dad will kill you?’

‘Absolutely.’ His laugh is nervous.


‘How long has it been?’

‘Six months tomorrow.’

‘But who’s counting, right? Does anyone else know?’

‘Just me, Olivia and now you. We hardly get to see each other, and when we do it feels like we’re sneaking.’

I shake my head as the absurdity of it all hits me. Josh and Olivia are two young people who are doing nothing wrong. They should be allowed to be friends or date, or whatever. ‘This town,’ I say, ‘the history of Parkers and Rhinestones is . . .’ I can’t think of the right words, but then . . . ‘Oh my God.’

‘I know,’ Josh says, as he plonks down on the couch. ‘It feels so good to tell someone. Keeping a secret like that is exhausting.’

‘It’s history repeating itself.’ I’m now just thinking out loud. ‘Our great-grandfather was sneaking around behind everyone’s backs, too, only he made bad choices, but it’s like that has now been transferred to you. Forced upon you. It’s his fault.’

Josh lets me ramble on, and I realise that I am angry at someone who I have never met, someone who died one hundred years ago.

‘And you defend him, Josh. Even though he’s causing you to suffer.’

Josh looks at me like he had tuned out and now is just tuning back in because I said his name.


‘Because of him, you two are like Romeo and Juliet,’ I say.

‘We read it next year,’ Josh says.

‘Oh. Romeo and Juliet are two kids from opposing feuding families who fall in love . . . Just like you and Olivia.’

‘How’s it end?’ Josh asks.

‘Hmm. Not great. Let’s just hope the Parker-Rhinestone feud doesn’t end in bloodshed and poison . . .’

Josh’s eyes widen for a second.











WEDNESDAY

RECONNAISSANCE




It’s a cold night. It’s just past midnight and the moon is almost full – a bright yellow disc, high in the sky.

I’m wearing Josh’s windproof pants and jacket over my clothes. They are too big for me, but they stop the wind from cutting through. Josh is more determined than me now to execute this plan. With our helmets already on, he pushes the bike and I walk along beside him.

‘What do you think your parents would say if they realised we were gone?’ I ask.

‘They’d be disappointed we went behind their backs.’

‘Maybe we should have told them.’ I desperately want Uncle Ian to turn up in his car and agree that our plan is a good one and oversee it all. That Aunt Christine will arrange for us to enter the hippo enclosure in a safe and responsible way so that we can search for the loot in the daytime. But Josh is as dogged as Eunice is to protect his secret.

‘They’d want to know why I wanted to find the jewels, and then I’d have to tell them about Olivia, and I promised her I’d never tell anyone. Her dad would kill her.’

‘You wouldn’t have to tell them. Couldn’t you say you are just humouring me?’

‘I’d never do that, and Dad knows it. I can’t tell him. I promised Olivia I wouldn’t tell anyone.’

‘You told me.’

‘Yeah,’ Josh says.

We walk a few paces in silence.

I’ve never held such a big secret, not ever.

I inhale a deep cold breath and exhale elation.

It feels amazing to be trusted.

‘I reckon this is far enough,’ Josh says, and stops. ‘We’ll ride along the fence line until we reach the dirt track that goes to the top of the cliff.’

Josh gets on the bike and kickstarts it first go. He turns to me. ‘Get on.’

My heart bangs like a hammer, but I do as he says and hold the sides of Josh’s jacket. ‘Real slow, right?’

‘Real slow,’ Josh says.

The thing about speed is, it’s subjective; Josh’s definition of real slow is very different to mine.

The wind is freezing and, even though I’m wearing all the right gear to stop it from cutting through my clothes, I’m chilled to the bone after five minutes of riding.

The bike feels powerful beneath me, and Josh, in true Josh-man style, rides it like a pro.

We burn down the fence line for about eight kays and then cross the highway. Josh has his head torch on, but I can see outside of that beam. It’s a light night, the moon and stars shining bright.

The dirt track going up the mountain is nauseating. It winds up and up, hairpin bend after hairpin bend. Josh leans into each corner, and I follow. The higher we go, the narrower the track gets.

Josh slams on the brakes and we skid to a stop, just short of hitting a large iron padlocked gate.

‘The zoo owns this land,’ Josh says.

I turn on my head torch and look each way. A wire fence runs further than I can see.

Josh cuts the engine. ‘This is as far as we can go on the bike. We’ll have to walk in.’

‘Do they keep animals up here?’

‘I wouldn’t think so.’

Wouldn’t think so? ‘You don’t know?’ I say.

‘Not for certain,’ Josh says. The stand is down, and he’s off the bike before I can move. ‘Look at the fences, though. They’re like the ones around the camels. If they have animals up here, it would only be ones that graze, like the cows or horses we saw at the zoo.’

‘Those cows had horns as long as my legs.’


‘They’re not aggressive, though.’

‘They’re aggressive enough to need to be kept behind large fences with signs warning people to keep off the fences.’

‘We’ll be all right,’ Josh says, as he climbs over the fence and lands on the other side. ‘Come on.’ Josh looks in the direction we’ll be walking and turns off his head torch. ‘We should probably turn off our lights from here. The trees only give cover for a short distance, and then we’ll be walking through an open clearing.’

The howl of a dingo starts up, hollow and haunting. Another dog joins in.

They sound so close, and I can’t tell if they’re coming from the zoo or if there are wild dogs up here on the cliff. Suddenly, I’m spooked, and I’m certain the dogs are behind me. I scale the fence like my life depends on it. If wild dogs are coming, I want to be on the same side of the fence as Josh.

‘Don’t worry, it will be the dingoes in the zoo. The noises of the animals will be bouncing off the cliffs,’ Josh says.

Josh is as unfazed as he always is around wild animals.

The deepest, most guttural, wildest, terrifying noise begins. I’m not sure what it is or where it is coming from. My heart skips a beat and then races. It’s a low growl, a sound I’ve never heard before. It explodes into the loudest, most horrifying roar.


‘The lions are awake,’ Josh says, excitement in his voice. ‘When you’re down there in the zoo and closer, they’re so loud you can feel the vibrations in your chest.’

I realise I’m holding Josh’s arm.

‘That’s coming from behind us,’ I whisper.

‘No. It echoes through the valley and bounces off the cliff. It sounds like it’s behind us, but it’s coming from below us.’

My senses are completely fooled and don’t believe a word Josh is saying. The hairs on my arms are standing on end.

Another roar fills the darkness, then another. Two lions, calling to each other and then grunting back and forth, almost rhythmic. Other animals cry out, but I have no idea what they are. A shrill squeal and a high-pressured puffing sound. I’m sure wings just swooped a few metres above our heads. My mind is working overtime, and images from every horror film I’ve ever watched are now strobing through my mind. As hard as I scan the darkness, I can’t see any animals.

Josh wrenches his arm from my grasp and starts walking. Trees tower over us and cast gnarly shadows on the track. I run a few steps to catch up. The lions do their grunting thing again.

After a few hundred metres of shadowy bushland, the trees clear. Josh stops, looks across the open fields like he’s not sure which direction to go.


‘Finding the exact place above the hippo enclosure will be the tricky part,’ he says. ‘We can’t turn on our torches in case someone sees us from below, and the enclosure will be in shadow because the moon is behind us. Let’s just find the cliff edge and walk along it and check what we can see or hear.’

I try and think what sound a hippo makes and have no clue. I’ve never heard one.

‘The moon should reflect off the water, but we don’t want to mistake it for the water in the crocodile enclosure next door.’

I laugh because the thought of landing in the croc enclosure and being chewed to bits is too much to process. Too much and too real.

‘But there’s nothing to worry about,’ Josh says. ‘We’ll make sure we’re in the right spot before we abseil down.’

‘That’s what tonight’s about. Making sure we’re prepared.’

‘Exactly,’ Josh says.

I now can’t tell if Josh is as terrified as me and trying to talk himself into a calmer state or if he’s still doing it for my benefit.

We finally reach the edge. When I look down I feel dizzy. Animal noises are loud and clear. I look out over the zoo and can see dark shapes in the moonlight. I kneel down, hold onto a rock to steady myself and look over the cliff edge, hoping to see the hippo pond.


And then I see it.

As clear as day.

A dark shadow lies across the moonlit field in the shape of a rooster, chest puffed out and legs coming back to the wall.

‘Our great-grandfather, and whoever he was writing to, may have been up here at night,’ I say.

I follow the legs down. Where bird stands proud.

Josh and I walk along until we’re directly above where the feet meet the cliff face.

That’s the spot Archibald Parker died. And this is the place Josh and I will go over tomorrow. Suddenly, I’m dizzy again. I step back from the edge.

Josh sits down, his legs dangling over the side. I’m not so brave so I lie on my belly. At least I can’t fall if I’m already lying down.

‘So,’ I pull out my phone and go to my list, ‘what do we need?’

‘Abseil gear.’

‘Check.’

‘Head torches.’

‘Already have that one as well as metal detector. Where will we get that from?’

The roar of a lion fills the night and every cell in my body. My heart kicks a hard beat and then races.

Josh exhales a quick breath. ‘They’re amazing, aren’t they?’ he says.

‘So powerful,’ I say. ‘My heart almost stops every time they do it.’


‘I’m glad our great-grandad didn’t die in their cage.’

I laugh. ‘Back to the metal detector.’

‘Oh yeah. There’s a place in town that has heaps of them. Tourists take them up to the goldmine in Forest Point, which was a goldmining town, back in the day.’

‘Can we hire one?’

‘If we have photo ID from someone over eighteen.’

‘Oh.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll sort it with Dad. Can we say you’re happy to pay for it with your dad’s credit card? Dad will probably offer to pay for it, but just in case?’

‘Yep.’

‘We can get one for sixty-five a day.’

The mention of my dad flattens my mood. I push him from my mind.

‘Do you think we can really do this?’ I say.

Josh looks out over the valley, then up at the sky. ‘We’ll soon see.’

Josh gets up, checks out different rocks. ‘We can secure the ropes to these,’ he says, referring to the rocks. I hope he knows what he’s doing.

He walks back to the edge and looks down.

‘I think we can do it,’ he says.











WEDNESDAY

GETTING READY




After a few hours of sleep, we’re up early. I sit on my bed and watch Josh fill a backpack with the abseiling gear and head torches and hide it between his bed and the wall, so his parents won’t see it if they walk in.

We go inside the house and sit at the table with Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine.

‘Ben’s never used a metal detector,’ Josh says. ‘We thought we’d hire one and walk around the footy oval and the parks, see if we find anything.’

‘I can pay for it,’ I say.

‘That’s a fun idea,’ Aunt Christine says. ‘We’ll pay for it, though, won’t we, Ian? You do know, though, if you find jewellery, you can’t keep it.’

‘I know,’ Josh says. He then looks at me and grins. ‘We might really make someone’s day.’


Josh’s phone rings. He picks it up and leaves the table, goes to his room and closes the door behind him. I feel uncomfortable lying to Aunt Christine and Uncle Ian about why we want the metal detector, so I get up and go out to the bungalow. Toughie eyes me suspiciously, but no longer chases me. Rooboo must be out the front.

I lie on my bed and visualise riding to the gate at the top of the cliff, climbing over and walking through the shadowy trees. We stacked a few stones on top of each other last night to mark the spot at the edge of the cliff so we will be able to find it again in the dark. Josh is going to tie the rope around a boulder, then we’re going to put on our harnesses. Josh says you stand on the edge and lean back . . .

My chest feels tight at the thought. I close my eyes and psych myself through it. Lean back, trust the gear, take small steps, scale down the cliff until we’re hanging three metres from the ground. Josh will abseil with the metal detector and will then hand it to me and keep watch while I lower myself down and scan the earth for the jewels.

My eyes fly open. We don’t have anything to dig with! I sit up. How deep will I need to dig?

I make a mental note to tell Josh and ask if they have something we might be able to use.

Josh rushes in, flushed and excited.

‘We’re all set,’ he says.


‘We need a shovel or something to dig with.’

‘God, you’re right.’ Josh disappears and comes back a few minutes later with a pick and a giant smile. ‘Now we’re set.’

I’m worried that when I pitched my idea to Josh, I may have oversold it. What if finding the jewels doesn’t end the feud? What if it makes things worse? What if the jewels are worth nothing but sentiment to the Rhinestones?

In Josh’s mind, there is only one outcome. He’s got his heart set on it.

But what if things don’t go to plan?











THURSDAY

EXECUTING THE PLAN




The moon is hidden behind cloud. There are no stars.

It’s 12:30am. Adrenaline surges through me at the thought of what we’re about to do.

Josh and I walk in silence for a while.

‘You doing okay?’ he finally asks.

‘Yep.’

I’m not. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to lean back over the edge of the cliff when Josh tells me to.

‘What would Evel Knievel do in this situation?’ Josh says.

‘He’d probably ride his motorbike into the zoo, burn across the paddock with wild animals chasing him, jump the crocodile enclosure and land on top of the jewels.’

Josh laughs. ‘Or maybe he’d set up a cannon on Mount Bolton Road and catapult in that way,’ he says.

‘I might BASE-jump right over the cliff edge into the hippo yard, because abseiling is for wimps.’

Josh laughs a big belly laugh.

He stops walking, gets on the bike and turns to me. ‘Or maybe he’d put on his cape and do exactly what we’re about to do.’

I smile.

Josh kickstarts the bike and revs it. I jump on, full of Evel Knievel bravado.

‘Let’s go,’ I say.

[image: image]

The ride up is darker than last night, only being able to see what’s illuminated by Josh’s head torch. It seems longer and more winding, yet it feels like Josh is going faster. My Evel Knievel courage is being replaced by nausea. There seem to be more hairpin bends, one after another, and just when I think it’s never going to stop, it does. We’re at the gate.

This is it. We’re doing it.

Josh climbs over the gate first. I pass over the metal detector. As I climb, my jeans snag on the ‘Private Property: Do not enter’ sign. Beside that sign is another one that says, ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’. My eyes linger on those words for a moment.


‘Try not to think too much about things,’ Josh says.

He waits until my feet land firmly on the private property side of the fence before heading off through the trees.

With the moon behind the clouds, the path is darker and I’m thankful for the head torch.

An animal calls, short and sharp, and it sounds close. I tell myself it’s echoing off the cliffs, but who knows?! Something could be stalking us, and we wouldn’t know.

I hear something behind us. Josh hears it, too. We stop walking and listen.

‘That sounded big,’ I whisper.

‘Might have been a wombat,’ Josh whispers back.

My mind races as fast as my heart, even though my rational brain tells me the zoo would never allow dangerous man-eating animals to roam around up here.

We step into the clearing and, somehow, it feels safer. If something is hunting us, we have a chance of seeing it. We move fast. The lions start up as we get closer to the cliff edge. Even though I heard them last night, it still shocks me how loud they are.

Josh unloads the ropes and harnesses and starts getting them ready. He is doing all the knots and anchoring. He knows exactly what he’s doing. We went over it in the bungalow: how to put on the harness, what ropes I need to hold, and I’d practised leaning back . . . But that was from the side of the bed with a fifty-centimetre drop to a carpeted floor. This is a forty-metre drop to rocks, hard ground and angry hippos fiercely protecting their baby.

Josh anchors the ropes to the boulder and starts on the knots. I hold the harness how Josh showed me and step into it. It doesn’t feel right. It’s upside down. I take it off and try again. This time, it’s right. Josh is ready, clipped into his harness, and has thrown the lines over the edge.

My gut churns as Josh tests his gear.

‘Your turn,’ Josh says. I stand facing Josh so he can clip me in. ‘Remember how to test the prussik?’

I pull on the rope both ways, and it grabs. This thing called a prussik knot is what will save me from plunging to my death if I let go of the rope. My life is dependent on a few fibres of nylon yarn and a metal clip.

‘Good,’ Josh says. He tugs on the carabiner one more time. ‘Remember, keep tension on the rope.’

I nod because my throat is so dry I can’t speak.

‘Let’s do it together,’ Josh says. He straps the pick and metal detector to his back.

‘You want me to take one?’ My words come out as a whisper. I feel around on the ground for the water bottle and take a few sips.

‘I got it. I want you to concentrate on what you’re doing. I’ll be with you all the way.’


The lion’s roar makes me jump. I’d forgotten about the zoo being right there. The lions do their rhythmic grunting thing, back and forth.

‘You okay?’

No. Not at all.

I nod.

Josh walks to the edge, keeping tension on his rope. He gets into position and leans back. He waits for me to do the same.

I can’t do it. This is a ridiculous plan.

I hold the rope taut like Josh showed me, and I stand close to the brink, but I can’t make myself lean over it.

‘Trust your equipment.’

‘This goes against all instincts that keep us safe.’

‘Yes, it does,’ he says. ‘But look, I’m still here, safe.’

I look at him leaning back, nothing beneath him but blackness. I look over the edge, but can’t see the bottom.

‘Okay,’ I say. But then I stand frozen to the spot. ‘Okay,’ I say again. ‘So, you do this with your dad?’

‘Quit stalling.’

‘Okay.’

I turn my back to the cliff.

‘That’s it,’ Josh says. ‘Keep tension on the rope. Good. Now, edge back until you feel the lip. Trust your gear. You’re perfectly safe.’


I tune into Josh’s voice and put my trust in him.

I’m right on the edge, only my toes in contact with the earth, my body now leaning out.

‘Lean back a bit further so you’re at a better angle with the wall. If you’re too upright your feet will slip.’

‘Basic physics,’ I say.

‘Exactly. Think of it as a science.’

As soon as Josh says this it calms me. Science has no fear. All of this – the ropes, the clips, the tension, angles, gravity – is just science. The height doesn’t even come into the equation. I visualise myself, the wall and the ropes as a diagram. In theory, abseiling works, but can I make it work in practice? When it comes to physical activities, I’m often the weak link in the equation. My brain knows what to do, but my muscles don’t always get it right.

‘Lean back a little more,’ Josh says.

As I do, it stabilises me. I focus only on the science.

‘Now, take small steps and slowly ease yourself down.’ Josh takes a few steps then stops and waits for me.

I slowly let the rope slide through my hands and take a couple of steps.

I’m doing it. I’m abseiling down.

‘That’s great.’ There’s relief in Josh’s voice.

Even though the air is cold, sweat drips down my forehead. I don’t dare let go of the rope to wipe it away. Step by tiny step, I edge my way down the face of the cliff.

A faraway howl begins, hollow and haunting as it gains volume. The hairs on my arms stand on end. As if on cue, the clouds thin, and a wispy full moon shines through. Another dingo joins in, then another and another and, before long, the night is filled only by their howls. They soften, and one by one they pull out and fall silent. The zoo is quiet for a few slow beats after they stop, as if all the other animals were listening in and are waiting to see if they have anything more to say. Then the usual zoo chatter starts back up. I tune into the squeaks, grunts, screeches, quacks and mumbles, then the lions start up, and I’m sure I feel the vibration of their roars through my chest. They are the loudest animals I’ve ever heard. Something grunts below us, then blows in the water. The hippos are awake. I tune into them now, only them. They move in the water, splashing and snorting, grunting and growling.

‘So, tell me about hippos,’ Josh says. ‘What do I need to know?’

I take a couple of steps, thinking about where to start.

‘They kill more people than any other animal on the planet.’

‘Yep, knew that.’

‘They are most aggressive when they have a baby.’


‘Like all animals.’

‘Yawning doesn’t mean they’re tired, it’s a sign of aggression.’

‘Didn’t know that.’

‘They can open their mouths to a one-hundred-and-fifty-degree angle, and they do this to show their teeth.’

Josh laughs. ‘All four of them.’

‘No, they have between thirty-eight and forty-four teeth. Four of them are bigger than the others, a bit like tusks. Their skin is waterproof and five centimetres thick in places.’

‘Wow.’

‘Their closest living relatives are whales and dolphins.’

‘Noooo.’

‘I know, right?’ We both take a few more steps towards the ground. ‘They don’t have much fat; they are mainly muscle, and they’re faster than they look. They can run almost fifty kilometres an hour.’

Josh is now quiet, taking in the info.

‘Their muscle density also makes them weigh over a tonne. About one and a half for the female and one point eight for the male. They spend heaps of time in the water, but they can’t swim. Because of all that muscle, they sink like a stone. But they can maintain speed in the water. They gallop along the bottom and power through the water like a torpedo.’


I hear Josh swallow.

‘Too much info?’

‘A bit,’ Josh says.

‘They like having their teeth cleaned and having their ears scratched.’

‘Really?’ There’s a smile in Josh’s voice.

‘No. I don’t know. I saw a zookeeper cleaning a hippo’s teeth on YouTube, so maybe.’

Josh laughs. ‘Okay, we won’t try it this time.’

A hippo below us snorts and grunts. It startles me. An animal cries out, another talks back. Maybe a monkey? I’m not good at identifying animal noises. I thought a bison sounded like a lion the other day.

‘Jokes aside,’ I say, ‘how are we actually going to do this if they stay in the water? They can run fast through water and I’d be too close to them. There’s no way I’d get up and away in time if they charged at me from that distance.’

‘Just wait and see,’ Josh cuts in. ‘Just because animals can be aggressive doesn’t mean they will be.’

‘And you saying that doesn’t mean they won’t be.’

We’re about halfway down and starting to move a bit faster.

‘Your glass is always half empty.’

‘We’re dangling twenty metres off the ground and lowering ourselves into a cage with three cranky hippos. I think I’m allowed to have concerns.’

Josh laughs. ‘They may not even see us.’


But they just heard us. There’s splashing, snorting and grunting, loud and threatening.

Looking down, I can make out a large shape, its large mouth open in a wide yawn, its tusks catching the faint light of the moon. A loud indescribable noise comes from it.

‘They definitely can’t jump, right?’ Josh asks.

‘I didn’t read anything about them jumping. I know elephants can’t.’

‘But they’re not elephants.’

‘No. I don’t think they’d be able to jump because they’re so heavy, but let’s assume they can, just to be safe,’ I say.

‘Okay, so what’s a safe height?’

‘Hang on. Hey, Siri, can hippos jump?’

‘Here’s an answer from Wikipedia dot org,’ Siri says, from my pocket. ‘They are incapable of jumping but do climb up steep banks.’

‘Hey, Siri, how steep a bank can the hippopotamus climb?’ I ask.

‘Okay, I found this on the web about how steep a bank can the hippopotamus climb. Check it out.’

‘She’s talking about the bank of a waterhole, not a cliff,’ Josh says.

‘We probably should have thought about this before now,’ I say. I try and work it out, but I don’t know. It’s important to get it right. ‘Let’s say double its height, maybe a bit less.’

We’d talked through our plan, but now I’m feeling sick about it. Josh is to stop at a safe height, where the hippos can’t reach. I’m to quietly lower myself down to the ground and then Josh will pass the metal detector to me. I will search for the jewels while Josh keeps watch, and if a hippo charges towards me, he’ll pull me up, out of harm’s way.

‘I’m going to try and find a solid foothold,’ Josh says. ‘We don’t move into the danger zone until I have that and have hold of your rope. Do not unclip your harness, no matter what. If you do, I can’t help you.’

‘Right,’ I say. From a distance the rock face looks sheer, but up close there are heaps of places to stand on or hold on to.

To take my mind off the snorting hippos beneath me, I think about all the things I could do if fear wasn’t a thing, but soon realise I’d probably be dead. Fear is necessary to keep us alive. I’ve always resented fear, hated and cursed it and saw it as the thing stopping me from doing things. But here on the side of this cliff, within snapping distance of two giant hippos and their cute baby, I’ve learned I can overcome it. Fear is my friend, telling me to stop and think about what I’m doing. From now on I will not resent or be afraid of fear, I will work with it.

We reach the height we think is our safe zone, and just below that is a narrow ledge that Josh will be able to stand on for leverage.


Once Josh reaches the ledge, he ties off his rope so he can’t fall or lower himself any further.

‘Okay, this feels sturdy. Once you get down there, just focus on finding the jewels,’ Josh says. ‘Trust your gut, and don’t think too much about anything else.’

‘Right,’ I say. But that’s me saying what he wants me to say. I can’t turn off my brain like that. ‘Is that how you do things?’

‘Always.’

‘That’s because you’re innately good at things. If you screwed up as often as I do, you’d think about things. You’d be forced to think about things.’

‘That’s like the chicken or the egg.’ Josh laughs. ‘Which came first, the screw-up or the thinking too much?’

‘Now I’m thinking about that,’ I say.

Josh laughs.

I pause on the ledge with Josh. He suddenly turns serious.

‘Okay, I need you to concentrate,’ he says. ‘If I say jump, I need you to drop everything, jump and use the wall to run up towards me. I will pull you up at the same time.’

Josh has tied a rope to the handle of the metal detector, and he lowers it down until it’s resting on the ground.

One large hippo is half-submerged in the water, on the beach furthest away. The baby is beside it.


‘Can you see all three hippos?’

‘I can see two.’ Josh squints into the darkness. ‘The third one is there.’ He points across the water.

On the edge of the shadow across the pond, a large hippo sits with just its ears, nose and eyes out of the water.

I take a deep breath.

I can do this.

I’ll lower myself down, sweep the area and then get out quickly. Josh is keeping watch. He’ll get me out in time if the hippo attacks.

‘Empty your pockets. Don’t take anything down there that you don’t want left down there.’

I remove my phone from my pocket and hand it to Josh. He turns his back to me.

‘Put it in my backpack,’ he says.

I unzip the top of his bag and drop my phone in.

‘Stay calm,’ Josh says. ‘Don’t go near the baby, even if it walks over to you, and, no matter what happens, do not unclip the rope from your harness.’

‘Okay,’ I say.

‘You ready?’

I swallow roughly. My throat is dry. ‘I’m ready.’

‘We’ll do a practice run.’

I lower myself down. When my feet hit the ground I get such an adrenaline kick that I want to run all the way up the cliff and then home.

‘Now, jump,’ Josh commands.

I jump and scramble upwards, using any foothold and any crevice I can to help Josh lift me. In a second I am back up on the ledge with him.

We smile at each other.

‘You did it,’ I say to Josh.

‘We did it,’ he says. ‘Now, let’s do this.’

I lower myself down, and this time when my feet hit the ground I spring into action, grabbing the metal detector, turning it on and moving along the ground systematically.

The detector whirs as I move it across the surface. If it finds something, the sound will change to a high-pitched squeal. I realise that I have my back to the hippos.

‘What are the hippos doing?’ I ask.

‘Nothing. None of them have moved. Just keep doing what you’re doing.’

As I move further away, Josh lets out more rope, then he takes up the slack when I move closer again. The sound spikes up a notch and then goes back down. I run the detector back over the same spot. It spikes up again.

‘Do you think that’s it?’ I say.

I run the detector over it again.

The dingoes start barking, and then the lions start up, grunting to each other and roaring so loudly I wonder if they’ve escaped and are right outside our enclosure. The water splashes.

‘Jump!’ Josh yells.

I drop the detector and scramble up the cliff. Josh pulls me up until I’m beside him, out of the hippos’ reach. My heart thuds hard. I find a crevice to hold and don’t let go. We’re both frozen. One hippo disappears right under the water.

‘We’re safe here. They can’t get us.’ Josh speaks softly, calmly, rationally. Of course, he is right. We are safe. They didn’t attack, they only moved. Harika, the baby, grunts like a pig, walks out of the water and lies on the sand. The other two hippos soon emerge from the water and lay in the sand with her. We wait until they settle.

‘That was good practice. You did well,’ Josh says.

‘We did well,’ I say.

‘You ready to go back in?’

‘I’m ready.’ I push off and walk backwards to the ground. The metal detector is still where I dropped it, softly humming.

This time when my feet hit the ground I’m filled with determination and certainty. Our plan is working. We can do this.

Something niggles at the back of my mind, like I’ve forgotten something important. I push away the thought. Josh says not to think too much, it’s the only way to get the job done.

The detector hums its tune, spiking in pitch and volume as it finds different metals in the ground. Then it spikes higher than before and holds its scream. My heart rate quickens.

‘It’s something,’ Josh says. ‘Definitely something.’


I move the detector away and then back over the spot. The squeal fills the air.

Animals chatter, call out, the lions roar and the dingoes bark wildly. As they compete with each other to be heard, the noise level keeps rising. The detector has woken them up and now they’re going to wake up the zookeeper. I check my watch. It’s almost two thirty. It took us longer than expected to get down the cliff.

‘Jump!’

I drop the detector, sprint towards the cliff, leap upwards and begin scrambling. A wave moves across the pond and a hippo explodes out of the water, mouth open, charging towards me. With Josh’s help I scale up the cliff. The hippo bellows a deafening roar, the heat of its breath travelling up my body. I blast upwards, climb for dear life, not knowing if I’m clear until I’m pulled close to Josh on the ledge and cling to the rock crevice. Hearts pounding, bodies shaking, neither of us speak for a moment, shocked at how fast it came, at the force with which it emerged from the water, at the volume of its roar.

Josh is holding me, holding the wall, wide-eyed, breathing hard.

‘That was close,’ he whispers.

My throat is so tight and dry I can’t speak.

I look down at the hippo stomping, pacing and snorting beneath me.


We’re safe, I tell myself, slowing my breathing, reining in my panic.

We’re safe.

The clouds move quickly over the moon, thinning so its light shines through.

We wait. And wait and wait. An entire hour passes before the hippo moves away.

My legs are tired from standing in the one position for so long.

‘When you get down there, make sure the detector is turned off. We don’t want to provoke another attack.’

‘I know the spot without it,’ I say.

Josh lowers the pick into the enclosure. ‘I hope the ground is soft,’ he says.

‘Same,’ I say. I inhale slowly and close my eyes, trying to calm down.

‘You’ve got this,’ Josh says.

‘We’ve got this,’ I say, and push off the ledge and lower myself down.











THURSDAY

DIGGING FOR TRUTH




Josh keeps watch. I raise the pick over my head and bring it down as hard as I can. It sticks into the ground and I have to wrench it to get it out. This ground is hard, and doubt creeps into my body like poison. I push it away, raise the pick above my head again and ram it into the ground with all my might. The impact reverberates through the handle and jars my wrists.

My back is to the hippos again, and I am relying on Josh to tell me if I have to move. Sweat drips off me as I raise the pick above my head once more. This time when it lands, it makes a bigger impact, and when I pull it back it tears the ground apart. Now that I’m through the hard crust, every swing of the pick is progress. Blisters form on the webbing between my thumb and index finger on both hands. I push through the pain and keep going.

When the dirt is broken up enough, I kneel down and scoop out the dirt. A hole is forming. When the hole is about thirty centimetres deep, I begin to wonder if I’ve missed it. How deep could Archibald Parker dig while he was dying? Would dirt build up on top of it over one hundred years? Was the earth softer back then? Just when I’m starting to think I’ll have to run the detector over the area, I hit something hard. I hear Josh take in a sharp breath. He heard it, too.

I push the dirt off a thin rectangular tin box, about as wide as my laptop computer. I switch on my head light so I can see it, then quickly turn it off in case it upsets the hippos. But in that microsecond of light, I got a glimpse of the box. It’s painted black with a gold-coloured vine across the centre of the lid. This is it, I know it. My fingers tremble when I lift it out of its resting place. There is a small patch of rust on the bottom, but it is still intact. I shake it gently. Something moves inside. The lid is stuck. I use my fingernails to help prise the lid open. There are three black bags, each tied with a forest-green ribbon. I tug on one of the ribbons and it disintegrates. I tip the bag, and a piece of jewellery falls into my hand. A brooch with a large stone. It’s hard to see it clearly in the dark, but when it catches the filtered moonlight through the clouds the stone looks yellow.

‘What is it?’ Josh whispers.

I look up at him and smile.

Josh breaks into a smile, too. ‘Yes!’

We laugh. I’m relieved, elated, kind of shocked we found it.

‘Now, get up here,’ Josh says.

Josh uses the ropes to pull up the detector and pick. I shove the tin down the front of my jumper and, with Josh’s help on the ropes, I climb up to the ledge once more.

We turn and look at the hippo that’s moved to where I was digging and is sniffing at the hole.

‘Let’s have a look,’ Josh says. His eyes gleam.

Our excitement is palpable.

I carefully remove the tin from the front of my jumper and hold it out. Josh lifts the lid, empties the three bags into the tin and shines a torch onto them.

Our mouths drop open at the sight.

The three pieces of jewellery match the sketches in Queenie’s journal.

The brooch is the shape of a lyrebird: the large yellow tear-shaped stone is the body, and smaller stones that look like diamonds make up the tail. I count them. Twenty-five.

The next piece is a pendant. A heart-shaped blue stone surrounded by white diamonds. It also hangs from a string of white diamonds.

The last piece is another necklace that would sit high on the neck like a collar. It has blood-red rubies scattered through a bed of what look like more white diamonds. Josh picks it up and it glitters in the beam of his torchlight.

‘Whoa, these must be worth millions,’ Josh says.

Josh puts them back in their bags, closes the lid and puts the tin in his backpack.

‘I can’t believe we did it,’ I say.

As I say it, the part of the plan I thought I’d missed, the thought that had been niggling at me, pops to the forefront of my mind.

‘How do we get out of here?’ I blurt out.

It’s not something we’d talked about. My focus had been on getting in here and finding the jewels without being killed by wild animals.

Josh points upward.

I look at him, confused, because there is no way I can climb out of here. He might be able to, but I can’t.

‘You’re going to help me get up there from here, then I’m going to help you from up there,’ Josh says. ‘Don’t worry, I planned for this part. It’s why the ropes are so long.’

‘Okay.’ I’m glad Josh knows what he’s doing. I would have died right here on the ledge.


My arms ache, my legs feel shaky, my hands sting and the old negative voice inside me tells me that I can’t do this. That I’m going to screw it up, after all.

‘You’ll be right,’ Josh says. ‘You pull down on the rope as I climb up.’

Josh trusts me. We’re so close now. I have to do it, I have to succeed.

Just when I think the zoo is falling asleep, a lion roars into the night. It sets my heart off racing, and I look down again at the hippos. One of the adults is still pacing beneath us. If I fell, I’d be right at its feet.

I watch Josh get everything ready. He leaves the detector and pick tied to the ropes on the ground of the enclosure. I guess we can lift them out from the top. He starts to climb up the cliff face. I use my body weight to pull down on the rope to help him defy gravity, and he scales up the cliff face much quicker than I thought was possible. I wrap the rope around my wrist so it’s easier to pull, so it can’t slip through my hands. Josh talks quietly and calmly, like this is something he does every day, like there is no doubt in his mind that I can do this.

‘That’s perfect pacing . . . good . . . hold . . . I’m just finding something to hold, okay, got it . . . now go . . .’ Josh makes it look easy. As he reaches the top I’m filled with hope.


‘You did it!’ I whisper-shout towards the top. I wait for him to poke his head over the edge and say, We did it, but he doesn’t. He must be busy getting ready to pull me up. I wait.

And wait.

And wait.

‘Everything okay up there?’ I say.

As I say it, my rope snakes in front of me. It takes me a second to realise the rope is falling. I’m not sure what Josh is doing.

‘Don’t I need that?’ The lion roars over the top of my words, drowning me out. ‘Josh?’

Josh doesn’t reply.

‘You okay?’

I can hear the hippos stomping around, snorting and grunting, annoyed by my shouting.

I wait.

There’s no rope now for Josh to pull me to the top. Maybe he’ll throw down another one.

Josh . . .

Oh no.

No.

I listen.

Silence.

I wait, refusing to think.

My stomach drops.

Josh . . .

Something’s wrong.

He wouldn’t leave me here. Surely . . .


The image of Eunice on her buggy flashes through my mind.

And her spiteful words . . .

All Parkers are lying thieves.

All Parkers are lying thieves.

All Parkers are lying thieves.











THURSDAY

SORE AND BLOODIED




I’ve never felt so small, so utterly alone.

Under this giant sky, on this impossible cliff face, hippos ready to kill me below.

I’m four metres off the ground and, without Josh helping, I can’t get down there.

Josh . . .

Did he do this? Did he play me and leave me here to die?

I want to believe that he wouldn’t, he didn’t, that there is some other explanation, but my mind takes off on me and I start putting it all together.

Josh made sure his parents knew he was against looking for the jewels, that he didn’t believe they existed. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t let it go. I carried the journal around town, to the library. There are witnesses. Lorna, the librarian, showed me the map and told me my great-grandfather died on land that is now owned by the zoo. I spoke to an artist, who had drawn the shadow in the shape of a bird. Josh became angry and left me at the zoo, knowing I’d stay and keep looking. Zoe the zookeeper can vouch I was here on my own. She knows Josh. I don’t know if she saw him leave, but she saw me here without him. She will say I asked weird questions.

If Josh did it – left me here on purpose so he could steal the jewels – and I stay on this ledge until I’m found and rescued, Josh will deny knowing anything about it, he will deny being here. It makes sense that I came on my own. All along, Josh wanted nothing to do with it. If I am found dead in the hippo enclosure, the story also makes sense. I came alone to look for the jewels. Of course, there were none. There never was. But I died looking for them. So tragic. My last breath was in the same place as my great-grandfather’s one hundred years earlier. It’s history repeating itself. But it’s my own fault. I was warned, but wouldn’t listen. I couldn’t be told.

In either scenario, I look insane. Who in their right mind would enter a hippo enclosure and dig for jewels?

My thoughts track back.

Earlier this week I ran away. I fled home to Melbourne without telling anyone. After this, Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine are going to think I’ve behaved with complete disregard for my own safety. These two things make me look emotionally and psychologically unstable. And dishonest. Uncle Ian and Aunt Christine could say I’m secretive and untrusting.

Olivia Rhinestone’s father can add to the story – he saw me snooping around Eunice’s front yard at midnight. He chased me. Is that why Josh came looking for me with Rooboo? So that Olivia’s father would know it was me, even if he didn’t see me?

Talk around town will be about the weird Parker kid from Melbourne, with unloving parents, an unstable home environment. Josh will tell them I’d been billeted out to anyone who would take me since I was a baby. No wonder I’m so messed up.

And Josh . . .

Josh-man. If he’s done this, he is much smarter than I ever gave him credit for. He set me up so well. His plan is watertight. I wonder when he started planning. Was it before I arrived? Did he put the journal on top of that box? It was the very first thing I found. Had he already read it? Was I set up from the outset?

I look up and feel dizzy and need to hold the wall to steady myself.

Can I climb that?

I look at my hands, already sore and bloodied. Any mistake could see me plunge to my death. Maybe I should try – dying on impact from a fall would be quicker and less painful than being killed by a hippo.

I reach for my phone. I pat all of my pockets, and then remember putting it in Josh’s backpack.

He has thought of everything.

I stop myself thinking such horrible thoughts about Josh. Perhaps there’s another explanation. Maybe Josh told Olivia, and she told her father. What if he was waiting for Josh at the top of the cliff? Josh may have thrown down the rope to save my life, Olivia’s father may not even know I’m here. Would he take the jewels and then let Josh go? According to Josh, Olivia’s father hates him and wouldn’t think twice about giving him a hiding. Josh could be in danger.

I rub dust out of my eyes and lean against the rock face and think about what choices I have.

Option one: I can try and climb up the cliff without ropes. If I fall, I will die on impact. If I survive the fall, my death will be by mama hippo. On the deathometer, if death is 10 and surviving is 0, my death meter score is 10.

I look down, which again makes my head spin. I hold onto the wall so I don’t topple over. It’s about four metres. If I fall, I’ll probably break something. Then the hippo would get me.

Option two: Climbing down four metres and sprinting through the hippo enclosure. I squint into the darkness and look for the best place to get out. The fences are high, and on the other side of them are crocodiles. There are so many variables, so many ways to die, but also a slim chance I’d make it out. My deathometer rating is maybe 7.5 or 8.

Option three: Do nothing. Hang here until daylight and until someone finds me. The police will be called, possibly rescue teams, and I’ll be charged with trespassing or something similar. Media crews will come, and I’ll be splashed all over the news. I would survive, that’s a plus, but I may be sent to a detention centre or to a psychiatric hospital. Mum would cry and fight with Dad about whose fault it is. That side of it would be unbearable. Deathometer rating, 0. Insufferability score, 10.

Is there an option four?

I look at what equipment I have; Ropes, a pick, a harness and carabiner, and a metal detector. What would Evel Knievel do? It takes me a while to come up with a plan.

Option four: Gather the ropes. Wait until the hippos are at the far end of their enclosure. Climb down without breaking any bones. Swim across the pond to the centre island. Climb the tree, tie the rope to the highest branch, swing over the hippos and onto the roof of the hippo-viewing shelter. Climb down the other side into the safe, public space of the zoo and run out the front gate. If I do it quickly and quietly, my deathometer rating may be about 4. Maybe even 3.

Light hints over the horizon. The sun is on its way up. I’m going to have to move fast.

It may be the worst decision of my life, but I’m going with option four. I visualise myself doing each leg of the obstacle course with ease. I move at exactly the right speed and hit my targets perfectly. I can do this. Evel Knievel style.

The rope Josh threw down is still threaded through my harness. I pull it up and coil it around my waist. I sit on the ledge then turn myself, so I am facing the wall. I lower myself until I find a foothold. It takes my weight. Holding the ledge, I begin the climb down. The first metre is straightforward. I have three easy footholds and I’m able to grasp the wall. The next foothold is a stretch, but I land it. But then I’m stuck. I’m guessing it’s about a two-and-a-half metre drop, and I have no idea if I can fall that far without breaking my legs. My foot slips. I try and hold myself but my fingers aren’t strong enough. I claw at the wall, my feet and knees scuffing down the rocks. My speed picks up, then I hit a tiny ridge, but it’s big enough to slow me down. I fall the last metre and a half. The landing is clumsy and I slam onto my side. I scramble to my feet and run into the water and swim-sprint. The iciness of the water takes my breath away, but I have no time to reconsider. I don’t look back. I keep my head down and plough through the water, waiting for the almighty impact of the hippo taking me out. In my panic, I stop trying to be quiet and I kick and pump my arms as hard as I can. This was a stupid plan, and my deathometer rating is much higher than I’d first thought. It’s taking too long. Hippos can move so fast compared to me. I’m not even a good swimmer. The pond looked smaller from the ledge. I put my foot down and touch the ground. There is an almighty roar behind me and then a giant splash. Mama hippo is coming. I run and use my arms at the same time to make myself go as fast as humanly possible. The drag of the water keeps me moving in slow motion. I dive forward, kick and swim a few strokes until I’m in shallower water, then I stand up and sprint for the tree. A wave of water moves across the pond and the hippo erupts from it and charges at me. I reach the tree and leap into the air, scrambling up the branches as high as I can go. The breath of the hippo rushes up my body for the second time today as she roars her deafening threat.

I’m out of reach and I hold the branches tightly, shaking, breath ragged, freezing, dripping. Blood oozes from cuts and scrapes on my arms, and my heart thuds so hard I can feel it in my throat. The longer I sit here, the more pain I feel. I have to keep moving. I climb up to a higher branch, the hippo bucking, bellowing, going wild beneath me. Using branches to stabilise myself, I sit up and unravel the rope from my waist. It takes me three goes to tie a knot strong enough to hold around a branch before realising I am going to have to move away from my current position to get some swing. I climb down to the branch beneath me and then down to the next. I get to the junction of branches that are just out of reach of the hippo’s wide-open jaws. If I fell now, I’d be dead. I spring up to a single branch, untangling the rope as I go. I climb out as far away from the knot as possible and then perch on my take-off branch. One hippo is beneath me, the other two watch me from the beach. I take a deep breath, close my eyes for a moment and count myself in. One. Two. Three . . .

I’m still sitting on the branch, frozen with fear. A lion roars and it sets off the hippo beneath me. She roars up at me, higher in pitch than the lion. Without any more thought, I push off. I hold the rope as tight as I can, but with the drop before the rope picks up tension, my grip isn’t strong enough and I torpedo straight back into the pond. The impact with the water hurts, and then the impact with the ground below even more so. Every scrap of air in my lungs expels. I kick off the bottom, doing everything I can to stop my lungs from sucking in water. My head breaks the surface and I let the air rush in. I have no time to stop and catch my breath. I’m flailing, swimming away from the hippos. My feet touch the ground and try to run. It’s too deep for me to get much speed so I dive and swim a few more strokes until I’m in shallower water and then try running again. Mama hippo is charging across the pond in my direction. She disappears under the water. I reach the edge and sprint towards a fence. She catapults from the water straight at me. I scale the high fence, reach the top and fly over, losing my stomach on the way down the other side.

In the corner of my eye, two crocodiles scuttle into the water. I slam into the ground, but, once again, I have no time to spare to see if I’m okay. I roll, can’t get my footing so roll again, just to keep moving. If I stay still I’m croc food. I scramble along the ground towards another fence. A croc moves forward, cutting me off. I dodge it, hit the water and keep running. Two crocs surface and move towards me. I need to get to the fence. Not looking where I’m going, I trip over a log and smack into the ground. With two crocs snapping behind me I draw in my legs and roll fast. When my feet hit the ground again I’m able to stand and run for the fence. I cartwheel over and land on the other side. I’m face down, lying on the grass, pulse hammering, lungs heaving, limbs shaking. But I’m on this side and the crocs are on that side.

I’m safe.

Something behind me snorts. Something big. I freeze.


Think . . . think . . .

What animal was next to the crocs?

It has a wire fence so I figure it’s not a carnivore. I visualise a rhino lining me up and charging, finishing me off, right after I got away from hippos and crocodiles. That would suck.

If I keep my head down, maybe it will think I’m dead and will go away.

I lie still.

Wet lips touch my neck. It’s too much, and I can no longer lie here pretending to be dead. A scream escapes me before I even know I’m doing it. I jump up and come face to face with a camel. It stretches its neck towards me, its thick lips nibbling at my wet clothes.

‘Shoo!’ I wave my arms. ‘Shoo!’

As I run backwards along the fence, it runs forward.

‘Go away.’

Do camels kill people? Horses have trampled people to death, so I guess camels could, too.

Slowly, I turn my back on the creature and run as fast as I can towards Mount Bolton Road. It follows me, keeping up with little effort. When my legs are feeling like lead and my lungs are burning, I slow to a walk. The camel slows, stays behind me, and I realise it’s not going to kill or hurt me. For reasons unknown, it just wants to follow me.

‘You want company?’ I say, trying to catch my breath. The camel doesn’t answer, but it stays with me so I figure it’s a yes.

Maybe after listening to lions roar all night, it wants to get away, as well. The animals here would never have met a lion, but do they know a lion would eat them if it got out? Are the roars at night terrifying for them? Do they think they’re being hunted? I verbalise my thoughts about this to the camel and, before long, I’m telling my new camel friend that Josh left me hanging above the hippos and I’m not sure if he is my enemy or in grave danger and needing help right now. When I think of Josh betraying me, anger boils up and turns to grief, and tears spill onto my cheeks. When I reach the fence, I turn to the camel. It nudges me, like it knows I’m distraught.

‘Uncle Ian is right,’ I say. ‘I do feel a bit better after telling someone about it.’

The camel snorts at me.

‘Thanks for listening,’ I say, then I turn, climb over the fence and start running down Mount Bolton Road towards Manibee.











THURSDAY

DOBBING ON JOSH




Soft morning yellow arrives well before the sun. The air is icy, and my wet clothes are stuck to my skin. My shoes are sodden, and I’m certain blisters are already bubbling on my heels. The cold from my wet clothes has seeped into my body, all the way to my bones. Every movement I make hurts, every step feels brittle.

I don’t know what I might face when I get to town, but, either way, Josh is in trouble.

Leaving me on the cliff is the same as attempted murder, isn’t it? If that’s what he did, he did it thinking I wouldn’t survive if I tried to get out, or that I would be in huge trouble with the police and the zoo owners if I stayed put until I was found.

Thinking about Josh in this way makes me feel absolutely horrible. If he has been taken by Olivia’s father, I will feel dreadful for thinking so badly of him.

When I close my eyes, running from the hippos and then the crocs flashes through my mind. I’m not just feeling lucky to be alive, I feel proud to be alive. Some of my choices were terrible, and my calculations were way off but, somehow, I beat the odds. Maybe I’m not as hopeless as I thought.

My stomach churns as I walk through the town towards Josh’s house, and by the time I enter their street my nerves have turned to dread. Will Josh be home? Will I be telling Uncle Ian that his son is a dirty rotten thief like Archibald Parker was? Or will I be telling him the Rhinestones might have both Josh and the jewels that Archibald Parker stole one hundred years ago?

Aunt Christine’s ute is gone. She must have been called out during the night.

Rooboo is in the front yard. I make to enter through the front gate, but stop. Everything inside me tells me to check out the place first. If Josh is here, if he left me to die, if he stole the jewels, who knows what else he might do? Who knows what he is capable of?

I walk past the house, enter the rear laneway and sneak up to the back gate.

I hear voices before I get to the gate. I’m careful not to make a sound. A small hole in the fence provides the perfect peephole. Uncle Ian is wearing pyjama pants and a T-shirt, pacing back and forth in the backyard, repeatedly raking his hand through his hair.

‘He’s already run away once this week. We found him at his house in Melbourne,’ Uncle Ian says.

‘Has he ever hitchhiked before?’ The voice comes from near the bungalow. I swing my gaze there to see a policeman in uniform.

‘Gosh, Mark, I couldn’t say. When I think about it, he was a little quiet over dinner last night. The kid’s been through a lot, you know?’

‘Sounds like it. He’s lucky to have you guys looking out for him. If anyone can bring him back on track, it’s you, Ian.’

‘I hope so, Mark. I hate to see young ones so lost and unhappy.’

‘We’ll get someone to drop in to his house in Melbourne throughout the day. Don’t worry, we’ll find him.’

‘I just hope, wherever he is, that he’s safe.’ Uncle Ian’s shoulders drop, the weight of my troubles clearly a heavy load to bear. ‘I counsel people in this situation, bring them comfort, but when it’s your own . . .’ Uncle Ian’s voice cracks, and he stops talking before he cries. It’s awful to see Uncle Ian in so much pain. And worse to know that I’ve caused it. After everything he’s done for me.

‘Ian, mate,’ Mark says, ‘you’ve helped so many kids through crises. You always do your best. It’s our turn now to help you. We’re going to do everything in our power to bring Ben home, safe and well.’

‘How am I going to tell my brother?’ Uncle Ian brings his hand to his forehead, like he has a headache. ‘This time, Ben’s left his things . . .’ Uncle Ian says. ‘His clothes, everything . . . different to last time. That worries me . . .’

The policeman’s phone rings.

‘Sergeant Casp . . . Mmm . . . At the zoo? That’s weird. Okay. I’m almost done here, I’ll check it out.’

Uncle Ian stares at Sergeant Casp, his mouth open. ‘Mark, I know police business is confidential, but what was that about the zoo?’

‘It’s a weird one. The zookeeper found a metal detector, a pick and ropes in the hippo enclosure.’

Uncle Ian’s hand flies to his mouth. ‘Oh no.’

The sergeant stares at Ian, confused.

Ian looks like he’s struggling to breathe. His face twists with grief. ‘Ben . . . He had it in his head that there was treasure – he hired a metal detector yesterday. I let him. Oh, God. I had the climbing gear out. I gave him everything he needed.’ Uncle Ian sits on the step and puts his head in his hands.

‘Treasure?’ Mark the policeman is confused.

And I’m confused, too.

Him . . . I gave him everything he needed.


Is Josh here? Wouldn’t Uncle Ian say them? I gave THEM everything THEY needed.

‘He found an old journal, his great-grandfather’s, and started reading it. There was a strange cryptic poem and, well, you know how kids can be when they get fixated on something. He was certain . . .’ Uncle Ian gets up and starts pacing again. Josh must be here . . .

Confirmation of the betrayal winds me all over again.

He left me to die. My own flesh and blood. For jewels. What will he do with them? Hide them until he’s old enough to sell them?

‘I can’t sit around here doing nothing,’ Uncle Ian says, as he beelines for the house. ‘I’ll be out at the zoo. I have my mobile with me.’

Mark pats Uncle Ian on the shoulder as he walks past him.

‘It’s going to be okay. I’ll call you as soon as I have news.’

‘I have a bad feeling about this, Mark.’

A bad feeling. Poor Uncle Ian. Wait until I tell him about Josh.

Josh must be here.

As soon as Uncle Ian is gone, I sneak into the backyard. Toughie waddles towards me. I wave my arms at him to shoo him away. Silently, I enter the bungalow.

Where would Josh hide the jewels? If I find them, I’ll take them straight to the police station and report everything at once.

I rummage through everything in the bungalow; beneath the mattresses, under the sofa, inside the cushions, my own luggage . . . I even check for secret hiding spots in the walls and on the floor. I find nothing and my frustration is at tipping point. By the time I’ve finished searching, the bungalow looks like it’s been ransacked by burglars. I sit on the edge of the bed, deflated.

Think. Where would he stash them? The shed? The pantry? Somewhere in the bathroom? No. His parents might find them. To get away with this he needs to act cool, like he knows nothing. He needs to hide these jewels somewhere no one will find them. He might have somewhere in mind for the long term, but he hasn’t been home long. He needed to get home, raise the alarm that I was missing, act like he’s innocent, keep the jewels out of sight until he can store them properly.

He’s probably got them on him. Or has hidden them in his bedroom. I haven’t seen his parents ever go in there. And they will have no reason to while they think I went to the zoo on my own.

I was hoping I didn’t have to see Josh, that I could sneak in, get the jewels and sneak out again without a full-on scuffle. There’s no way I can overpower him physically.

The thought of confronting Josh completely overwhelms me. Exhaustion suddenly fills every crevice of my body. I need to psych myself up for it, formulate a plan. Maybe if I take him by surprise I could do it. He must be tired, too. If he’s asleep, I could jump on top of him, tie his hands behind his back, grab his phone and call the police.

When I step out of the bungalow, Rooboo is near the side fence with Tough Goose. They both look at me, but neither of them moves. It’s like they sense something is wrong; friction within the family.

Walking without making a sound isn’t easy on a wooden floor in an old weatherboard house on stumps. Between each step, I count to five so the creaks sound less like footsteps. It’s a slow way to get anywhere, and the nerves tighten my chest with each step.

When I’m part way down the hall, Josh opens the door and steps in front of me. His face turns to stone when he sees me. He can’t hide his shock.

‘Don’t come any closer.’ He tried to kill me at the zoo, and now I’m here threatening his plan. Will he try to kill me again now? My fear mixes with anger and grief, his betrayal hurts so much.

‘I can’t believe you made it out,’ Josh says. His hand moves up to his chest and then his head. ‘You can’t be here. You have to go, right now. Leave your stuff and go.’ Josh dashes back into his room and comes back with a black hoodie. ‘Here, put this on. You’ve got to get out of here with no one seeing you.’


‘What?’

‘I thought you’d died.’ Tears fall down his face. ‘Thank God you’re okay.’

This is not the response I expected.

‘I don’t know what’s going to happen now.’

‘Josh, what are you talking about?’

‘Dad.’

I shrug, confused.

Josh’s tears are real. ‘Dad was waiting at the top. He cut the rope. He left you there. He took the jewels.’

I eye Josh suspiciously. ‘I don’t believe you. Uncle Ian would never do that.’

‘If I hadn’t been there and witnessed it, I wouldn’t believe it, either.’ Josh spits the words. He’s furious. He walks away from me, back into his room and paces a few lengths. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

His story is ridiculous. He’s totally lost a grasp on reality. I look at his face, pained and crumpling as he cries. Does he actually believe his own lies?

‘You’re sick, Josh. You need help.’

Josh stops pacing and looks at me. ‘You think I would leave you there? You think I would do that?’ He looks hurt.

‘I gave you the benefit of the doubt, Josh. I told myself you wouldn’t do it. That there had to be another explanation. I thought maybe Olivia’s dad found out and went there.’


Josh puts his hand up to stop me talking while he’s thinking. I ignore it. I’m not giving him the luxury of time to think up more lies to cover what he’s done.

‘But Uncle Ian? You should have come up with a better story than that. Tell me where the jewels are and we’ll sort it out together. We’ll get someone to help you.’

Josh turns and walks into his room and tries to close the door. I stop the door from closing and force my way in after him.

‘Get out of my room.’

‘No. Tell me where they are.’

‘Get out.’ Josh pushes me in the chest.

Something snaps inside me as I think of being left on the cliff to die, of almost drowning, narrowly escaping from hippos and crocodiles. Of him playing me like a fool, cold and calculating. And all for money. He’s exactly like our great-grandfather, and my father. Entitled, ruthless and greedy. The bitter taste of disgust hits the back of my throat as my rage explodes.

I shove back.

‘You’re going to try and kill me twice?’ I ram him again, as hard as I can, and he falls onto his bed. I jump on top of him and pull the doona over his head, turn him onto his front and twist his arms behind his back. He screams like I’m hurting him, but he can’t fool me. I hold my grip.


‘Tell me where they are.’

‘He’s got them.’

‘Tell me,’ I repeat.

‘I’m not going to fight you because I’m telling the truth. I don’t know what to do.’ Josh goes limp and convulses with each sob that escapes from his body. ‘What am I supposed to do?’ he cries. ‘Of course you don’t believe he would do that. The respectable psychologist, married to the lovely lady who rescues injured wildlife, friends with the police and everyone else who is someone in this town. Why would a well-paid, law-abiding psychologist need to steal jewels? Is this a familiar story, Ben?’

It is. Our great-grandfather did the exact thing for the very same jewels one hundred years ago. Is it possible that history is repeating itself?

‘You know what he said before he left?’

I stay quiet.

‘What happened at the zoo can’t be changed now. We have to preserve what we have left. Think of your mother and what it would do to her if she knew about any of this. Pull yourself together.’

I slacken my grip, pull the doona off his head, and he sits up.

‘What am I supposed to do?’ he says. ‘How do I go to the police and turn in my own father?’ Fresh tears stream down Josh’s face.

I believe him. ‘You don’t have to. I’ll go to the police and tell them. You don’t even have to come. You’re a victim in this as much as I am.’

‘Who’s going to believe you over him?’ Josh says.

He’s right. Mark the policeman and Uncle Ian are chums. He’s never going to believe the weirdo kid from Melbourne.

‘We need the jewels,’ I say.

‘We don’t just need the jewels,’ Josh says. ‘We need him with the jewels.’

Again, he’s right.

Josh puts his head in his hands and breathes deeply.

‘This must be really hard for you,’ I say. ‘I’m really sorry.’

Josh shakes his head, lost for words, totally traumatised. It’s hard to watch. I know how he feels. I’ve known for a long time that my dad is bad, and I’m still coming to grips with it.

Finally, he speaks. ‘I know where he’s gone.’

‘Where?’

‘Forest Point,’ Josh says.

‘Where’s that?’ I miss my phone and I miss Siri. ‘Do you have my phone?’

Josh shakes his head. ‘He took the backpack and it’s in it. Forest Point is about an hour forty that way.’ Josh points through the wall towards the mountains. ‘It’s an old gold-mining town that is no longer used. There’s a heap of old abandoned houses up there. Dad uses one as his own private hideaway.’

‘We have to go there. He wouldn’t be there yet.’

‘How?’ Josh says. ‘The motorbike is still up the top of the cliff.’

‘Give me your phone.’

Josh feels his pockets, then looks on the bed and floor.

‘We’ll call Olivia and ask her dad for help,’ I continue.

Josh’s face screws up. ‘No. I mean, no way. NO. WAY.’

‘Okay. He’s your dad, I get it. But he tried to kill me. This isn’t just your decision. I’m doing things my way. I’m going to see Eunice and I’m going to tell her everything and ask for her help.’

I get up and leave Josh on his bed. I can tell he’s torn, but that’s not my problem right now.











THURSDAY

SEEKING HELP




When I knock on Eunice’s door, it’s almost 7am.

Eunice is shocked to see me. She studies my face for a moment, then steps to the side and lets me in.

‘I need help,’ I say. ‘I have nowhere else to go.’

‘I don’t know what you think I can do for you,’ Eunice says, as she shuffles with her walker towards the kitchen. It smells of tea and toast. I sit down at the table.

‘I read your mother’s journal.’

Eunice sits down. She looks shaken.

Queenie’s journal paints the scene between her and my great-grandfather well, and my imagination fills in the gaps she didn’t see.
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Doctor Archibald Parker ties his horse to the verandah post outside the bar. He’s greeted with a friendly smile from the barman and a salute from the policeman. He walks past them and goes upstairs. He enters without knocking. Queenie is lying on the bed, unwell.

He holds her hand, and she looks up at him and smiles.

‘I’m with child . . .’ she says. ‘Your child.’

Dr Parker drops her hand and stands up.

‘I love you. We could run away together,’ Queenie says.

‘I have a reputation to uphold, a wife and family. This will destroy me.’

‘I’m rich, Archibald.’ Queenie holds up the jewels. ‘They arrived today. My aunt from London passed.’

The doctor reaches for them, and she drops them into his hand.

‘I can raise this child . . . We can raise this child in wealth. I don’t have to live like this any more, I don’t have to work, we can live the life we desire.’

‘You think I’d give up everything I have, and everything I’ve worked for, for you and a few fake jewels from some cheapskate relative in England? That I’d disgrace myself and my family for you?’ Archibald shakes the jewels in her face. ‘You’re delusional.’ Archibald steps back and looks around the room in disgust. ‘A filthy room above a town bar is all you’ll ever have.’

Doctor Archibald Parker walks out, taking the jewels with him.
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Eunice’s eyes gloss with tears. She picks up her tea and takes a sip. When she puts it down, her eyes are stone-cold.

‘You Parkers have no limits.’

‘I’m not like them,’ I say. ‘I found the jewels. Your mother’s . . . yours, now. I want to return them to you.’

Eunice gasps, her hand clutches at her throat, fingers trembling.

‘They are exactly like the pictures in your mother’s journal,’ I say.

‘Where . . . where are they?’ Her voice is raspy and her eyes dart around the kitchen, like she’s nervous.

I take a deep breath. ‘Uncle Ian took them. He thinks I’m dead,’ I say.

Eunice is confused, so I begin from the start and tell her the whole story.

When I stop talking, Eunice reaches across the table and squeezes my hand.

I try and smile at her, but I feel too sad.

‘What a sorry pair we are, eh?’ Eunice laughs, but it’s a sad laugh. ‘We’ve both been cast aside like rubbish by Parkers, for the same jewels, one hundred years apart.’

My eyes meet Eunice’s. ‘I have an idea, Eunice,’ I say. ‘But I need your help.’


‘If it involves me going to the police with you, forget it. No cop in this town will believe a Rhinestone over Ian Parker,’ Eunice says.

My throat goes dry.

‘Just hear me out,’ I say.











THURSDAY

ANOTHER PLAN




Olivia’s father stares at me from across the table like he wants to rip my head off.

‘I’m telling the truth,’ I say. My mouth is so dry my words come out as a raspy whisper.

He clasps his hands together and presses his face against them, keeping his eyes on me. Just when I think he’s never going to speak, he leans back.

‘Okay. I’ll do it. But if you’re lying about this and are pulling some kind of sick, sick prank on Eunice, you won’t be coming back down the mountain. Do you understand?’

I nod.

‘Dad,’ Olivia says. ‘Don’t . . .’

‘He’s not lying.’ The voice comes from the front door of Eunice’s house and startles us all. We turn, but I already know who it is. My heart swells.


Josh stands in the doorway, eyes red and swollen from crying. The rest of his face is pale. He looks haunted, hollow and broken. But there’s something else, too, something I recognise all too well. Determination. Josh is determined not to be bad like his father, just as I am determined not to be like mine. I’m proud of Josh, proud that he’s my cousin.

Olivia’s eyes flick towards her father. He doesn’t know their secret, just like he doesn’t know Eunice is actually a Parker, not a Rhinestone.

‘He definitely has them. I can show you where,’ Josh says.

Olivia’s father nods, laughing under his breath. He turns to Eunice. ‘I didn’t see that coming,’ he says.











THURSDAY

FOREST POINT




Eunice, Olivia and I sit in the back of Olivia’s father’s twin-cab ute. Josh sits in the front, and I’m glad it’s not me. Olivia’s father speeds, even around corners.

He uses his phone while he drives.

‘Hey, Muzza, mate, what’s up?’ he says. ‘Mmm. Yep. Hey, I’m calling in for that favour you owe me . . . Yeah . . . Nup . . . It has to be today. No . . . Good. Ian Parker is on his way up there, should just about be there, travelling in a red ute. I need him stalled . . . I don’t care. Cut down a tree, create a landslide, make a giant daisy chain. Do whatever it takes to shut the road. Do it, and we’re square.’ He hangs up.

A little further down the road, he calls someone else. ‘I’d like to report a crime . . . Attempted murder . . . I’m in pursuit of the perpetrator. I’m on my way to Forest Point. You’d better send someone ASAP.’

I’m flooded with relief at the thought of the police coming.

He hangs up on them.

Josh is a brave man, dating Olivia. He’s never had an accurate deathometer.

I feel nauseous from anxiety and motion sickness. The thought of what Olivia’s father might do if I vomit in his car adds to my stress levels.

Olivia’s father asks us questions all the way. Eunice listens without adding to the conversation. She has a secret, too, and she knows I know. I want to tell her that I won’t say anything. That I won’t reveal it to Olivia’s father. But Olivia is sitting between us, so I can’t speak to her without everyone in the car hearing.

We drive through a place called Gavington, then Lockwood and Daffney’s Creek, and finally approach Forest Point. According to the welcome sign, the population of Forest Point is thirty-seven.

Olivia’s father slows.

‘Ol’ Muzza’s come through.’ A giant wall of dirt covers the road. A couple of people sit outside the pub watching Muzza stand next to it. Uncle Ian’s red ute is parked on the side of the road, empty.

Muzza wears tan shorts, black work boots, a khaki shirt and a black terry-towelling hat. He beams and takes a bow.


‘Muzza McMuzza, at your service,’ he says, with a grin.

‘Where’d he go?’

Muzza points up the road on the other side of the dirt pile. ‘A real intense chap. Went on foot.’

‘Can I borrow your car?’

‘The keys are in it.’

I look on the other side of the dirt pile at an old brown car with Datsun 180B written on it.

I help Eunice out of the ute and into Muzza’s car. Olivia’s father drives according to Josh’s directions. We follow a dirt road, winding through the mountains.

‘It’s here somewhere,’ Josh says.

We’re going so fast we overshoot the driveway and have to stop and reverse up.

The road slopes down, and it feels like we’re going to disappear into the bushes. Then I see an old run-down hut.

Uncle Ian appears at the window for a brief second. My heart leaps into my throat at the sight of him. Then he bolts.

Olivia’s father jumps out of the car and chases him, and Olivia and I run after them.

‘There’s no point running, Parker,’ Olivia’s father shouts.

Uncle Ian is making his way towards a campsite. Ten motorbikes are lined up, and ten men stand around a fire. Uncle Ian jumps on a bike, kickstarts it and burns away. Olivia’s father jumps on another and chases him.

Olivia doesn’t hesitate. She knows exactly what to do. She jumps on the next bike in line, kickstarts it in one go and takes off after her father. By this stage, ten men are running towards me and there’s no way I can steal a motorbike, even if it’s an emergency. The men are yelling at me. I hold up my hands, hoping they don’t attack me.

‘I’m not stealing your bikes. Call the police,’ I say. ‘Please, call them.’

They all jump on their phones, calling the police.

One man steps forward. ‘Who are they?’

‘The one we’re chasing is my uncle,’ I say. ‘They don’t want your bikes. Can you take me? Follow them? On your bike?’

He gets on his bike and kicks it over, first go.

‘Jump on,’ he says.

This motorbike is huge and powerful, and he rides at a pace that feels unsafe. Uncle Ian, Olivia’s father and Olivia are so far ahead they are out of sight until we come to a clearing. The rest of the campers pull up behind us. Those without bikes are on the backs of others. Olivia’s father has almost caught up with Uncle Ian. Uncle Ian loops back and rides towards us. We stop and I get off the bike so he sees me. He slows, shocked. Olivia’s father rides past him and shoves him. Uncle Ian catapults in one direction and his bike travels a few metres without him before crashing to the ground. One of the campers jumps off from behind his mate and runs to his bike, now on the ground.

Uncle Ian must know he’s done.

A helicopter sounds in the distance. Maybe the police sent someone, after all.

The old brown car comes into the clearing and stops. Eunice gets out of the back seat. Using a walking stick, she makes her way towards Ian.

‘Ian Parker,’ Eunice begins. ‘I believe you have something that belongs to me.’

Ian smiles. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, Eunice. I come out here camping, often –’

‘Three pieces of jewellery,’ Eunice interrupts, her mouth a thin, pursed line.

‘I want everyone to show me their hands.’

I turn around to see Mark the policeman standing beside his car, his gun drawn. His focus seems to be on Olivia’s father rather than Uncle Ian.

Eunice looks at Mark. ‘They belonged to my mother.’

‘Eunice, we’ll work things out from here, thanks,’ Mark says.

‘Mark, thank heavens you’re here. Mr Rhinestone threatened to kill me. I took this bike out of desperation, trying to get away from him. He pushed me off as I was riding along.’

‘Ian’s a liar and a thief, just like his grandfather was.’ Eunice’s tone is venomous, like when I first met her.

‘That’s enough,’ Mark says.

‘What are you going to do, shoot an old woman in front of all these people?’

Mark glances at the bikers and holsters his firearm.

Eunice opens her bag and pulls out her mother’s journal and opens it up to a page that has three sketches. ‘These are the three pieces of jewellery that Ian has. My mother inherited them almost one hundred years ago.’ Eunice also has an envelope. ‘And I have proof of ownership. This is my mother’s legal notification of her inheritance.’

‘That’s great, Eunice, fantastic. Now, if you could let the police do the talking from here, I’d appreciate it,’ Uncle Ian says.

‘These are the pieces of jewellery that he has,’ Eunice says to Mark, holding up the journal. ‘Look at the drawings, Sergeant. I’ve never seen the jewels, but apparently these sketches are accurate. Ian’s grandfather, Archibald Parker, stole these items from my mother one hundred years ago.’

Mark, the policeman, doesn’t even look at the sketches. He rolls his eyes and doesn’t care that Eunice sees. I can’t believe how rude and dismissive he’s being.

Ian laughs.

They are treating Eunice exactly how she described they would. It’s unfair and sickening to watch.

‘I’m not listening to this.’ Ian begins walking towards Mark.

Olivia’s father goes to move.

‘Stay where you are,’ Mark shouts at Olivia’s father. ‘You’re under arrest for assaulting and threatening to kill Ian Parker.’

‘What?’ I say. This can’t be happening. Yet Ian is still walking, smirking.

Mark takes his radio from his belt.

‘Manibee two-zero-seven requesting backup and a van.’

‘Roger that, Manibee two-zero-seven.’ Voices crackle out of the radio as they pass on the message. ‘We also have a chopper on the way, due to an anonymous call we received earlier.’

‘Good. You will need a van for when you realise your mistake and you arrest Mr Parker,’ Eunice says.

Ian stands beside Mark.

‘You heard about the zoo yet?’ Eunice says.

‘Excuse me?’ Mark says.

‘The boys, Josh and Ben, went to the zoo and found my mother’s jewels in the hippo enclosure. They were going to return them to me, but Ian got wind of their plan and met them up top. He brought his boy, and the jewels, back, but he left Ben dangling above the hippos without a rope to get back up. He left his own nephew for dead.’


Ian gives Mark a sad smile.

‘As you can see, Mark, Ben is standing right there. But don’t be too hard on her. She’s suffering a bit of dementia, a bit of confusion. It’s common for the elderly. They hear something on the news, add their own thoughts and, sadly, believe something that isn’t true.’

‘Eunice is telling the truth,’ I say.

‘The boy is also very unwell,’ Uncle Ian says to Mark. ‘I’ll see that he gets the help he needs, though.’

‘He’s lying,’ I protest.

‘Okay, let’s get this show on the road,’ Mark says. ‘You two had better come with me,’ he says to Eunice and Olivia’s father. ‘We can finish this discussion down at the police station.’

‘That’d be right,’ says Eunice. ‘Us Rhinestones get taken to the cop shop while the murdering thief walks away, reputation and freedom intact.’

The police helicopter thuds over the top of us until it finds a place to land. Two police officers get out and walk towards us.

‘Thanks for coming, guys. All right, let’s go,’ Mark says. ‘Give us a hand arresting Mr Rhinestone.’

The other two policemen step forward.

‘You can’t do that.’ We all spin around. Josh is standing near the car holding Olivia’s hand. ‘Eunice is telling the truth. I was at the zoo with Ben. Dad followed without us knowing. He forced me to go with him, and he cut the ropes. He left Ben on the cliff face, knowing he had no climbing experience, thinking . . .’ Josh’s voice cracks, but he pushes himself to finish the sentence. ‘Not expecting him to make it out alive.’

Mark looks confused, looks to the other police officers.

‘Dad took the jewels we found, and he brought them up here to hide them.’

The two police officers exchange a look.

‘You’re going to have to search him,’ one of the officers says to Mark.

‘You do it,’ Mark says.

The officers walk over.

‘Mark, c’mon, this is outrageous,’ Uncle Ian says.

‘Hold your arms out to the sides, sir,’ a policeman says.

‘No. You’re making a big mistake.’

‘Sir, I suspect you’re in possession of stolen goods. Please hold your arms out to the sides so I can search you.’

Uncle Ian does what he’s told. The policeman pats him down and soon finds a satchel beneath Uncle Ian’s shirt. The officer unzips the satchel and pulls out three black bags tied with forest-green ribbons. My heart skips a beat at the sight of them. I exhale a long breath. This is it. I feel Eunice’s hand on my arm as she steadies herself.


I take her hand to support her. ‘That’s them, Eunice. Your jewellery is inside those bags.’

We watch the policeman as he opens one of the bags and tips the contents onto his hand.

I crane my neck to see better. I want to run over to him and take a closer look. The policeman holds up a bird brooch. The large yellow diamond glints in the sun. Eunice and I turn to each other and smile. We both have tears in our eyes. I look back to Mark. His jaw has dropped, and I can’t tell if he’s stunned at the sight of the jewel or if he’s shocked that Eunice’s wild story might be true.

The policeman opens the other two jewellery bags and holds the precious items in his hands. He turns to me.

‘Are these what you found?’ he asks.

I walk over to him and inspect the three pieces of jewellery that Josh and I found in the hippo enclosure.

‘That’s definitely them,’ I say.

The officer walks over to Eunice and holds up the jewels.

She gasps, reaches out. He pulls them away.

‘We have to log and photograph them. It’s better if you don’t touch them. But don’t worry, if you can prove they’re yours, you’ll get them back.’

The officers walk back to Ian and handcuff him.

‘Mark, come on, do something.’

‘Sorry, Ian. I’m afraid my hands are tied. I’m really sorry.’ Mark turns his back on Ian and walks away.

‘Parker scum!’ Olivia’s father yells at Ian.

Eunice spins around. ‘Watch your mouth.’

Olivia’s father gives Eunice a strange look. ‘I’ve heard you say the same thing, Aunt Eunice.’

‘These boys are Parkers, and they risked their lives and reputation to find and return my jewels. Give them the respect they deserve, or you’re no better than all those who have been prejudiced against us over the years. I . . .’ Eunice pauses. ‘My . . .’ Eunice looks at me and swallows. She looks like she’s struggling to find the right words. She places her hand on the car to steady herself as her gaze goes back to Olivia’s father. ‘Archibald Parker is my father.’

Although I already knew this, I’m as shocked as Olivia’s father to hear her say it.

‘My blood is half Parker, and I’ve always been ashamed of it,’ she continues.

Everyone is silent, stunned, staring at Eunice.

‘I always felt dirty.’ Her voice cracks and she stops speaking to compose herself. A lump forms in my throat as I identify with how she feels. ‘But not all Parkers are bad. These two brave and honest boys have shown that. For the first time in my ninety-nine years, I’m proud of my Parker bloodline.’

Eunice looks at Olivia’s father. ‘A feud started all those years ago because of what Archibald Parker did, but today it ends.’

Olivia’s father is stunned. He stands for a minute, then goes to Eunice and hugs her.

‘Best behaviour from now on, you hear me?’ she says.

‘Okay.’

He turns to Josh and holds out his hand to shake, then does the same to me.

Uncle Ian is escorted to Mark’s police car and he’s told to sit in the back of it until the divvy van comes.

Eunice watches him get into the back seat and the police officer close the door. She turns to me. ‘You’ve done an incredible thing. Thank you,’ she says.

Olivia’s dad walks over to the campers. ‘Guys, I’m really sorry we took your bikes, I just didn’t want him to get away.’

The campers look a bit flabbergasted.

‘I’m sorry, too,’ Olivia says. ‘I was worried about what might happen if Dad caught him. But that doesn’t excuse taking your bikes.’

‘We understand if you want to press charges,’ Olivia’s dad says.

One guy walks over to Olivia’s dad. ‘No harm was done. When this kid arrived and asked us to call the cops, we knew something big was going down.’

The police officers come over and start taking everyone’s names and asking lots of questions.











FRIDAY

SHELL-SHOCKED




I’m lying on my bed in the bungalow, staring at my mother’s phone number, when Josh opens the door, his eyes puffy from crying.

I sit up. We look at each other like neither of us know the best thing to say.

‘You can come in,’ I say.

He steps in and shuts the door behind him. He stands for a moment, like he feels lost, then sits on the bed opposite me. He looks at the phone in my hand.

‘You calling someone?’

‘Was thinking about it. My thumb has been hovering over Mum’s number for the last half hour, but I haven’t pressed it. She’s on a yacht somewhere in the Whitsundays.’

‘Did you get hold of your dad?’


I shake my head as I shuffle back and lean against the wall. ‘He’s in the air right now. I’ll call him tonight after he lands.’

Josh blinks away tears. ‘Look at you, all held together, and here I am a total mess. How do you do it?’

‘I have lower expectations of my dad, I guess. Nothing he does is any great shock to me. When it comes to business and money, he’s always made ruthless decisions.’

‘He’s never left me on the side of a cliff to die, though.’

I breathe deeply. ‘I would like to think he wouldn’t do that, but he’s on his way back from America after cutting a huge deal even though what he’s doing will poison the waterways used by hundreds of farmers. He’s happy to make all that money even though it will make farmland unusable, make people sick and drive dozens of families from their homes.’

Josh lies down and stares at the roof for a moment, contemplating what I said.

‘I see that one is not better than another, but at least your dad has never pretended to be something he’s not. My dad had us, and the whole town, fooled.’ Tears track from his eyes to the pillow.

‘That’s only because you live in a small community where everyone knows everyone. If people thought you were bad, it’d be hard to live here. Dad flies under the radar in Melbourne. He can be anonymous, his friends don’t necessarily know his business.’

‘Well, I want to move there. How am I ever going to show my face here?’

Josh’s lived experience is different to mine, so even though we shared the same event, our perception and suffering cannot possibly be the same. I’ve never had what Josh’s lost, so I’m not going to pretend I know how he feels, because I don’t.

‘All I know is,’ I say, ‘your mum is great. She will support you through this. And Olivia. She cares about you. Her family stayed after the Rhino Boys killed the respectable town doctor, they were shamed –’

‘Wrongfully shamed. Our great-grandfather . . .’ Josh’s voice trails off, like he’s tired of this rehashed conversation.

‘We are not them,’ I say. ‘You can’t change what any family member has done, you can only try and do what’s right from here on.’ I close my eyes. The responsibility of family wrongdoings is exhausting. I’m sick of it. ‘Just live as honestly as possible. Be a good person. Own your mistakes, own what they’ve done, and, if it’s possible, do what’s right to help fix any damage.’

Josh stares at me and says nothing. I think he realises I am talking to myself now.

There’s a knock on the door before it opens and Aunt Christine steps in. Her eyes are dark and wild, like she hasn’t slept for a week.

‘I’m heading out. Do you need anything before I go?’

Josh and I sit up. ‘Where are you going?’ Josh asks.

Aunt Christine swallows and inhales deeply before answering. ‘To see the accountant.’

Josh nods. ‘Is it bad?’

‘I don’t know the full extent of it yet, but it seems your dad’s gambling debt is bigger than I first thought.’ Aunt Christine’s voice shakes. ‘I’ll fill you in when I get back.’

Aunt Christine leaves, and Josh and I sit in silence for a few moments. I want to tell Josh that I think everything will be okay, but I don’t know if that’s true. I wouldn’t put anything past Uncle Ian after what he did to me.

Josh’s phone beeps. He looks at the screen.

‘Olivia’s here.’ Josh jumps up. ‘We have some things to talk about. Are you okay on your own for a bit?’

‘Of course.’ I follow Josh to the door, step out and sit on the step.

Josh disappears around the side of the house. Olivia must be waiting at the front door.

Toughie sits by the back fence like he senses something is wrong and wants to be as far away from the drama as possible. Rooboo is the opposite; he’s on the back verandah, right near the door, like he’s worried something is wrong and is needing comfort. I guess I’m doing the same.

[image: image]

Josh and Olivia come from the house and join me on the step.

‘I’d better get going,’ Olivia says. ‘See you later?’ she says to Josh.

‘I’ll call you,’ Josh says.

‘Ben, it was nice to meet you and get to know you a bit this week.’

‘Likewise,’ I say. Although, I’m not sure ‘nice’ is the right word to describe our first meeting, nor our encounters that followed.

‘I’m not sure if it’s appropriate for me to say, when you guys are going through such a terrible time because of everything that’s happened, but, Ben, I wanted to thank you for what you did. It took a lot of courage,’ Olivia says. ‘My family will never forget it.’

She makes a sad smile, then turns and disappears down the side of the house. Josh sees her out and returns a minute later.

Aunt Christine comes from the side of the house with a face like thunder, and walks straight past us, into the house. Seeing her so shaken and upset makes my chest ache.

Josh stares ahead, doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to for me to know what he is thinking. His dad is being charged with my attempted murder, his family has been torn apart, and now he’s about to find out if he’s going to lose his house because of his father’s secret gambling debt.

‘You’d better go and talk to your mum,’ I say.

I get up and walk to the bungalow. When I reach the door, I look back and see that Josh is still sitting where I left him, staring straight ahead, with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

A huge lump forms in my throat. I go inside, close the door and let myself cry.

My watch beeps. I have twenty-four hours to go.











SATURDAY

THE END OF THE WEEK




Aunt Christine hasn’t been out of bed today. Josh got up for a while and has now retreated back to his room. I’ve hardly left the bungalow.

Eunice returned my great-grandfather’s journal, but I haven’t been able to open it. It sits on my bedside table like a poisoned apple. I did things I never thought I’d do because of that book. I lied to people I care about, I hurt people I love, I broke the law, risked my life and didn’t care that I encouraged Josh to do the same.

I care now.

If I could turn the clock back, I’d do things differently. But that’s the thing with time. You can never turn it back.

My watch alarm sounds. My time is up. Seven days. It’s hard to believe the changes that occurred; lives upended, secrets revealed, old crimes exposed and new ones committed.

My dad should be here any minute. He already knows everything that’s happened. I spoke to him last night and then again this morning.

There’s a gentle knock on the bungalow door. The door opens and Dad steps in. He puts down his bag and comes to me and hugs me. It’s a bit weird, because we never hug, but then I hug him back like I did to Uncle Ian, and the ice between us starts to melt.

‘Are you all right?’ He looks me up and down.

‘In one piece.’

Tears fill Dad’s eyes. ‘I still can’t believe that my brother would do that. I knew Uncle Ian was in trouble,’ he says. ‘He asked me for money and exploded when I said no. I told him I wouldn’t give him money to throw away on gambling. Things got heated, and he told me to leave. He wouldn’t even let me stay long enough to say goodbye to you. But not once did I think he’d hurt you.’

‘You could never have known. No one could have.’

Dad wipes away his tears. ‘Do you know what I did in America?’ he asks.

I hate to think. I shake my head.

‘I didn’t go ahead with the deal,’ he says. ‘I thought about what you said all the way over on the plane, and before we landed I’d decided that you were right. We don’t need more money, especially at the expense of others. I didn’t sign those papers. I’m ashamed that I was going to, and I’m determined to change from this point on. Everything is going to change. I will lose my job because of what I did. I think it will be for the best, though. A change and a proper break is well overdue – and, from today, I want to do better. And I also want to be here for you.’

Tears fall down my face, but they are happy ones. Dad is capable of doing good things. It must mean our genetics aren’t the only thing that determines this.

‘What about Aunt Christine?’ I say. ‘She is going to need help paying off Uncle Ian’s debt.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m going to help her do that. I’m not going to let her and Josh lose their house.’

Relief fills me. I know I didn’t rack up any debt, but it was because of me that everything came to a head. I feel bad about that. But, right now, my heart is ballooning with pride – my dad is actually capable of doing good things. More tears stream down my face, and Dad hugs me again.

‘We’re due at the police station in half an hour,’ Dad says. ‘Will you be ready?’

I nod. Nerves fill my belly. I’ve never even been in trouble at school, and here I am, about to be interviewed by the police for entering the zoo without authority or a lawful excuse.


‘I’ll be with you all the way, and I’ve called the best lawyer in Melbourne who has just arrived at the police station, so we should go and meet him.’

I stop. ‘Why do I need a lawyer?’

‘Well, it’s not good to have things like this on your record.’

‘Dad . . .’ I search for words that don’t come. ‘I . . . I want to tell the truth, and I don’t think I should get special treatment because I’m a rich Parker. I’m happy for a lawyer to represent me, but if he’s there to twist the law and find loopholes to get me off, I don’t want him. It’s that kind of entitlement that set everything off in the first place. Archibald Parker did whatever he wanted because he knew there would be no consequences. That attitude has to stop, right here, right now.’

‘Okay, okay. It’s not a crime to want to protect my son, is it?’

‘It is if it interferes with truth and justice. I broke the rules, I made bad choices, and now I have to own that. I’m going to tell the police everything, and I’m going to write a formal apology to the owner and staff at the zoo and another to Aunt Christine. If I have to do community work, I’ll ask to do it for them – not that they’d probably ever want me to step back into their zoo.’

Dad smiles.

Josh’s police interview is tomorrow. We have spoken at length and he is also going to tell them everything.

‘You may have made some bad decisions in the past week,’ Dad says to me, ‘but amongst those were some good ones, too. What you gave to Eunice, and the entire Rhinestone family, by returning the jewels is phenomenal. You went out of your way to make things right. I never want you to risk your life, or anyone’s life, ever again, but, right now, I’ve never been prouder to call you my son, and I’ve never been prouder to be a Parker.’

‘Dad, do you think we can be good people, even if we came from bad stock?’

‘I have no doubt. You’re already a good person.’ Dad pulls me into a hug. ‘Now, let’s go to the police station and have you charged and punished for all those crimes you committed.’

We laugh.

I take in a deep breath, nervous about what’s ahead. ‘Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.’
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