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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The guy looked out of place. He was dressed in jeans and a white, collared shirt with the buttons neatly done-up. He didn’t appear touristy, and his unshaven face and coarse looking hands suggested he hadn’t wandered in from a business lunch. Clair imagined he was freshly separated from a long-time wife and was at her strip-club in the middle of a winter Wednesday because he felt it was the thing to do when your wife leaves you. 
 
    She often made up stories to go with the faces—with the ogling eyes and stares of wonderment or lust. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly Clair’s strip-club, though at twenty-seven, she was the longest serving dancer and felt a certain sense of ownership. She had something of a relationship with the son of the owner too, but that was only casual. 
 
    The out-of-place guy was the only customer, so Clair danced for him. He was sipping a beer and watching her with a light smile. He didn’t seem sleazy at all, and she liked that about him. Her set ended and another girl took over. Clair gathered her top and clipped it back on as she approached and took a seat on the stool beside her one patron, slipping her pink, sparkly cowgirl hat off the back of her head 
 
    “Hi, I’m Candy Weston. Where are you from?” 
 
    “Adelaide.” The guy offered a smile and a look of nervousness shimmering in bloodshot, green eyes. 
 
    “Oh, wow! Long way from home, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. A long way. I’m here for the week—the beach and that.” 
 
    Clair checked back to the bar for the manager, who was reading the paper. She should have been trying to entice the guy to buy a lap-dance, but he didn’t seem the type. Another two men had set up at the other end of the stage. Ness, Clair’s co-worker, was dancing for them and, as per policy, not distracting Clair’s mark. 
 
    “So, in town alone, are you? Where’s the gang?” 
 
    The guy was chewing on his grin and looking at his beer. “No. No gang. Just me this time.”  
 
    “I figured recently separated,” Clair ventured. “You look kind of unsettled. Like you don’t know where you’re supposed to be.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow and looked at her. 
 
    She smiled. “Sorry… I’m just saying.” 
 
    He chuckled, his shoulders slumping. He extended his hand. “Robert Mayer.”  
 
    “Hi, Robert.” Clair accepted his handshake. “I’m supposed to be asking if you want a lap-dance, but you don’t want one, do you?” 
 
    “Sure! Why the hell not?” he replied with a shrug, surprising her and somewhat returning her to her place. 
 
    Clair’s job, after all, was to strip naked while either pole-dancing up on stage or squirming around on a stranger’s lap. It was what she did to pay her rent there on the sunny Gold Coast of Australia, though such was done in bars all over the country by girls needing to pay rent. 
 
    *** 
 
    In a bar in a small town some fifteen hundred kilometres south of where Clair worked was a girl about her age right then serving drinks and clearing tables, dressed in a see-through blouse and being ogled by fifty or so drunken fishermen. 
 
    There was also a table of young non-fishermen. They were a group of guys and girls out on a Wednesday night, celebrating a birthday. The birthday boy, David Barrett, was swaying over a microphone stand singing his favourite Nirvana song. 
 
    “Go, Davey!” a couple of his friends cheered. 
 
    He was on the karaoke stage, but karaoke was Saturday nights. 
 
    He was singing reasonably in tune and only a verse or so out of sync with the same song playing in the background. When one of the hotel staff took the microphone stand from David and ushered him off the small stage, he grabbed his friend Cynthia and started dancing with her. 
 
    “Hey, show Annie the ring,” Geoffrey called out. “Show her, man.” 
 
    David ignored the calls to show the ring he had bought his girlfriend, but Cynthia sat back down and left him dancing alone. Then he tripped on a step and fell over, and he dragged himself up to sit in his chair, laughing. 
 
    “Come on, show us,” the two girls in the group went on, pleading together. 
 
    David had the ring in his jacket pocket. He took out the felt box and placed it on the table. “It’s nothing.” He was blushing a little. 
 
    Cynthia opened the box with Annie at her shoulder. They both gushed. 
 
    “Is that a real emerald?” Annie asked. “It must have cost a fortune.” 
 
    David shrugged and closed the box back into his pocket. He had only picked up the ring that afternoon and hadn’t gotten around to wrapping it yet. 
 
    “Cassie’s going to love it,” Annie went on encouragingly. 
 
    “Yeah, way to suck up.” Justin topped up David’s beer from the jug on the table. 
 
    Michael laughed. “Be down on one knee next. Then down on two knees after that.” 
 
    David knew he would be in for a lot of teasing from his friends when he bought the friendship ring, but he had been with his girlfriend for over a year, and he loved her. He wanted to make a statement about that—to indeed lay a platform from which to propose a further commitment in the near future. 
 
    For that Wednesday night at the Bar & Grill, it was a matter of surviving the onslaught from the guys while, as it turned out, enjoying some moral support from their girlfriends. By ten o’clock, though, the get-together had to end in favour of some sleep for work the next day, and David was left to stagger up the hill to his house alone. 
 
    He stopped, swaying against a light pole in front of the office where Cassie worked. He wondered why her car was still there. It was the only car in the parking area, and there were no lights on in the building. 
 
    He stood trying to imagine why she would have left her car at work. Maybe it wouldn’t start again and she got a lift. 
 
    *** 
 
    At that same time, Clair Wells had changed out of her stripper get-up and was ready to go home. She saw her co-worker off with the first cab to pull up outside the club. The next cab to come along contained her current boyfriend, Myles, who pulled her into the back seat with him and gave the driver his own address. 
 
    Clair was then kissed and groped for five minutes, then led along to an elevator and kissed and groped some more until she was virtually dragged into her boyfriend’s apartment and made love to. 
 
    Though it wasn’t love, Clair understood as she lay awake in the middle of the night with Myles snoring and grunting beside her. At least it was not love from her point of view. 
 
    Clair had not experienced any feeling in her life that she had been able to identify as romantic love. She had been with a lot of men. She had been involved in serious, monogamous relationships with three men—each for long enough to do birthdays and New Year. But she had never felt like a piece of her was being ripped away when those relationships ended. It was as if she couldn’t be touched deeply enough to form any real bond. 
 
    Clair read romantic books and watched the movies. She could cry easily enough. 
 
    She rubbed at a burgeoning tear right then and shook off something silly that was welling up inside. It’s all bullshit, anyway, she decided as she buttoned her blouse, standing at the side of the bed looking down at the contented face of her current man. “And at least you’re up-front about wanting nothing more than a screw,” she whispered, kissing his cheek. 
 
    Clair liked Myles. He slept with lots of women and made no secret of it. He was arrogant, self-centred, and entirely in love with himself, and he was pretty good in bed. He offered Clair simplicity and a physical release, and that’s what she liked about him. 
 
    She left his apartment with the sun just tipping the Pacific horizon and a cold sea-breeze snapping at her. It was a half a kilometre walk to the bus stop on the Gold Coast Highway where she huddled inside the clear plastic shelter, choosing not to sit on the freezing metal seat. She had on a short skirt and no stockings. Her legs were turning blue with goose bumps. There was hardly any traffic at that hour on a Thursday morning, and it was a good twenty minute wait for her bus. 
 
    Once seated in the big, cosy vehicle with warm cloth seats, she rubbed some circulation back into her thighs. 
 
    “Cold, isn’t it?” the driver offered sympathetically, meeting her eyes in his rear-view mirror. 
 
    “Freezing!” Clair’s chin had numbed and she almost slurred. 
 
    She was the only passenger, but as the bus rolled along she watched out the window, deliberately avoiding the gaze of the driver and not wishing to invite conversation. Apart from the tiny skirt, she was also wearing a see-through blouse and a short, open jacket. She felt the driver checking her out, though it was six in the morning, and she probably looked like that girl who had failed to make it home from the party, she imagined. 
 
    “Thank you,” she offered cordially as the bus pulled up at her stop. 
 
    The driver nodded. “Take care, miss.” His fatherly tone caused Clair to glance and catch a flash of something caring in his eyes after all. 
 
    She hurried along home and found her neighbour arranging pot plants ready for the morning sunlight. 
 
    “Morning, Eloisa… I’m going to the shop later if you need anything.” 
 
    Eloisa was about eighty years old. She used a walking frame and moved slowly. Clair often picked up her milk and bread or took her to the supermarket for a big shopping. 
 
    “You’re going to freeze—silly child,” the old woman pointed out. 
 
    “I know… What’s with the frigging Antarctic blast this morning?” 
 
    Clair was checking the plants. 
 
    “That’s why I bring them inside for the nights now,” the old woman explained. “Been damn cold this winter!” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll check with you before I go to the shop.” Clair left her and fumbled the key into her door, pulling on a dressing gown as soon as she got inside. 
 
    Her apartment was basic. It was a long way back from the coastal high-rise strip in a run-down old single level building. It was cheap rent, though, and she had savings. 
 
    She fiddled with a satin flower bouquet she was working on as an assignment for college. She was enrolled in several courses on-line and filled her days quite easily trying to keep up with them. After making a coffee and a piece of toast, she sat at her small kitchen table and opened the file she had built on the twenty years’ unsolved murder of Charles Mulvane. All of the information she had been able to find led to the conclusion he had been murdered during a robbery in his home on Point Bleak in the small town of Everly Cove. He had been found by his wife with his head beaten in and with his safe left open and looted of a collection of family heirlooms. 
 
    Clair brushed a finger over the face of Charles Mulvane, nodding to herself. She then opened her travel map with the route planned for her drive at the end of the week.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    John Phillips rolled down the hill toward the marina in his well-heated Ford Bronco wagon. The air outside was icy. The wind that morning was direct from the South Pole. The cove was usually sheltered to some extent, as the Point Bleak headland towered from the south and there was a rim of mountains to the west and north. Alongside Point Bleak was another, unnamed headland, known locally as Lighthouse Point. The inlet between the two towers of rock was narrow, but when there was a wind from the south-east, it sometimes shot straight through the gap and absolutely snap-froze the little fishing village of Everly Cove. On that Thursday morning the wind was from the dreaded south-east. 
 
    “Hey, David. You okay?” John asked, pulling up beside where David Barrett was parked in the main street. Both men had lowered windows. 
 
    David was in his work utility. It was just an odd place to park, in front of John’s niece’s work office. 
 
    He closed his mobile phone. “Hey, John. I’ve been trying to call Cassie. Her car was here late last night, but it’s gone. I thought it mightn’t have started again. Her phone’s off, though.” 
 
    “Cassie’s still asleep, mate.” John didn’t want to elaborate. He had heard her sneaking in around the back past his flat at about three o’clock in the morning, and he thought she had been with her boss again. He had suspected for some time that she was seeing her boss while perhaps leading young David on a bit, but it wasn’t his place to be interfering in any of that. 
 
    “So, what time did she get home?” David asked. 
 
    John lied. “Not sure, son… Try calling a bit later.” He drove on, powering up the window to shut off the icy blast of air. 
 
    He cruised on past the marina and along the foreshore. To his left was a line of shops, not yet open at that hour. To his right the grey sea chopped at the pebbly beach. The headlands protected the cove from the ferocity of a winter swell, but the wind howling through the inlet had the small bay churning like a washing machine. 
 
    John’s office was at the far end of town and required a drive all the way along the foreshore to the most northern point of the beach. At the base of the headland, the Everly Cove fish market and wharf were crawling with fishermen dumping and sorting their catch and buyers loading up small refrigerated trucks, bound for shops in the south-eastern towns of New South Wales and all over the eastern districts of Victoria as far as Melbourne. 
 
    John made his way through the crowd of heavily-coated, plastic-aproned men nodding and calling out greetings, and he climbed an open metal staircase to a mezzanine where his glass-front office looked down over the fish market and beyond the weathered old fishing trawlers and out across the bay. 
 
    John had spent his childhood on a fishing trawler and worked with his father and two elder brothers for a few years after leaving school. He then joined the Navy where he served until the age of twenty-six, spending most of that time at sea. It had been in the years following the Vietnam war, and he had mainly been assigned duties in the northern oceans securing border protection. 
 
    While John enjoyed his time in the military, he much preferred the quiet small-town life he had grown up with. He’d had plans to return home and marry his childhood sweetheart and make lots of babies with her but had returned to find her already spoken for. He then settled for having an affair with her and going to work for her husband—the owner of Everly Cove Fish Market. 
 
    Twenty-five years then passed for John—twenty-five cold, bleak winters and gloriously warm summers right there in his beloved little home town. He had quickly progressed through the ranks to become manager of the market, a move accelerated by the death of the owner, with the business having been taken over by his widow—by John’s five years’ secret lover at that stage. 
 
    “Yeah—nine-thirty, Mike,” John said in reply to his foreman waving a document in through the door while speaking to someone else on his mobile phone. The document was the minutes from an occupational health and safety meeting. John would be joining his foreman and other members of the committee to discuss outcomes. 
 
    He tidied up some other paperwork for a few hours then attended the meeting downstairs in the lunchroom. Returning to his office, he drew the blinds on the windows and locked the door, as he always did at lunchtime on Thursdays. His crew knew he was not to be disturbed at that time, as he would be meeting with the strange, reclusive owner of the business, Susan Mulvane. 
 
    Within John’s office was a door adjoining another room with its own entry at the back of the building. It was midday, and he opened that door to find Susan Mulvane waiting for him. She was standing there with her hands behind her back, leaning against the closed external door, and with a grin forming and lifting the corners of her mouth into a nice smile. 
 
    “Hi, John.” She was eyeing him sweetly—teasingly, in fact. 
 
    John started undoing his shirt and her smile broadened. 
 
    “It’s cold out,” she said. 
 
    Her coat was slung over the back of a red leather upholstered office chair. There was a stained wooden desk against one wall. Its drawers were empty of any business-related items, though. There was a divan they never reset for sitting. It was permanently pulled out for them to lie down on. 
 
    “It’s cold in here too.” John pulled his lover close with one arm around her waist, and with her hands still behind her back, he intertwined his fingers with hers. 
 
    He kissed her hard and she moaned into his mouth. He could taste the salt air on her lips, while her face was cold. He could also feel the moist heat from her crotch with his leg between hers, kissing her harder still as she ground down against the flex of his thigh. 
 
    Susan Mulvane was an attractive woman of fifty. She kept her dark, slightly stringy hair trimmed at her shoulders. Her slender frame was easily crushed within the powerful grip of John’s arm. She had dark eyes given to sadness—the sadness having been etched into them over the years of reclusion and secrecy. She had such inner strength and resilience, though, and John loved that about her, even though it dominated their relationship and had done over the years. 
 
    John and Susan had for twenty years met every Monday and Thursday at midday there in Susan’s make-believe office. Susan had absolutely no interest in the goings on in her fish market. She had not the slightest clue of what John did or the machinations that took place and produced a quite sizable monthly balance in her business account at the bank. The only reason she ever went to the market was to meet John for lunch and a few hours of loving attention. 
 
    Their relationship was extremely simple in practice and extremely complex in essence. 
 
    They had loved each other since school. They were the same age and had been in the same class. As teen lovers they had promised to wait for one another while John was in the Navy. There had been a year or so they failed to keep close contact, though, and during that time Susan became attracted to one of the wealthy Mulvane family. Charles Mulvane had just returned from university and a few years travelling Europe. He was refined and sophisticated, and he swept a young Susan Cornish completely over the counter of the Everly Cove Bakery and up to his newly built mansion on Point Bleak. He had her up there and pregnant, and ultimately married, before she began to realize how evil he was. 
 
    Susan was married in 1977 when she and John were each just 22 years of age. At the time, John was up in the Timor Sea living a life far from Everly Cove. Susan was pregnant with a daughter, who was four years old when John returned home. And with an icy distance having grown between Susan and her domineering husband, she immediately sought the warmth and care of her first love—then a much more confident and physically powerful man than she remembered. 
 
    Charles Mulvane stood firmly between them, though. He would keep his daughter. Susan was free to leave anytime, but Charles would be keeping the girl. Then one night in August 1986 Charles Mulvane no longer stood between John and Susan. He lay dead on the floor of his study while Susan stood above him with his blood literally on her hands, and although he had been removed from their relationship, Susan and John had ruined any chance of having a normal life together because of suspicion over their involvement in the death of her husband. 
 
    The affair John and Susan had been having while she was married was well known around town, so they decided not to see each other for a while. They kept to that agreement until the police investigation grew cold and talk around town gradually subsided. Then the manager of the fish market retired, and John was seen and accepted as a perfectly valid replacement, and the Monday and Thursday meetings began. 
 
    Over the next several years, John accepted that secrecy had to be maintained. He then challenged Susan to what he considered to be moving on from the past, and he asked her to marry him. She refused. She stood firm with the assertion that she was the one who would be imprisoned for what had happened that night—that he was merely an accessory after the fact. She was the one who risked being locked up for years, and who would take care of her daughter if that were to happen? 
 
    Although John still had the ring he proposed with that one time, he never pushed again. Rather, he became accustomed to the twice weekly rendezvous with the woman he loved, and to enjoying his single life otherwise. 
 
    Yes, they would pass on the street and have a friendly chat, or talk on the phone on a cold, lonely night, but nothing more. Yes, the entire town suspected what they were up to in Susan’s make-believe office twice a week. John had confided in no one, though, and neither had Susan confessed to the ladies at the Red Cross clothing shop where she volunteered for a few hours’ work on Monday and Thursday mornings. 
 
    The entire town knew, but over the years the gossip had dissipated again. 
 
    “I’ve got Grant’s wedding coming up soon,” John commented, collapsing back on the bed beside Susan. He pulled the sheet up to his waist. She tugged it up to cover her breasts. John was breathing hard, and Susan rolled over, cuddling up to his chest. She didn’t say anything. It was the one flaw in their arrangement—that they couldn’t attend functions like that together. Grant was John’s elder brother, onto his third wedding. 
 
    “I’ve got vanilla slice,” Susan tempted. She always brought lunch from home. “Nelly made it for us.” 
 
    “How is Nelly? She over that flu yet?”  
 
    Nelly was Susan’s daughter. She was twenty-eight years old, and over the past fifteen years had barely left the Point Bleak mansion. She rarely even went outside. She had contact only with her mother and the housekeeper, who worked on Susan’s town days. 
 
    “Yes, she’s fine now.” Susan lifted to kiss John again, and she straddled him, keeping the sheet around herself. “Are you ready to eat?” 
 
    “Always ready to eat,” John replied with a laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    David swung his axe, imbedding the head into the dead root of the tree stump he had been battling with for the past week. He took another full swing, then another. The root finally splintered as his axe head cut through and sank into the damp earth. 
 
    Where David was working was in a tight corner of landscaped garden, up against the side of a small aluminium storage shed. He was in the sun and out of the wind, and his shirt was soaked in sweat beneath his nylon high-visibility vest. 
 
    He ripped the vest off and tossed it at the tray of his utility, which he had backed in as close as he could to the dead tree stump. 
 
    While he paused in his attack on the stump, he flicked open his mobile phone to see if there were any messages or missed calls from Cassie. There weren’t. He would have heard his phone buzz, anyway, so it was a pointless exercise to check it. 
 
    He snapped it closed and stuck it back in his pocket then resumed work. 
 
    The movement of Cassie’s car had him concerned, particularly since the same thing had happened one night the previous week. Cassie had been working late on both occasions. The previous week she had told him her car wouldn’t start, and that’s why it was still at her work late at night. She explained that her uncle had taken her on his way to work and jump-started the damn thing. 
 
    David figured a dodgy battery could easily fail on a cold night, so it made sense. He again decided there was nothing more to it as his axe broke through another root and the tree stump seemed to shift. 
 
    He leaned on the crow-bar he had wedged underneath and was able to lift the whole thing. He had finally severed the last root, it seemed, so he slung a length of chain around the stump and used the horsepower of his utility to drag the monster out of the garden. 
 
    At thirty years of age, David was doing quite well for himself. He had worked a few years for a local landscaper and studied the craft at night-school. He then started his own business, as there was plenty of work around town. He targeted commercial premises rather than residential, distinguishing himself from the guy he’d previously worked for. 
 
    He was working at the Everly District Hospital that afternoon, and after winching the tree stump onto his trailer, he tidied up his tools and drove along past the high school and soccer fields. From there he took a small bush track that wound down to the creek where he dumped the two-hundred kilogram monstrosity. 
 
    David had the contract for both the school and soccer fields. He also took care of a number of small commercial allotments around town and had just picked up the contract for the council chambers, court house and police station. They were new buildings set in a magnificently landscaped garden and parkland. 
 
    He stopped in on his way back from the creek and checked the sprinkler settings. They were on timers, and there had been a savage little storm with power outages the previous night. His timers were showing eleven AM while it was actually getting on three o’clock in the afternoon. 
 
    David had one residential contract but it was no ordinary residence. The Mulvane mansion was set in parkland that virtually covered Point Bleak. The only other thing on the headland was a narrow walking trail around the cliff-face to a fenced lookout that took in the sweep of rugged coastline to the south. 
 
    The house where Cassie lived with her mother was on the way. David pulled up outside and checked his phone again, pointlessly. 
 
    He sat for a moment with a weird flip-flopping going on in his stomach. He and Cassie had been seeing each other for a year, ever since she got back from Melbourne where she had lived for six or so years. They had been mostly going out as a group but in recent months had always gone together, in as much as David would pick her up and see her home. She had stayed over at his house plenty of times. 
 
    He figured it was the ring that was making his gut flip-flop. He had wrapped it the previous night and had it in the pocket of the coat he had put on over his damp shirt. 
 
    He approached the front door and knocked. He knew Cassie’s mum would be at work, as would her uncle John, who lived in a flat out the back of the small red-brick house. 
 
    He knocked again, gently, not wishing to wake Cassie if she was sleeping. It was her day off. 
 
    He had turned away when the door opened and she appeared wrapped in a thick yellow robe with her sandy-blond hair mussed from a pillow. She was yawning. “Hi, David,” she offered sleepily. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. I was just driving past and—um—I was trying to call before. Did you get my message?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it… Sorry, I was sleeping in. I was going to call you.” She had edged behind the door, only keeping it open enough to see through. 
 
    “No, that’s cool. I just saw your car again last night, and I wanted to make sure you got home okay.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It wouldn’t start again,” she said with another yawn. “I had to get Uncle John to start it this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, right… ‘cos I, um…” 
 
    That wasn’t right, David reasoned. He guessed John could have been down town earlier that morning, but why wouldn’t he have said something about that? 
 
    “I actually bumped into John this morning—” he started, without knowing where he was going with the remark. 
 
    “Yeah, so, what’s up, anyway?” Cassie cut in. She had reddened in the face. “I need to get going,” she added. “I’ve got a bath running.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay… Come over tonight?” David moved forward another step. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try… I’m not sure if Mum wants me to do her hair.” Cassie narrowed the door another inch. “Call me later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” David paused before backing slowly down the steps. “I’ll call you.” 
 
    He sat in his utility feeling better in some ways but worse as well. His gut had stopped flip-flopping, but it still didn’t feel right as he made his way across town. He actually felt ill. He felt the culmination of a burst of nervous tension that ended up as a queasy churn in his stomach. 
 
    He pulled into the driveway of the Mulvane mansion and went right around back and knocked on the old wooden screen door. 
 
    “Hey, sis. You got anything to eat?” 
 
    David’s sister, Amanda, house-kept for the widow Mulvane on Mondays and Thursdays. She let him in. He was only allowed in if the widow’s daughter was upstairs. Amanda closed the door that separated the kitchen from the rest of the house. There was bread and corned beef, and David made a sandwich while his sister poured him a cup of tea from a pot she had warmed on the combustion stove.  
 
    “I need more firewood,” she said. “Can you bring some up?” 
 
    David nodded. “Are you going to see the olds this weekend?” 
 
    “I might… Do you want to come?” 
 
    “No. It looks like rain next week, so I’ll have to mow all weekend. Dad wants his camera back before they go on Monday. I was going to fly over tonight, but if you’re going on the weekend..?” 
 
    Amanda didn’t look up from the dishes she was washing. David started reading an article in an open newspaper on the table about the Prince William and Kate Middleton relationship possibly cooling off and doubt being cast over whether they would ever be engaged. 
 
    Amanda wiped a plate and set it aside. “So, did you give Cassie the ring yet?”  
 
    “Not yet. Tonight, maybe.” 
 
    “Can I see it again?” She had wandered over from the sink. 
 
    “I wrapped it up.” David took the small box from his pocket and put it on the table. His sister sat down beside him. 
 
    “She’s going to die when you give it to her,” she said wistfully. 
 
    David cocked an eyebrow. “So, how’s Boofhead going?” Boofhead was what David called one of the local cops, a man named Brent Cooper. His sister could hardly get a word out whenever the guy was around. 
 
    “How should I know how he’s going?” 
 
    “What—he didn’t ask you out or anything the other night?” 
 
    “No. As soon as you left and we were alone, he couldn’t get away quick enough.” 
 
    David turned to his little sister. She was incredibly shy and so was the cop. “So, ask him out, sis… Ask him over for dinner or something.” 
 
    “No way. Imagine if he said no!” 
 
    “He won’t say no. Bet he’s never even had a serious girlfriend.” 
 
    Amanda giggled a little at that. “Well, that would make two of us.” 
 
    “I know. You’re bloody perfect for each other!” David gave his sister a hug around the shoulder. 
 
    She giggled some more and half sniffled. “Anyway, I can’t believe you’re giving Cassie a ring. That’s so awesome!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what’s really awesome is how long the grass is out there. I’d better get to it before it starts getting dark.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pay,” Myles offered, shrugging. “It’s not like it’s going to cost you anything, and no offence…” 
 
    “Oh—no offence? Really?” Clair scoffed. “It’s damn well offensive!” 
 
    “No, I mean it’s nothing unusual, and if you want to keep on in the business, it’s what most women do at some stage… Well, small-breasted ones.” 
 
    Clair looked at her breasts. She had on a push-up bra. They weren’t as perky as they were a few years ago, but she was no teenager anymore. 
 
    “You and your father can stick your boob-job where it fits, Myles. I’m not doing it.” 
 
    Myles frowned. “Fine! Whatever…” He cuddled up behind. “Just think about it, okay?” 
 
    “Do you know what unequivocal means?” Clair squirmed around in the cuddle. She knew Myles wouldn’t know what unequivocal meant. “That’s the variety of no we’re dealing with here—an unequivocal no.” 
 
    His frown deepened and she kissed him. 
 
    “And there’s not a hope in hell I’ll be thinking about anything to do with work for the next three weeks… No chance!” 
 
    “What sort of car did you get?” Myles asked. He had offered Clair the use of one of his cars, but she had thanked him and declined, hiring one instead. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think it’s a Toyota.” 
 
    It was a basic late model sedan. She had mapped out her journey and thought about getting a four-wheel-drive in case there was any snow in the mountains. She had never seen snow, let alone driven in it. She had settled for a smaller car with better fuel economy. The rental deal offered unlimited kilometres, which she would need. 
 
    “What—an Aurion?” Myles added to his query. 
 
    “I don’t know. Who cares? It’s like new, and if it stops or a cow jumps on it, I call the number and they bring me another one.” 
 
    As a child Clair had been in the back of a car that hit a stray cow on some country road. It was her biggest fear. 
 
    Myles had taken to her car rental documents, to find the precise make of the car, it seemed. He opened her map. “Why don’t you take the main highway?” he challenged. 
 
    Clair had circled potential stop-over points along a secondary route that avoided the main highway and, more importantly, the larger cities and traffic congestion. “Because I want to take the scenic route,” she explained flippantly. She was actually more scared of city traffic and huge trucks than cows. 
 
    She took her rental car folder and map off Myles and packed them back in her bag. She had only stopped by his apartment to say goodbye. Her last shift was the previous night, and she had picked up the rental car that morning and had it downstairs packed and ready to go. 
 
    “Behave yourself!” She lifted to kiss him goodbye. “And don’t go around telling women they need boob-jobs. It’s not a nice thing to say.” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry.” 
 
    He followed Clair out the door and rode with her in the elevator. 
 
    “No, it’s a Camry,” he announced as they approached her car. 
 
    “Yeah—whatever.” Clair kissed him goodbye again. “See you in three weeks, Myles.” 
 
    With that final task ticked off, she was on her way, experiencing a sense of exhilaration at the idea of a three day road trip. She had already programmed the car’s GPS with her first destination. It was past mid-day, so she had calculated about five to six hours drive-time to cover the first 300 kilometres to a town named Tenterfield. 
 
    It was only ten minutes to the motorway heading south out of Gold Coast city. It was busy, and Clair stayed in the slow-lane, quite unaccustomed to driving, and feeling safer following along behind a caravan while everyone zoomed past. There were a lot of trucks—huge, noisy monstrosities with their wheels close to the white lines separating the lanes and threatening to sway over. 
 
    Clair rarely drove at all. She rarely left the city and used busses and taxis to get around. There was also a train service to Brisbane where her parents lived, and her father would always pick her up at the station when she visited. 
 
    She clung to the steering wheel and stuck behind the caravan. The five lane highway reduced to four then three lanes, with the traffic dissipating as it left the southern edge of the Gold Coast and sped off along the coastal plain toward Sydney—not that Clair had any intention of going anywhere near Sydney. “No chance of that,” she muttered to herself, checking her map to confirm the picture she had in mind of her route. 
 
    The national highway connecting Brisbane and Sydney largely followed the Pacific coast, or at least remained on the coastal apron, east of the Great Dividing Range. Clair’s first hour of travel was flat, open expressway cutting through lush farmland and skimming across tidal creeks and rivers. Even in winter everything was green, with the sub-tropical climate ensuring a fruitful mix of rain and sunshine right through the cooler months. The cold snap of the previous few days had been overpowered by a northerly air mass, pulling warm, moist air down from the equatorial regions of Asia. The day was still cool, but Clair had the car heater turned off as the sun shining in through the driver’s side window created an Indian summer environment. 
 
    An hour into her journey the Indian summer ended. The GPS navigator had directed her to turn off the main highway, and heading west, she wound through low, heavily timbered hills with the mid-afternoon sun having set behind the mountain range looming in the distance. 
 
    Clair munched on chips as she drove. It was better being on a quieter road, without the trucks. She relaxed into the tranquillity of nature sweeping silently by. The car was noiseless and powerful. It had actually been close to a year since she was last behind the wheel, and that had added to her nervousness, but such had passed, and zooming through the lush green fields with cows securely fenced away from the road, Clair gave herself over to the freedom of her escape. 
 
    She notched the heater up a bit. Indian summer had seriously ended. The forest shadows were deep and dark, and with the mountains looming closer, the open fields were being crowded into small parkland clearings. The road also began to wind this way and that and climb fairly steadily. Clair used the overtaking lanes. She wasn’t for the slow lane anymore, and there seemed to be a lot of old people towing caravans. 
 
    Another several hours of winding road and small villages had her turning onto a highway, headed south, and soon enough the well-lit, busy little town of Tenterfield and her booked motel room ended the first day of her road trip. 
 
    Clair stepped from the car at the motel reception. The air was different. The town was 1000 metres above sea level, and though icy cold, the air was clean and dry. It was thinner than her lungs were used to. It was crisp and sharp with sound: Her car door snapped shut. The rattle of a passing livestock truck was amplified as if Clair was listening to it through headphones. By the ocean the air was thick with sea-spray and salt that dampened sound.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Clair Wells. I have a reservation,” Clair announced. 
 
    A thin, grey-haired man in a heavy woollen jumper took her details and gave her a key and breakfast menu. She parked by her room and decided to shower before she ate. She warmed and freshened up then drove back into the town centre and found a café. 
 
    It was nothing for Clair to eat alone. It was nothing for her to drive across the country alone, to live alone, to be alone. 
 
    Clair’s earliest clear memories were of starting a new school at age eight. Her first school and life before that age were stored in her mind as impressions and sentiments rather than actual recollections. She had been a strong, independent child at eight and had no problem starting a new school in Brisbane. Her parents had moved there with Clair and her younger brother and sister. Her father had taken work as a marine mechanic. He had previously worked on fishing trawlers and changed up to luxury yachts and cabin cruisers. 
 
    Clair had little affinity with her father and little more with her mother or brother and sister. She loved them and they loved her, but they never really talked—never about anything meaningful. 
 
    At eight years of age, Clair would walk to her new school alone. And she would sit alone at recess and lunch. And at high school she would spend her breaks at the library, reading alone. 
 
    She was actually quite personable, though. She got on well at work and with her teachers through school and at college. She got along with her neighbours, her clients, her numerous boyfriends and their friends and families, with everyone from bus drivers to telemarketers on the phone. 
 
    Clair got on well with everyone but needed no one. She had no real friends—none she had ever confided anything to. She didn’t need to confide anything because she had everything under control, and when she would stop thinking and just feel the loneliness in her life, she would deal with that alone too. She might spend a day in her dressing gown sometimes, maybe crying a little, but she would always power through. 
 
    It suited Clair entirely to lie there staring up at the ceiling of a strange motel room that night, a long way from home and with everything she ever needed in herself and something to stimulate her mind. 
 
    She sat up and turned the light back on. Her Mulvane folder was tucked under her clothes in her bag, and she pulled it out and opened it. She flicked through to the news article print-out of Charles Mulvane’s elder brother having been reported missing. With the man, Charles, there had been a body. In the case of the elder brother, the article only reported he was missing. 
 
    Clair checked the date and timeline. The elder brother had been reported missing several months after the younger brother’s death. She wondered if he had ever turned up, alive or dead. She had only just found the article about him and decided she needed to look into what happened to the guy. 
 
    She slept well in the strange, slightly firm bed with weird white cotton sheets and heavy blankets. She was used to a light feather quilt and a bit more freedom to toss and turn. 
 
    She remained cuddled up against the cold rather late then meandered through a local paper as she ate a continental breakfast in the motel restaurant. The proprietors were a middle-aged couple—the thin man from the previous evening and his short, stocky wife. They were friendly and chatty. 
 
    “The range runs the length of the country near enough,” the man was saying. “Runs all the way from Cape York in the tropics to the alps in New South Wales and Victoria. Right here you’re close to the middle.” 
 
    “Rubbish, Fred. We’re a long way south of the middle,” the woman cut in, topping up Clair’s tea. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I guess. But there’s still over a thousand kilometres the way she’s headed. And a lot of it’s windy roads. Where’s your next booking?” 
 
    “Lithgow,” Clair answered. “Is that too far?” 
 
    “Snowed in Lithgow last night,” the woman, Vera, offered. 
 
    “And Katoomba and Orange—all through there,” Fred concurred with his wife. “It’s higher up than that not far along here, though. Don’t get much snow this far north, but the range is up in the clouds here in New England.” 
 
    “It’s a tableland here, though,” Vera added. “You don’t go back down. The whole area is up in the clouds. Not like down around Lithgow and Katoomba where you’re up and down mountains.” 
 
    “Or further south in the real snow country,” Fred chimed in, siding with his wife and supporting her, Clair noticed with amusement. “Down around the capital, you’re up in the clouds and then there’s a mountain as well. Up in the bloody heavens!” 
 
    Clair bade the nice couple goodbye and cranked the heater dial all the way up in her hire-car. There was a heavy frost on the grass and fence-posts and a swirling fog that was indeed a cloud lumbering across the ground. Sheep grazed brown winter grass in the gently rolling fields, which were littered with outcrops of granite in the form of smooth, round boulders. The country was fairly level, although there were stark treeless bluffs of rock that towered over the road, up to another two hundred metres above sea-level. 
 
    The towns of the New England Tableland were a blend of historic and modern architecture. They gave the impression of pride in the history of the area mingled with the practicalities of modern agriculture and twenty-first century living standards. 
 
    After visiting the grave of the legendary bushranger Captain Thunderbolt, Clair pulled into a Hungry Jack’s drive thru for lunch. She then took a turn-off to a lookout and pulled up beside a little old car where she waved and nodded to a young aboriginal girl breastfeeding a baby. The girl was otherwise alone, it seemed. She was sitting in the passenger seat, but there was nothing around and no one else in sight. 
 
    The lookout was a bare gravel parking area with a single rail timber fence around a sheer cliff’s edge. The cold air swept upward to consume Clair as she stood there shivering and gazing out at the western slopes of the range and distant farmland that rolled into the horizon hundreds of kilometres away. 
 
    She had spent the hours that morning on top of the range and was about to wind her way back down to Earth. She would be tipping off the western side of the range, though. The coastal fringe of the continent got awfully busy to the south of New England. The major ports and cities of Newcastle and Wollongong were to the north and south of the sprawling international city of Sydney. Clair’s travel map had a line marked that took her to the west of the ranges and avoided all of that completely. They were smaller roads she had marked out, but that was fine. She was in no hurry and was happy with her road trip adventure so far. 
 
    The young girl was trying to start her car. It was grinding and not firing up at all. The grinding sound slowed, became an alarming clacking sound, then gave out completely. The girl sought a mobile phone but slammed it back down, swearing. 
 
    Clair stood by her window until she was acknowledged. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The girl was sobbing a little. “Do you have a phone?” 
 
    Clair retrieved her phone from her car. It had no service. 
 
    “Can I call someone from the next town for you? Or I could give you a lift?” 
 
    “Would you?” The girl smiled through her tears. “That would be so great.” 
 
    “I’m driving toward Tamworth, and then I turn off the highway, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, well, Tamworth will be great.” The girl had perked up. “My dad can pick me up there.” 
 
    “Oh, okay…” Clair glanced at the infant she held close. “What about your baby?” 
 
    “I know. Can we put her seat in your car? I’ve only got our bag.” 
 
    The girl’s name was Isabel. She was thin, dark skinned and pretty with her big brown eyes. She had taken charge, giving Clair her baby girl to hold while she figured out how to attach the child seat in the back of the hire-car. There was a fixture there and it clipped right in. 
 
    “What about your car?” Clair asked when they were set to drive away. 
 
    “It’s not mine. It’s my boyfriend’s. He can come and get it,” Isabel returned disinterestedly. 
 
    She had split with her boyfriend, taking his car and heading home to her parents. She gave Clair the run-down on how the guy had promised to take care of her and their child but was just too immature. He was apparently only eighteen and more concerned with his rugby league and hanging out with his mates than being a family man. 
 
    Isabel struck Clair as quite level-headed and mature for a girl of seventeen. The car breakdown had thrown her a little, but she otherwise seemed quite capable and organized. She directed Clair to a motel in Tamworth and thanked her for her help. She would call her father once settled in. 
 
    “What about the seat?” Clair called to her as she waved back from the motel office. 
 
    “Can you leave it at Red Cross, please? That’s where I got it, and my old one’s in Dad’s car.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Clair called to her. “Good luck!” 
 
    It had been an interesting twenty minute distraction from Clair’s quiet road trip. It had been like a blast of energy shooting through her comfortable solitude. 
 
    Her solitude was back, though, as she found the open road on the other side of the large country town of Tamworth. It was back, but she now had a child seat, and seeing it there in her rear-view mirror gave her a slightly bizarre feeling that she couldn’t quite fathom. She would find a Red Cross or St Vincent DePaul collection bin somewhere and drop it off. 
 
    Meantime, she wound her way down the western edge of the range and travelled for several hours through a gradually flattening landscape of rolling dry-grass and lightly timbered fields. She had broached the edge of a vast continental interior with the red earth plains sweeping west toward the outback and desert. 
 
    Clair’s highlighted line on her road map had her clinging to the fringe of the Great Dividing Range. It took her through more quaint, little towns with history and tradition still shaping the architecture while the twenty-first century claimed the shop-fronts and signage. 
 
    By late afternoon she had reached the main highway out of Sydney. She was then only a hundred kilometres from the great city. Her booked motel was flashing on her GPS screen. 
 
    “Do you serve dinner here?” Clair asked of the woman who was checking her in. 
 
    There was a small restaurant within the motel. Clair showered and presented herself quite hungry. It was a cosy, little room with only six tables. There was a fire place crackling away and emitting a gloriously bone-soothing warmth. 
 
    “Bloody freezing out, isn’t it?” the only other customer said to her. It was a guy about Clair’s age. 
 
    “Yep,” she answered, backing up to the fire. “This is nice, though.”  
 
    He looked her up and down fairly blatantly. She was dressed in jeans and a heavy woollen jumper and hadn’t made her face up or anything. Her hair was still wet from the shower. 
 
    She didn’t look away. He had a square jaw and strong, dark features. He was clean shaven. His build was athletic, and his eyes were kindly in spite of their confidence. 
 
    Clair decided he was a sales-rep, probably pushing some sort of insurance. He had a wife and young children but spent a lot of time on the road. 
 
    “Are you eating alone?” She motioned to the vacant chair opposite his. 
 
    “Yes! Join me, please?” 
 
    “I’m Candy,” Clair offered with her hand. 
 
    “Josh,” the guy replied, half standing and accepting her handshake. 
 
    He had a huge hand. 
 
    The woman from reception came in from the adjoining kitchen and took their orders. An elderly couple wandered in and warmed by the fire before taking a seat near it and nodding a hello. 
 
    “So, what do you do, Josh? Insurance?” Clair asked with a smile. 
 
    He chuckled. “Do I look like an insurance peddler?” 
 
    “Just a bit,” Clair pressed. 
 
    “I see.” He nodded. “I actually peddle livestock medications.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s nicer than insurance—helping sick animals.” 
 
    “I think so,” the guy agreed. “And how about you, Clair? What do you peddle?” 
 
    Clair laughed. “Well… Um… I guess I peddle fantasies.” 
 
    “Fantasies! Really?” 
 
    There was a mixture of curiosity and dare in the look Clair was getting. 
 
    Should she elaborate? She was not the least embarrassed by stripping for a living, but it would be fun to keep the guy guessing. 
 
    “Men’s fantasies to be more specific, but that’s all you’re getting, stranger.” 
 
    He laughed. “Fine! That’s plenty, anyway!” 
 
    Clair made a funny face. She liked this guy. She always judged people quickly and was rarely wrong. 
 
    “So, what are you doing in Lithgow?” he went on. “Which way are you headed?” 
 
    “I’m only passing through—south. I’m on a road trip to a little town in Victoria where there’s an unsolved murder from years ago… I’m studying criminology at college.” 
 
    “Oh, right… That sounds cool. And you have to investigate and—?” 
 
    “And do a paper. Kind of explain how the original investigation was done and where it’s up to—why it’s still an unsolved crime.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Yeah, that’s really cool. So, who was murdered?” 
 
    “Some rich guy and maybe his brother. I’ve only got a few news clippings so far.” 
 
    “Rich guy, eh? It was probably the butler. Or the widow!” 
 
    “Well, there is a widow,” Clair suggested secretively. 
 
    Their soup had arrived. 
 
    “So, you’re away from home on one of your sales trips?” Clair asked her companion. 
 
    “Yeah, I wish. I’m going to help my mum set up some stupid flower stall or something.” 
 
    Clair’s interest piqued. “A flower stall?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s some sort of show. Like, for weddings and whatever. I don’t know much about it—just that the woman who works with Mum is sick, and I got roped in to help set up… It’s down in Moss Vale. I’m from out at Broken Hill. I’ve been driving all day and will have to be on the road at five. I think it’s about three hours to Moss Vale. Depends on the Sydney traffic.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m avoiding Sydney,” Clair said pointedly. “I’m sort of following the mountains down to Canberra then across to the coast.” 
 
    The guy concurred, and they compared plans for avoiding the city as best they each could. It turned out Clair was to be passing close to Moss Vale, anyway, and she agreed she might stop by the flower show if she saw a sign for it on the highway. Her dinner companion couldn’t tell her how to find it exactly, as he had not yet done so himself. 
 
    They parted company after the meal, and Clair found sleep quickly. She woke early the next morning and was underway by six. The road was tinged in frost, and the fog was thick as she climbed back up to the top of the range. 
 
    She stopped at the Three Sisters lookout and took her camera over to the cliff’s edge to snap some pictures. The Three Sisters were massive pillars of rock jutting up from the floor of a great depression in the world. There were mountain rims and stark, treed monuments in the distance. There was a tremendous upheaval of earth and deep crevices scarring the land. The icy air was thin and crisp with a dew-touched waft of eucalyptus. The scene before Clair was a gigantic amphitheatre before a sweeping horizon of mountains stretching hundreds of kilometres into the hazy blue distance. 
 
    After buying a coffee at a stall, she was back on the road—a winding thoroughfare chiselled out in the early 1800s by pioneers, Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth. They had driven a bullock team from the convict settlement of Sydney and surveyed the crossing of the Great Dividing Range. It had since been turned into a slick, four lane expressway with the names of the pioneers labelling three boutique towns before the road plunged down toward the suburbs of the city. 
 
    Clair’s map had her sneaking around the edge of the suburbs and again hugging the mountains, only on the eastern side that time. She passed the expansive water storage dam for the city and stopped to snap some more tourist shots. Eloisa had made her promise to bring back pictures, as the elderly woman had never been anywhere really and lived for television documentaries and the like. 
 
    Clair followed her map and the small roads winding through lush pasture and massive mansions set back on hills. She re-joined an expressway headed south from the city at a place called Camden, and she stopped at a roadhouse for an early lunch. She came across a sign shortly after that, which pointed to Moss Vale. It was a detour from her plan, but she took the turn-off and, feeling fully confident after a few days on the road, she zoomed off up into the hills again and got pulled up at a speed trap by a Tidy Town sign. 
 
    “Drive carefully, ma’am,” the cop told her in parting. He was pretty cute, Clair noticed, and she gave him a smile. She was feeling kind of proud of herself for having earned her first speeding ticket. 
 
    She cruised on through that little village, and half an hour later she came across a sign advertising the Winter Wedding Festival of Flowers. She found the festival sprawling all over the town showgrounds, and after wandering around for a while, she came across her dinner companion from the previous night up a ladder fixing the canvas roof of one of the flower stalls. 
 
    “This is amazing,” she said to him. “There are contacts here for absolutely everything!” 
 
    “Hey, fantasy chick! What’s happening?” he shot back at her. 
 
    “Nothing much, peddler.” 
 
    He was down from the ladder, standing close. He smelled sweaty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Clair spent the day wandering around the festival with the guy she had met. Late in the afternoon she was approached by his mother and had certain facts pointed out, not too subtly—facts he had neglected to mention. 
 
    “Have dinner with me?” 
 
    The offer was made as Clair walked toward her car. 
 
    “Or you could have dinner with your mum, then give your wife a call—maybe say goodnight to your kids.” 
 
    “Oh…” He was blushing. 
 
     She kind of smiled and shrugged and gave a little wave, all as she was backing away. “I have to go, Josh. It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    She was actually exhausted from all the driving, and she found a roadside motel and was asleep by seven PM. She was then back on the road by seven the next morning, with a large packet of business cards from the various stalls at the festival. There were suppliers of everything from wire to ribbons and tape, to silk flowers, foliage and every imaginable fresh flower, with contacts throughout the country detailing where to get whatever you wanted and when. 
 
    Travelling further south from Moss Vale was by way of a broad, open expressway that covered the kilometres with ease. Clair had reached her previously intended destination of Canberra by lunch time, but instead of checking it out she stayed on the highway and skirted by. It was of course the National Capital City, so she would need to take some pictures for Eloisa, particularly of the War Museum and Parliament House, but she could do that on the way back, she decided. 
 
    Beyond that new looking, free-flowing city, the Great Dividing Range lifted another thousand metres into the clouds, and the mountains there were snow covered throughout the winter. To Clair’s relief the highway she was on swept east of the range and avoided the snow and ice. It did however plunge her into deep forest where the road wound this way and that and the townships became smaller and more sparsely distributed. 
 
    Clair ended up driving well into the night before giving up on finding a motel open. She pulled up in front of a police station house in a tiny mountain village and spent a few hours shivering in her car and resting her eyes. She had been afraid to stop just anywhere and figured the police sign would offer some protection from being harassed in the night. 
 
    The policeman woke her in the morning, knocking on her window. 
 
    “Oh, hi, Officer. I’m fine. I was just tired and had to pull over. Is there coffee around here somewhere?” 
 
    He directed her to the local café, which was just opening. It served a big grilled breakfast, which she ate heartily. 
 
    She had pulled up in the small township of Ruxby. There was the café, which was in the petrol station where she filled up after eating. There were a few old shops offering some basic groceries and arts and crafts. The town was a tiny clearing in a towering forest. No cars passed in the hour or so Clair spent there that morning. 
 
    “Everly Cove’s about a two hour drive,” the boy who had waited on her explained in answer to her question. It seemed she was not far from the ocean and her destination.  
 
    She continued on her road trip, excited it was almost complete. She had actually been to Everly Cove before. Her parents were from there and used to send Clair to spend school summer holidays with her grandparents. She had been three times, at age five, six and seven, but had absolutely no recollection of any of the trips, other than some vague pictures in her mind. Her grandparents had moved into Melbourne before she turned eight, so the Everly Cove visits ended. The Mulvane murder having taken place there attracted her attention when searching for unsolved murders on-line. And there was something familiar about the name Mulvane. 
 
    After two hours driving through the forest, the trees parted to a magnificent sky-blue ocean. It was a clear, sunny day, and the water was glistening. The road swept around a headland and revealed a busy looking community camped around a small beach. There were a hundred or more boats in the cove. Amongst the trees were lots of roofs. The town seemed to spread right back to the base of the surrounding mountains. It was bigger than Clair expected. 
 
    She had booked a room at a Bed & Breakfast, which showed up on her GPS navigator flashing away. It was the first establishment on the right as the road eased from the headland and levelled out. She pulled in behind a utility and trailer. There were gardening tools and equipment in the back of the utility. There was a shirtless guy on a ride-on mower who had seemingly stopped for a break. He was drinking from a water bottle. He looked hot in the sun with his skin glistening. 
 
    Clair glanced at him as she walked past carrying her bags. He smiled at her and nodded. She smiled back and said hi. 
 
    “Hello. You must be Candy,” an elderly woman greeted her cheerily at the door. “David, bring her bags would you, dear? I’ll make you an ice tea… Young David will get those,” she said to Clair, waving her bags away. 
 
    She took Clair’s hand and led her through a quaintly decorated living and dining room where there were some excellent satin flower arrangements about the walls and on mantles and tables, along with lovely paintings and shelves of books and figurines. There was a sunny, glassed-in veranda overlooking the cove that was so bright it made Clair squint as she walked through. She was introduced to an expansive kitchen that she would have full use of. 
 
    The woman, Marion Reeves, stopped in the kitchen to pour Clair an ice tea, and another for the gardener it seemed. She took that glass and showed Clair the bathroom that she would be sharing with the other female guests. There was an additional bathroom out the back for men. 
 
    “There, thank you, David,” she offered busily when they encountered the gardener guy, with his shirt back on, waiting with Clair’s bags in the living room. He sculled the ice tea and handed the glass back, wiping his mouth on his arm and glancing at Clair quickly. 
 
    He was hustled along, and Clair was shown to her bedroom, which was palatial with a lush looking four-poster bed and tasselled lace canopy. There was a full-length, gilded, oval-shaped mirror and an intricately carved, stained wooden dresser. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Clair exclaimed, looking about herself as she stood there in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Oh, shit indeed,” the older woman replied with a laugh. “Now, you can park your car around back and see me tonight about breakfast or anything you need, my dear.” 
 
    Clair thanked her and flopped on the bed. It was soft. The quilt cuddled her. She was tired but needed a shower first, so she dragged her bags into the room and sought the bathroom to soak in the bath. 
 
    Mid-afternoon she woke refreshed and ready to explore Everly Cove. There were two middle aged couples having drinks on the veranda, and she met them briefly and exchanged hellos. They were travelling together and only passing through. They didn’t know of anywhere to recommend Clair might find a nice meal, and Mrs Reeves was apparently up the street, so Clair parked her car around back and strolled on toward town to find a café or something as her first order of business. 
 
    The Cove Bed & Breakfast was across the road from a footpath that skirted a ledge of rock forming a small cliff face with a rocky shoreline below. At the point of the B&B the cliff was only around ten metres above the waves rumbling ashore. It lifted sharply to the headland Clair had driven from. That rock formation speared out into the ocean some distance and had a lighthouse mounted on the end. It was a large, white building that Clair would need to investigate at some point. It looked old. 
 
    Behind the B&B a housing area of perhaps a few hundred homes extended back into the shelter of the overlooking mountain rim. There was also a sporting field and what looked like a school. 
 
    Clair strolled past a service station and news agency facing the waterfront. Beyond them more businesses crowded a narrow, tree-lined street. There appeared to be some offices back there, along with a bank and the blue Police sign. 
 
    The next business along the main street was a Chinese restaurant, and across the road, built on a pier above the water, was the Everly Cove Bar & Grill. Next to the butcher was a takeaway shop where Clair bought a sandwich and coffee, which she ate sitting on a bench facing the water. 
 
    Not far along from the pub was a big old wooden building advertising a fish market, and beyond that and mostly obscured by it were lines of small fishing boats tied to several long jetties. The smell of fish was strong in the cool air, along with the smell of salt and diesel fumes. There was a lot of activity along the piers with heavily coated, scruffily bearded men crawling all over the fishing boats. 
 
    Clair finished her snack and continued on. There was another street with furniture, hair dressing and clothing shops. There was a shopping centre opposite with a Woolworths sign. Along the shoreline a little further, beyond two bait shops and another small pub, was another street that extended past a church and cemetery, and there was a Hospital sign pointing in behind the supermarket. There were more houses in and around there and another fifty or so scattered into the base of the mountain on that end of town. 
 
    The main road left the shoreline there and disappeared up into the mountain as well. The signpost indicated it was the way to Melbourne. A smaller road branched off and climbed up into another headland where Clair could see only one house towering above the trees. 
 
    “The Mulvane Mansion,” someone said to her. It was an old man she had just strolled past. He was sitting on a bench gazing out at the ocean but had turned to smile up at her. 
 
    Clair had stopped there and must have looked like a tourist, she imagined. 
 
    “You’d be the young lass come to investigate the Mulvanes?” the old man went on easily. 
 
    His hair was wavy and white. He had whiskers as thick as darning needles. His eyes were glassy blue and dancing with mirth. 
 
    “Would I?” Clair challenged with mock indignation. “And how would you know who I am?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Small town, love… And a word to live by—if you want everyone in town to know your business, tell Marion Reeves.” 
 
    “Oh.” Clair offered her hand. “I’m Candy Weston.” 
 
    “Morgan Oldfield. Pleased to meet you,” the old man returned with a gentle squeeze of his weathered hand. “And they said it was a pretty lass, so I figured it was you walking up the hill there.” 
 
    Clair accepted that compliment with a smile. 
 
    “So, who should I ask about the Charles Mulvane murder, Mr Oldfield? Is there a friendly policeman in town?” 
 
    “There is—my boy Brent—my grandson. He’s a policeman and friendly enough. Though it depends on whether you want the official version or the truth,” the old man added with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, well, I’ll be needing both. And any other theories,” Clair shot right back. “I bet there’s more than one version of what happened.” 
 
    “Yes—there’s a few. But only one true account, Lass.” The old man winked that time. He obviously believed his was the story to go with. 
 
    Clair was excited to get started. She had a notebook in her shoulder bag. She sat down on the bench with the old man and looked to him expectantly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “So, who is she?” Amanda asked her brother. 
 
    “Don’t know. Just some college chick doing a report or something, Mrs Reeves said.” 
 
    David had just arrived home from work. He and Amanda shared a house. It was their original family home, with their parents having moved closer to Melbourne. David paid the rates and utilities and Amanda did the housework. She served him dinner. 
 
    “I wonder if Susan knows,” Amanda mused, referring to the widow, Susan Mulvane. 
 
    “Yeah, Mrs Reeves has been going on about it for weeks. Susan would have to know, and John… But it’s no big deal. She looks alright. It’s just a stupid college paper or something.” 
 
    “What, you saw her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was mowing when she showed up. She’s just some girl.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Amanda liked teasing her big brother. “Some girl, huh?” 
 
    David was blushing. He did often. 
 
    “Anyway, the guys are coming over tonight. I think Brent’s coming. If he’s not on duty.” 
 
    “What—tonight?” 
 
    David checked his watch. “In, like, twenty minutes.” 
 
    Amanda was the one blushing at that point. She had to think quickly. She knew Brent was not on duty. 
 
    “You could have said,” she tossed at her brother. 
 
    He smiled back over his shoulder at her. He had a mouthful of food. “Could have, I guess.” 
 
    Amanda scowled at him. “Who else?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Just the guys—Michael and Justin. I think Nev’s got training.” 
 
    It was nothing unusual for David to have a card night with his mates. They did it at least once a week, at different venues. They sometimes played in the garage where David had a pool table set up. 
 
    “Are you playing in here?” Amanda tried to disguise the hope in her tone. 
 
    She failed. Her brother chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll make him sit right there so he’ll see you every time you walk past, sis.” 
 
    He caught Amanda and drew her close with an arm around her waist. She mussed his hair and kissed his forehead. The other night he had found out his girlfriend, Cassie, was sleeping with her boss. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked warmly. 
 
    He shrugged and half smiled. 
 
    “You ought to wear something sexy. Tease the hell out of him.” He grinned at her. “Don’t worry about the others. That’ll just make him jealous with them looking.” 
 
    Amanda giggled. “Like, how sexy?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Actually, not sexy—something really cute would work better. Hide in your bedroom for a while and come out in your pyjamas.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could do that. Do you need the shower? I want a bath.” 
 
    “Yeah, two minutes!” David shovelled the last of his food and got up. 
 
    Amanda took his plate and tidied the kitchen. She set the dining table up with chips, nuts and crackers for the boys’ card game then closed her bedroom door before any of them turned up. She had the master bedroom with an en-suite. David used the main bathroom. They just had to share the use of the hot water. It was a trickle at best and only serviced one tap at a time. 
 
    David had finished his shower, so Amanda drew her bath. She perfumed the water and lit her candles. She listened through the thin walls to the guys laughing and carrying on. She was thrilled with her sense of vulnerability in a house full of men, coupled with the sense of security her big brother provided. Their deep voices were vibrating through her bath water—through her.  
 
    She soaked for ages and got out wrinkly then put on warm winter pyjamas—her pink, brushed cotton ones with flowers. She tied her white flannelette dressing-gown at her waist and combed out her long, dark hair. She put on her glasses and took a book into the lounge room, claiming a recliner in the corner, just out of sight of the men around the edge of the wall. 
 
    The lounge and dining rooms were adjoined in an L-shape. From the dining table the entire lounge area was visible, except for where Amanda was sitting with her legs tucked up, looking at the words on the pages but not really reading. 
 
    The guys at the dining table were talking and playing their card game. Amanda didn’t realize it, but they could all smell the scent from her bath in the air, and they could also see her reflection in the blank television screen. 
 
    Her brother called to her. “Hey, Mandy?” 
 
    She got up and approached the corner of the wall. She peered around, taking in all the faces and smiling. 
 
    “Have we got any more of that cheese?” her brother asked. 
 
    “Yeah—in the fridge,” she replied, catching Brent’s glance and slight blush as he looked back down at his cards. 
 
    “Could you make some more, please? It’s better the way you cut it.” David grinned at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. She had to edge past his chair, and he smiled back up at her. The empty cheese plate was on the table, and she leaned in to collect it, daring to glance at Brent again and biting down on her smile as she felt her cheeks heat and tingle. 
 
    “You just cut it with a potato peeler,” she said to her brother, yet she directed her comment to them all. “How hard is that..?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it tastes better when you do it,” David shot back teasingly, and the others grumbled in agreement. 
 
    “Is there any more pickled onions?” one of them called out. 
 
    Amanda had already taken the jar from the cupboard, and she cut a bunch of them and sliced a heap of cheese. They all thanked her and made jokes about the food being better when they played there at her house. She set them up with more chips and nuts, and replenished the bowl of dried fruit that had been cleaned up completely. 
 
    They poured her a glass of beer, and David gave her his seat and got a fold-up chair from the laundry for himself. 
 
    “But I don’t even know how to play,” she protested about being given some poker chips and being dealt in. 
 
    The game then became one of helping Amanda against anyone else still in. She was sitting between her brother and his friend Justin, a heavily set Islander with tattooed arms. Either her brother or Justin would fold their hand and help her with hers. She picked up the idea of the game quickly enough but played up to the men for longer than that. 
 
    Amanda was revelling in all of the attention, and absolutely basking in the almost constant looks she was getting from the smouldering eyed, square jawed policeman seated directly opposite. 
 
    She had seen him around town over the course of the year or so he had lived there in Everly Cove. He had been posted directly out of the academy and shown up single and unattached. Amanda had only seen him in passing and hadn’t spoken to him until the first time he showed up at one of her brother’s card nights. He had joined the group and had been hanging around with David a fair bit over the past few months. This was the second time he had been seated at Amanda’s dining table. 
 
    “I’m going all in!” She pushed her remaining chips forward in a bold and defiant move, as she had seen it done on television. 
 
    It was only she and Brent left standing. He would have to call her bet or fold. He met her eyes more directly than he ever had until that point. Amanda went all goose-bumpy as she bit down on her smile and stared right back at him. 
 
    “That’s eight bucks to you,” Michael told Brent. Michael was a tall, bony computer-shop sales clerk. 
 
    Brent checked under the edge of his two cards, nodding to himself. He then counted out the eight dollars in chips and held Amanda’s smile as he presented them forward to cover her bet. 
 
    She frowned. “Meany!” 
 
    He turned over an ace and a king. It was enough to win the hand. 
 
    Amanda pouted. 
 
    “So, what of the widow Mulvane? Did she kill her old man or what?” Justin asked of everyone in general. He was only a year or so in town, not exactly a local. 
 
    “Yep.” Michael replied. “They say he was an arsehole, though, so he probably deserved it.” 
 
    “But how do you know she did?” Amanda challenged. “I don’t think she could have done it. I wouldn’t be working for her if I thought she could do something like that.” 
 
    Michael dealt the next hand. “Apparently she’s been stashing her money all these years too. Keeps her account here empty and moves it all somewhere else every month.” 
 
    “Like where?” Brent had heard as much, but it was only rumour. Michael’s mother worked at the bank, though. 
 
    “Don’t know. But I bet she vanishes one day.” 
 
    “Oh, she will not,” Amanda scoffed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Michael. Everyone thinks she’s weird, but she’s really nice when you get to know her.” 
 
    “Granddad said he bumped into that girl this afternoon up near the mansion,” Brent said. “She was asking him about the widow and what happened. He gave her his version.” 
 
    “Which is?” Amanda blushed a little as Brent met her eyes again. 
 
    “Granddad’s in the John Phillips-did-it camp. He reckons the widow tried to leave Mulvane and he wouldn’t let her go, and that she and John were lovers. He said some of the old timers around town remember when the widow and John were going together at school, and that when he got back from the navy they picked up again.” 
 
    David reached for some chips. “What, that chick was up at the mansion today?” 
 
    “Well, up there somewhere,” Brent explained. “Just up near Granddad’s place, I think.”             
 
    “They were talking about some other murder down at the wharf this afternoon,” Justin tossed his cards in. “Some remains or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, at the soccer field.” Brent added. 
 
    “Shit! Seriously?” Michael almost choked on a mouthful of beer. 
 
    David collected a few empties and placed them on the kitchen counter. “What, like, new or ancient?”  
 
    “It was over behind the new toilet block where they’ve been digging to lay the water pipes. Looks like a young adult female. The boss reckons at least ten and up to thirty years buried.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s creepy. That’s just down there,” Amanda cried. The soccer field was at the end of the street. The new toilet block was less than a hundred metres from where they were sitting there in her dining room. 
 
    Chat drifted from murders to the recent spate of gang-related shootings in Sydney and Melbourne, and onto rugby and the game the boys were waiting on that evening. When the game started, Justin and Michael retired to the garage where there was a TV set and bar, along with the pool table. Brent remained chatting, and Amanda didn’t know whether she wanted her brother to stay or not. She calculated that as long as David was sitting there beside her, Brent would remain as well. She was excited by the prospect of her brother going outside and Brent staying to talk with her alone, yet the idea also made her chest tighten up and her heart thump a little. 
 
    The game had started and David stood. Brent turned in his chair, about to get up as well. Amanda took a ragged breath and met the policeman’s eyes. 
 
    “It was nice to see you, Brent.” She pushed a stray lock of hair off her cheek. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the munchies,” he replied, reddening in the face and looking to David then back to her again. 
 
    David shook his head, rolled his eyes and left, and Amanda stood, tugging her dressing gown into place. Brent turned back, wringing his hands and pulling on a thumb. 
 
    “It’s really good living back here after Melbourne.” He rubbed the back of his hand and inspected the result. “I’m glad I got posted here.” 
 
    “Oh, right… You used to live here before, didn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, until I was ten and Mum and Dad split.” He edged onto the arm of a lounge chair. 
 
    Amanda stood in front of him, not knowing what to do with her hands. She fiddled with her gown tie. 
 
    “I remember you,” the policeman said. “You had a purple bike.” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “It’s under the house… How could you remember that?” 
 
    He shrugged and relaxed into a nice smile as well. “You used to peg a card on the wheel to make it sound like you had a motor. Plus you used to have amazing long hair.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! David used to put the card on the wheel. Though I can’t believe you remember that too!” 
 
    Amanda unconsciously groped her hair and twirled the length of it to one side. The man was looking at it. It used to be almost blond when she was a child. It was still her natural colour, though it darkened considerably as she matured. 
 
    “I sort of remember you.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I think I remember you and David making a raft and trying to float across the creek one time, but it sank.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, that was me. But you would have only been what, five or six? I can’t remember anything that far back.” 
 
    “I would have been six when you left town. I remember a little bit.” 
 
    The conversation was stalling awkwardly. Amanda couldn’t think of what else to say. Brent was looking around, sort of toward the back door. 
 
    “I guess um—” 
 
    “Poker was—” 
 
    They had spoken at the same time. 
 
    “Poker was fun,” Amanda went on, blushing. 
 
    The guy nodded. “Do you want to um—like, get a coffee or something sometime?” 
 
    “Okay!” 
 
    Amanda’s heart leapt. The guy expelled a breath. 
 
    “Okay!” he also exclaimed. “Maybe I could call you?” 
 
    Amanda nodded, biting her lip. She was looking into his eyes, transfixed.  
 
    He thumbed toward the back door. “I’d better—” he said. “What’s your mobile number, though?” 
 
    There was a small corner phone table with a notepad by the phone. Amanda wrote her number and folded the page. She was chewing on her lip as she handed it to him. He was peering all around, nodding and blushing and motioning toward the back door. 
 
    “I’d better—” he said again, and he left her standing there staring after him. 
 
    Amanda drifted over to the dining table and tidied the empty bowls and beer bottles. She did that in a daze then turned off the lights and floated through the house to her bedroom. She flopped back on her bed with her belly tingling and her eyes still fixed wide as she stared at the ceiling. 
 
    Her window was open, and she could hear the guys’ voices from the garage quite clearly. She tossed her dressing gown and got into bed, lying awake and listening intently for Brent’s voice and for any mention of her name.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The flat, dark earth morphed into two black mountains. They were tall and narrow, and they towered over Clair—huge, jagged creatures dripping black tar from arms that reached for her. 
 
    She sat bolt upright in bed, her heart pounding as she peered around the dimly lit room. Where am I? What is this place? Her mind gripped memory of the four-poster bed and plush quilt. She was in her rented room, in Everly Cove. She checked her phone. It was almost five in the morning. 
 
    She slipped from beneath the quilt and stood at the window. The two headlands were silhouetted against the dawn sky. Her monsters dripping tar, she reasoned as the memory of her dream sort of scurried away. She had dreamt of her grandmother in Melbourne, visiting her there in her tall house surrounded by trees, although her grandmother actually lived in a city apartment. 
 
    Clair shook off a creepy, unsettling feeling as that memory of her dream also scurried away with some other abstract images she had processed. She crept along the hall to use the bathroom and washed her face to freshen up while she was there. 
 
    She sat in her room and watched the sun break through a shimmer of clouds on the horizon between the two headlands. It had rained through the night, but the sky was clearing to a fine morning. She pulled on tights, hiking boots and a short woollen dress. She took her car and cruised up onto the headland, taking a gravel road turn-off that climbed toward the old lighthouse. The road was uneven and pot-holed. It ended at a set of rusted iron gates, chained and padlocked. 
 
    The gates were banged up. It looked like they may have been rammed a time or two. There was a warped bit beneath the chain where Clair was able to slink through, and she continued up the overgrown gravel track toward the lighthouse glistening in the crisp morning sunlight.     
 
    The lighthouse was a white concrete tower beside a small stone block house. It was built at the edge of a rocky cliff, with the sound of the ocean rumbling and pounding away below. Clair stood looking up at the peak of the tower where the remnants of a glassed light-room were visible. The windows there were smashed, and the rotating lens was rusted black and aged in place. The tower stood at a height of about 20 metres and was as broad as the small house at the base. 
 
    Clair touched the stone wall of the house. It was sandy. The blocks were sandstone and naturally white in colour. They were washed clean by the elements and glistened new in the sun. There was a slatted wooden door that rested half open. It was wedged in place between a wooden cupboard lying on its side on the floor and what appeared to be a heavy timber step that had been flipped in through the door and jammed up-side-down against it. 
 
    Clair stepped over the threshold and into the building. The room she had entered was a living room. There were the metal frames of a lounge and chair with tattered brown fabric, faded and brittle looking. The cupboard against the door was a bureau with the glass front and mirrored interior smashed and fragments all over the floor. 
 
    Clair picked up a tiny glass giraffe with two legs missing. She picked up a small, splintered wooden picture frame with no picture in it. There were two bureau drawers missing but one still in place, and she pulled it out to find some bleached white papers with hand-writing barely distinguishable. They looked like accounts regarding diesel fuel purchases. They were pinned together with a heavy rusted staple. The dates were from April through November, 1968. The signature at the bottom of each page was the same. It was loopy and extravagant. It appeared to read N. D. Cornish. There was a small metal tobacco tin in the drawer. The lid was sealed with age, but it twisted off with some encouragement. There was tobacco inside that had the texture of tree bark and no scent. 
 
    The room smelled of sea-salt. There were window frames with no glass in them. The wind, rain and spray of the ocean could blow right through the place. There were two doorways, one leading to a kitchen with a corroded-white metal sink and rusted tap above it. There was an open fireplace and the shell of an enamel combustion stove with the top rusted orange. There were cupboards, all open and empty, and a wooden table with two legs broken off. The chairs from the table were around the room, and several were intact. 
 
    Clair sat on one of them. She still had the glass giraffe and the bleached papers. There was another room where she could see a concrete washtub and a back doorway with no door at all. She sat there on the wooden chair remembering the place. She had been there before. 
 
    The other doorway from the living room led to a bedroom, she recalled. She went and checked to find the sprung frame of a small single bed upturned against a wall. There was another bureau with gutted drawers smashed around the floor. There were tattered rags of clothing and a striped mattress, torn and water-stained rusty brown. 
 
    The small house was lifeless. There had been no life there for years. Clair sat on the wooden chair again and wondered what was so familiar about the place. She contemplated her feeling of childish excitement mixed with dread—the same feeling of dread she often woke with from one of her chest-pounding nightmares. 
 
    She kept the papers and the giraffe and explored further. She knew there would be an entrance to the base of the light-tower around the back of the house, and she found the door missing and the block of a diesel engine bolted to the floor inside. There was no other mechanism in the tower. It had obviously been stripped bare years ago, with the engine block probably not worth salvaging. The tower was hollow with a wooden staircase spiralling upward and hanging off the wall in places. Beneath the base of the stairs there was a section of the wall that had been rendered with red bricks. Clair had a strange feeling creep over her as she bent down to look at the brickwork. She touched the underside of the stairs, as if she had done it before, and she ran her fingers over the bricks, feeling as if something was different. But different from what, she had no idea, so she shook off the weird sensation and backed out of there.  
 
    The staircase was reasonably sturdy, and Clair climbed carefully to the top where she met an updraught of cold ocean air that combined with the thunder of waves crashing into the cliff-face below to blow her hair back. She sucked in the salty air and gazed out to the expanse of pristine blue ocean, and she took in the magnificence of that until a seagull landed on the broken window ledge beside her. 
 
    Clair then gazed down at the wharf and the awakening little town, and she looked across at the mansion staring back at her from the other headland. It looked as white as the lighthouse, and she considered it was probably constructed of the same sandstone blocks. 
 
    She felt she was in an opposing castle. She was a princess and there was a king and a queen. That wasn’t a new thought either. She had played that game before. She had imagined that exact fairy tale from that exact spot—right where she was standing, only in another life it seemed. It also occurred to her that she was not alone in that game. It was something shared. 
 
    Clair’s mobile phone buzzed in her pocket. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    “Hello, Candy. This is Marion Reeves. Will you be joining us for breakfast?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Thank you,” Clair replied. “About fifteen minutes?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine, dear. I’ll set you a place.” 
 
    Clair didn’t have a good reason to keep the papers and giraffe but she kept them, anyway, and she collected the tobacco tin and old picture frame on her way back to the car as well. She was there in town investigating, and they were the only things in the lighthouse not completely dead. They were like little clues, though to what she could not imagine. It was just the sort of thing you did when snooping, she reasoned jokingly as she rolled back down the road to the B&B. 
 
    After a hearty fried breakfast she was off and snooping again. She left the car this time, deciding to double up the detective work with getting some exercise. She kept her hiking boots in favour of joggers because of all the puddles and mud. The walkways of Everly Cove were only paved along the foreshore, otherwise it was grass worn to a dirt track in places. 
 
    Clair walked the streets—all of them. She wandered up into the base of the surrounding mountains and back to the shore. Everyone she passed either nodded or said hello. She chatted with a few different ladies about the weather or about gardens and flowers. 
 
    She called in at the police station. 
 
    “No, Officer Cooper is not on duty, miss. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    She was talking over a chest-high counter to a huge sergeant with a voice that boomed. 
 
    “I was speaking with his grandfather yesterday. I was hoping to speak with him about the Mulvane case,” Clair explained. 
 
    “The Mulvane case?” the sergeant questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean the old unsolved death of Charles Mulvane,” Clair went on, leaning over the counter with the big man’s eyes dropping to her cleavage momentarily. “I’m a student doing a research paper.” 
 
    The guy had blushed a bit. He filled his chest with air. “I see.” He rubbed at his chin and allowed his eyes to roll downward again. 
 
    Clair filled her own chest with air, pressing forward in her little knitted dress. 
 
    “Well, what do you want to know?” the big man asked. 
 
    Clair shrugged. “Is there a file?” 
 
    “Not one we’re currently dealing with, miss. It’s been some years.” 
 
    “Could you find some information for me?” Clair smiled sweetly. “Maybe I could come back?” 
 
    The police sergeant grinned, nodding and almost winking. “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, then?” Clair tossed back over her shoulder from open glass doors. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find,” the sergeant said again. 
 
    “Okay. Bye, Officer,” she left him with and continued on her walk, strolling along the shoreline again then venturing on past where she had encountered the old man the day before. She walked up the footpath that skirted the cliff face until she could see the mansion through the trees and lawns. 
 
    There was a two metre high wrought-iron fence of vertical bars with spiked points. It could be seen off into the distance forming a perimeter to the mansion grounds. The fence followed the path to the summit of the headland and a protruding ledge that had a few bench seats, a place where one could rest and look out at the ocean and down at the fishing boats in the cove or across to the lighthouse. The wrought-iron fence also protruded a little beyond the cliff’s edge and ended right there. It would be for a dare-devil to swing out and climb around the thing to gain access to the mansion grounds. Clair was not inclined to try that. 
 
    She intended to approach the mansion, though, so she walked back down the path and started back up the steep climb, but on the road. She came to spiky wrought-iron gates and an intercom button. 
 
    “Hello. May I speak to the owner of the house, please?” 
 
    Clair figured, who better to ask about the Mulvane death than the widow herself? 
 
    “Hello!” she said again, pressing the button. “Is anyone home?” 
 
    There was no answer forthcoming, but after a few minutes a woman came walking down the driveway from the house. She looked too young to be the widow Mulvane. 
 
    “Hi!” Clair called to her as she approached. “Sorry. I was hoping to speak with Mrs Mulvane.” 
 
    “She’s not home.” The woman was younger than Clair. 
 
    “Are you Mrs Mulvane’s daughter?” Clair asked. “I’m Candy.” 
 
    “I’m Amanda,” the woman replied. “I work here.” 
 
    Clair looked around, up at the mansion, and she clutched the iron gate, grappling with it. “Wow! Serious fence!” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Clair made a face. “Keeping something in or out?” 
 
    Amanda giggled. “Um—out!” 
 
    They shared a giggle that time. 
 
    “You’re that girl, aren’t you?” Amanda asked curiously. 
 
    “Probably.” Clair nodded. “I’m getting way more looks around town than I’d normally get in this,” she added, indicating her dress. 
 
    “It’s pretty,” Amanda said, biting a lip. 
 
    “It would look good on you,” Clair replied, drawing a smile. She considered that getting to know a mansion employee could come in handy, but she also liked the younger woman’s face. She struck Clair as genuine. She was probably born locally and had only ever been out of the cove on day trips and a few vacations with her parents. She was likely going out with a guy from two houses down who she went to school with. 
 
    “So, what are us girls supposed to do for fun around here, anyway?” Clair tried. “What’s that Bar and Grill place like? Or the little pub just down here?” 
 
    “Oh, we go to the Grill,” Amanda enthused. “The other pub’s for men mostly.” 
 
    “For men?” Clair questioned sceptically. 
 
    “No, I mean for fisherman—like, right off the boat and still smelly, fishermen.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    They shared another laugh. 
 
    “But I don’t know anyone,” Clair went on pointedly. “I’m stuck at the B&B with the oldies. It’s totally boring except for this research paper I have to do for class.” 
 
    “Well, you could always come out with us… I mean with my brother and some of our friends. We’re going to the Grill tomorrow night.” 
 
    Clair smiled. “Could I?” 
 
    “Yeah—of course. Except my brother has already checked you out—just so you know.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep. He was at the B&B when you arrived.” 
 
    “Oh! The gardener guy with no shirt?” 
 
    Amanda nodded. “That’s him. But he’s harmless.” 
 
    Clair giggled. “He didn’t look harmless.” 
 
    There was movement at a window in the top floor of the mansion. There was someone there watching. 
 
    Clair gestured toward the house. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Amanda turned to look and she waved. “That’s Nell. Mrs Mulvane’s daughter.” 
 
    Clair waved too but there was no response. “I heard she’s a recluse?” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s really nice. She’s not stupid or anything, like people think.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t leave the grounds? Why not?” 
 
    “She doesn’t leave the house! She just doesn’t.” Amanda shrugged. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Well, what does her mother say?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I wouldn’t be game to ask her.” 
 
    Clair made a face again. “What—she’s scary?” 
 
    “Yes! Very!” Amanda replied, giggling. “Except she’s sort of nice too. You just know not to ask anything about her business, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to ask! She can only tell me where to go.” 
 
    “I guess. But she won’t be back for hours, anyway,” Amanda explained. “I could tell her you came by and wanted to speak with her.” 
 
    Clair wrote her mobile number on a scrap of paper and handed it through the bars. “If you’re going to the Grill and there’s room for one more…” she said. “Nice to meet you, Amanda.” 
 
    “Well, what about tonight? You could come over.” 
 
    “To your place?” 
 
    “Yeah—if you want? It’s silly being here all alone. You could come for dinner.” 
 
    “I’d love to!” Clair replied enthusiastically. “Where and what time?” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at the B&B at six?” Amanda offered. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Okay—see you then!” 
 
    Clair strolled back down the drive and caught sight of another house in through the trees. There was a driveway but it was overgrown. She walked closer and saw that the house had smashed windows and bits of the roof missing. She experienced a cold shiver as she turned away, and she kind of hurried along back to the main road. It felt like she was being watched or something, but that was silly. 
 
    She shook that off and strolled into town where she bought a coffee and sat watching the fishing boats for a while. She figured she must be the only tourist in town. Everyone looked at her and either nodded or smiled and mumbled a hello. It was actually a friendly little place, she decided. 
 
    “Oh, Mr Oldfield!” It was the old man from the day before. 
 
    “Morgan, lass… Morgan will be fine.” He stopped, peering down at her. 
 
    “I was just wondering if you knew the name Cornish—N. D. Cornish?” 
 
    The old man sat down. “I do, lass. Noel Cornish passed away about ten years ago. He was a good mate.” 
 
    “Oh, I see… I’m sorry,” Clair offered warmly. 
 
    The old man smiled. “He had a good innings, old Noel. Passed in his sleep… He was the widow’s father, though I’m guessing you know that.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t know that,” Clair replied thoughtfully. “Her father?” 
 
    “Yeah... Susan Cornish before she married. Her dad’s favourite.” 
 
    “Oh, wow… I found his name on some papers at the lighthouse.” 
 
    “You’ve been up there?” The old man looked up at the headland. “You been snooping around the lighthouse?” he went on, chuckling. 
 
    “Yes. You said I was a snoop yesterday, so I thought I’d better do some.” 
 
    They shared a laugh. 
 
    “Old Noel was the lighthouse keeper, lass. The last one. Finished up back in the early seventies.” 
 
    Another old man had sidled close. He had a toothless grin splitting his small, round face, and huge ears sticking out the bottom of a woollen beanie. 
 
    “Seems we’ve got a real detective come to town… A lady Sherlock Holmes!” Morgan told him. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Candy,” Clair offered. “I’m only a student. Not a real detective.” 
 
    The old man’s grin seemed to be fixed in place as he nodded with his neck and shoulders bobbing. 
 
    “This is Lou,” Morgan explained. “Say hello, Lou!” 
 
    “Hello,” Lou said, with his grin resuming afterward. 
 
    Clair stayed chatting with Morgan Oldfield and met a few other locals. She caught a few hours’ sleep in the afternoon and was waiting on the front steps of the B&B at six when Amanda arrived to pick her up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    David was feeling good. He planted his empty beer glass on the bar and did a little air-guitar as his song finished. “Catch-ya Luce!” he called to the barmaid. Lucy was her name. She gave him a high-five, and he spun, strumming his imaginary guitar. “Vic!” he said, shaping up to Victor Turak, a fisherman friend who shaped up in mock readiness to box. The two men shadow-boxed each other but David’s shadow boxing morphed back into an air-guitar solo as he left his friend and spun toward the door of the bar, almost bumping right into his ex-girlfriend, Cassandra. 
 
    “Cassie! Oh, shit!” He pulled up, grinning and switching his air-guitar to air-drums. 
 
    “Hello, David. Had a few, have you?” 
 
    A man stopped behind Cassie. It was her boss, Reece Norman, the man she had dumped David for. He placed his hands upon her shoulders. “Hello, David.” 
 
    David dropped the air-drumsticks, raising his hands in an exaggerated surrender as he steadied himself. He had had one too many beers. His mind was kind of numb and swaying this way and that.  He tried to focus, though. 
 
    “Reece,” he said, shaking his head and waving a finger. “You know, Reecey, you’re looking sharp, man… Looks like a million bucks, eh, Cass?” he slurred. “A million fucking bucks, eh?” 
 
    David focused at the last and eyeballed the other man. He then met Cassandra’s eyes, which had watered up a bit. “Sorry, Cassie,” he said to her sincerely. “I’m a bit drunk.” 
 
    He passed the two of them, glancing at the other man again, then moving on out the door and across the car-park to the street. He had left his utility at home, planning on having a few beers and being over the limit. He sat down for a while, watching the evening strollers along the foreshore and trying to sober up for the walk. 
 
    He sat for an hour before moving on and up the street to his house where he heard laughter emanating from the living room. His mind had sharpened. He was still a bit drunk but was thinking clearly. He walked into the house to find his sister and some other woman laughing hysterically. 
 
    They both pointed at him and laughed louder. 
 
    “What the hell?” he said. “What’s so bloody funny?” 
 
    The other woman was hot. David sort of recognised her. He remembered the new girl at the B&B and had placed her. 
 
    “Actually, his shirt is tucked in a bit.” Clair looked at Amanda. “It looks like it was tucked in.” 
 
    One side of David’s shirt was secure, the other side had worked its way free of his jeans. It was still tucked in a bit at the back. He walked through the room with the two women still laughing at him, sharing a joke he had no idea of. “Crazy chicks,” he grumbled to himself, and when he got to the kitchen and opened the fridge, he called back to his sister, “Is there anything to eat?” 
 
    “In the oven!” 
 
    David found his dinner there and sat at the table to eat it. The two women joined him. They had wine. 
 
    “David, this is Candy,” Amanda announced. “She’s from the Gold Coast.” 
 
    “Hi,” Clair said, smiling. 
 
    David nodded. “Hi.” 
 
    “Except David’s not like the others,” Amanda said to Clair. 
 
    “Oh—how so?” Clair replied. 
 
    “He’s more like a girl.” 
 
    David frowned but kept eating. He was hungry. 
 
    “In that he..?” Clair prompted. 
 
    “In that he’s the one who always falls in love.” 
 
    David frowned harder. They were too giggly to argue with, though. Plus the other chick was hot, he reasoned again. He wouldn’t want to argue with her. 
 
    “Do you?” she said to him. 
 
    “Do I what?” 
 
    “Do you fall in love?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Nope! Love’s bullshit.” 
 
    “Oh, you do so!” his sister scolded. “And it is not bullshit.” 
 
    “No, I agree with your brother,” Clair said. “Love is for movies and fairy tales. All you need is sex!” 
 
    “Yes!” David agreed, cheering. “What’s your name, again?” He examined Clair closely. 
 
    “Candy.” 
 
    “And how do you two—um..?” he motioned between the two of them. 
 
    “We met at the mansion. She’s going to ask the widow who killed her husband,” Amanda clarified as a matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Oh? But she killed him, didn’t she?” David queried. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hearing,” Clair agreed. 
 
    “And you’re..?” David prompted. 
 
    “I’m doing a paper for my college course. Oh, and some big old copper is going to show me the file tomorrow. I showed him some boob and he couldn’t say yes quick enough!” 
 
    “Candy!” Amanda scolded. 
 
    “You showed him some boob?” David questioned with interest. 
 
    Clair thrust her boobs forward, showing off her cleavage. “You guys are easy,” she scoffed at David. 
 
    “True,” he conceded, earning a more genuine smile. “Tell her!” He pointed to his sister. “Tell her to show Brent some boob or something.” 
 
    “No!” Amanda said. “It’s not like that with him.” 
 
    “Bullshit! He can’t get his eyes off the barmaids down at the Grill on a Saturday night. He’s no different to the rest of us.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Clair challenged Amanda. “The barmaids..?” she questioned David. 
 
    “See-through—boobs on show!” he explained. “And Brent with his tongue hanging out just like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you can hardly blame him for that,” Amanda defended. “If girls are going to go topless!” 
 
    “Hey!” Clair exclaimed in mock indignation. 
 
    “Oh… Sorry… Not that there’s anything wrong with girls going topless.” 
 
    David was confused, looking at the two women for some clarification. 
 
    “I’m a stripper,” Clair explained. “You know—pole dancer—lap dancer.” 
 
    David grinned. 
 
    “Yeah, suck your tongue back in!” his sister said, giggling. 
 
    “Private dances?” David queried jokingly. 
 
    “A hundred bucks a song,” Clair replied, also jokingly. Although she got up and wriggled around David to get some more wine from the fridge. 
 
    “Your food’s getting cold,” his sister informed pointedly, raising her eyebrows at his stupid grin. 
 
    Clair brought the wine bottle back. She topped up Amanda’s glass. “Do you want to try it on?” 
 
    “Okay.” Amanda stood to go with her new girlfriend. 
 
    David questioned them, but was left there alone without explanation. They returned after a while wearing each other’s dress. Clair was wearing Amanda’s house dress and Amanda was in Clair’s slinky little woollen number. 
 
    “Well?” Clair said to David, presenting his little sister. 
 
    Amanda had a great figure that was accentuated by the skin-tight dress. She never offered cleavage but was at the moment. “Damn!” David exclaimed. He was taken aback. 
 
    “See!” Clair said to Amanda. 
 
    David found himself looking Clair over too. The house dress had transformed her just as much, and what it had transformed her into had David’s heart pounding a bit. Although he consciously pushed that notion aside and pictured Clair lap dancing again. 
 
    The girls then vanished, and David gravitated toward the television and a rugby game that was on. Amanda came from her room a few times for more wine, but he never saw Clair again before going to bed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The entire town of Everly Cove went to bed before mid-night on a Thursday. There was nothing open—no shops, not even an all-night service station. The fishing boats slept too. There was no one out to sea at that hour, and on that particular Thursday night the cove was still and calm with a three-quarter moon lighting the small town grey and glistening off the water. 
 
    Nell Mulvane had her telescope trained on a lone person walking along the foreshore. Nell was usually awake around mid-night and on into the early hours. She usually slept from dawn until mid-day. She liked owning the town at night, which is how it felt to her to be the only person awake and watching things down there. She saw the occasional walker and liked to follow them with her telescope. This one was a man who lived somewhere down the police-sign street. Nell recognised him but didn’t know his name, and she would lose sight of him around about the Police sign. 
 
    She watched until he vanished, then moved her telescope to focus on The Cove Bed and Breakfast where the new girl had been staying. The B&B was in darkness with no lights or movement within. 
 
    Nell swept around the foreshore again, checking for any other activity, then abandoned her watch and chose a video tape from her collection, which took up nearly the entire wall. She had taped many television series and documentaries. She liked any kind of nature or history program, and she loved drama shows. She had chosen episodes of Charmed. She had recently begun watching the series right through again and was only into the second season. 
 
    Nell kept the volume low, but after a short time her mother came and sat beside her. 
 
    Nell cuddled up. “Did I wake you, Mum?” 
 
    “No, love. I was reading. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No. I had more pudding.” 
 
    Her mother stroked her hair as they watched Charmed. They often watched Nell’s shows together. 
 
    “That was fun today,” Nell said. 
 
    “You liked that?” 
 
    “Yes. And he sent me another one after.” 
 
    Nell had tried email for the first time. Her mother had a computer that she used to check things on the internet. Nell had used it, but she had never actually communicated with anyone before. 
 
    “It was fun for John too,” her mother said. “What else did he send you?” 
 
    “A picture of the people working inside the market. It was just like through my scope but from the other side.” 
 
    “Oh, wow! And what did he write?” 
 
    “He wrote to me that he would send another photo tomorrow if I liked. He said I should send him another email to say what I want to see. He said I could use reply again instead of typing his address… I’m going to ask to see the new supermarket.” 
 
    Her mother laughed warmly. The Woolworths supermarket had been open for nearly ten years, but Nell had never seen it. She had been to the dentist a few times, but those trips were taken under tremendous stress, and the dentist was only at the bottom of the hill, near their driveway. She had been on two other outings in recent months with her doctor supervising. Those had been ventures beyond Nell’s comfort zone as well but were made with the purpose of attempting to treat her agoraphobia. Both trips had been a short drive along the foreshore late at night, without getting out of the doctor’s car. Nell had seen the Woolworths sign but was afraid to leave sight of the house by allowing the doctor to turn down the street. 
 
    She checked her emails again after her mother went back to bed. She had the two pictures: one from inside the fish market and the other of her mother and John standing together and waving. That one was interesting, in that it was the first time Nell had seen her mother and her boyfriend together. She liked the way John was cuddling and the way her mother was leaning into him and holding his waist. It was nice to see her mother with a man like that—the way it was for women on television. 
 
    Men fascinated Nell, but they frightened her up close. She always watched the gardener from her windows. 
 
    She returned to her telescope and the fishing boats coming to life as the eastern sky brightened. She watched the boats slowly drift out through the headlands to sea. She used to see them as pirate warriors of the evil king who lived in the lighthouse, which was actually a castle. Her mother was the good queen of her castle and she was Princess Song. She was a lonely princess, though, the daughter of a dead king, while her best friend, Princess Veil, was locked in the evil king’s castle. Her imaginary best friend, Nell recalled with pathos. She hadn’t pondered that childhood fantasy in ages. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    David woke with a headache. He had mixed a few rums amongst the line-up of beers the previous evening, and that usually earned him a bit of a hangover. He sought the fridge and the bottle of orange juice on the door. He tipped that up and gulped down about a litre of the icy, sweet drink. 
 
    He heard his sister approach and burped as he turned to find it was actually the stripper girl. She was wearing Amanda’s clothes. She had on jeans and a sweater that David recognised. It seemed she had stayed over in the spare room. 
 
    “Candy’s going to stay with us for a few weeks, if that’s alright?” Amanda said, lining up beside her. 
 
    David nodded. Hell, yes! 
 
    “Thanks,” Clair said to him. “It’s nice and homey here and too stuffy at the B&B.” 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” David offered sincerely. He was standing there in boxer shorts, though, and that suddenly occurred to him. He tugged them up and straightened them a bit as he closed the fridge and tossed the juice bottle in the bin. He tugged his singlet down too, double checking that nothing was hanging out of his shorts before turning back to face the women. There wasn’t much else to do really. He’d just gotten out of bed after all.  
 
    “Plus you have to take Candy to check out the old house,” his sister stated. “Because she’s scared of homeless people.” 
 
    “Homeless people?” David questioned, confused. “What homeless people?” Although the idea of taking Candy pretty much wherever she wanted to go was fine. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Amanda teased her new friend. 
 
    “And spiders. And mice!” Clair explained. “I’m afraid of most abandoned house inhabitants.” 
 
    David smiled. “There’ll be plenty of spiders and mice.” 
 
    The old house was the one beside the mansion. It had been uninhabited for twenty years. David hadn’t been in there himself since he was a kid. 
 
    “So, you’ll take me?” Clair entreated, making him blush. 
 
    “Yeah…” he said, like of course he would! 
 
    “Today?” She had stepped closer and was peering up sweetly. 
 
    “I’ve got the day off, so…” He added a shrug as an open offer. 
 
    Amanda’s mobile phone rang, and she went into the other room. 
 
    “So, what do you think you’re going to find there?” David asked. 
 
    “I’ll make that.” Clair took the coffee from him. “How do you have it?” 
 
    “White with two.” David poured some Corn Flakes. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’ll find there. I think it used to be my grandparents’ house.” 
 
    “Your grandparents?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re from here. My parents grew up here and moved to Queensland after they married.” 
 
    “Oh, right… And you..?” 
 
    “No, I was born in Brisbane. I stayed here with my grandparents for a few Christmas holidays when I was really little. I don’t remember much about the place, but bits are coming back to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s cool, then. Should be fun checking the old house out. I grew up here, so it’s all pretty boring to me.” 
 
    “Yes, I know you did. I know heaps of stuff about you,” Clair tossed back over her shoulder while pouring the water for coffees. 
 
    “Oh, you do?” David questioned. 
 
    “Yes. Amanda and I talked,” she explained. “Though I had you pretty much figured before that.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” David tossed back with a mouthful of Corn Flakes. 
 
    “You too, what?” 
 
    “I had you figured when you stepped out of your car at the B&B.” 
 
    “Oh, you did not… You do not have me figured at all.” 
 
    “Sure, I do. Except for the baby seat.” 
 
    Clair blushed a bit. “It’s not mine.” 
 
    “Oh. That makes sense, then.” 
 
    “What does?” She was frowning. 
 
    “Just that if you had a kid, where is it?” 
 
    “Oh… I guess… But why would you want to figure me, anyway?” she pressed. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” David shot back. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because you’re hot.” 
 
    She blushed a bit again. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    Amanda came back, grinning gleefully. “It was him,” she cried at Clair. “Tonight!” 
 
    They squealed and hugged. 
 
    “Where?” Clair asked excitedly. 
 
    “The Lantern… It’s nice.” 
 
    David sipped his coffee. He was standing there with his Corn Flakes bowl in his other hand. The hot new girl in town was pulled away by his sister, but she looked back at him. 
 
    “This conversation isn’t over,” she said defiantly. 
 
    “Damn straight it isn’t,” David shot back, making her frown and smile all at once as she was pulled out of sight around the corner of the living room. 
 
    He put on jeans and a jumper, passing his sister’s closed bedroom door with his laptop in his hand. He set up at the dining table with his coffee to check the morning news stories. 
 
    David wasn’t sure why he had been dumped. Cassie’s explanation had been that they were not officially a couple, so she was free to fall for someone else. Which was technically true, but David felt like they were together. He was about to tell her he loved her. 
 
    She had also talked about mature men and boy-men. She had basically called him immature and a bit of a clown. She had mentioned his drinking. She was probably right about that, he reasoned as he clicked on a story about another shark attack off a beach in South Australia. Shark attacks seemed to be becoming more common down there. 
 
    Cassie had compared David openly and harshly to her boss, Reece Norman. He wasn’t much older than David and had a different suit for every day of the week. He knew what wine to order with a meal, and Cassie looked great by his side the previous night. David had never seen her in that particular dress before and didn’t know if it was new or if he had just never dressed well enough to encourage her to wear it. He didn’t own a suit. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon. We’re getting Candy’s stuff,” Amanda called to him. 
 
    He leaned back to see around the corner of the wall, and the new girl in town pointed at him, smiling and shaking her head. 
 
    He shrugged innocently. “What..?” 
 
    “Just you wait,” she threatened him playfully. “Got me figured, my arse!” 
 
    He leaned back to look more deliberately. “Yeah, that too.” 
 
    She wiggled her bum and made him laugh. He walked over to the front window and watched them leaving. She waved and he waved back. 
 
    When they had driven away, he returned to the shark attack story then browsed a few more before searching his picture album for a family shot of him and his sister with their parents, and he used that to replace the picture of Cassie he had as desktop background. 
 
    The Corn Flakes were not going to cut it, though. He was still hungry and decided a stroll down to the shops was in order. 
 
    It was getting on mid-morning and quite warm. There was not a cloud to be seen. The air was still and kind of steamy with the scent of grass and flowers. The houses along David’s street were well established and well gardened. They were small fibro family homes from his parents’ era, and a lot of the residents were elderly. 
 
    Two streets over was the Woolworths supermarket, which was in a mall with a butcher, chemist, book shop, news agency and a bakery. David lined up at the bakery counter and purchased a fresh loaf of bread for lunch, along with the two sausage rolls he had decided on to complete his breakfast. 
 
    He strolled around past Cassie’s house on the way back home. He didn’t know why. It was the same distance as the way he had walked to the shops, so it was a matter of choosing to walk past her house or to avoid doing so. He guessed he was choosing to not avoid walking past, and he noticed her car there behind the gates, and that the front door was open with only the screen door closed. It was likely that she was home, and he almost called in to apologise for the drunken encounter the previous night, but he calculated it would be best to leave it. 
 
    He wondered whether she could see him, but he shook that off and wished he had walked the other way. 
 
    That route took him past the school and playing fields where he saw Brent with a few other cops and a white tent set up with FORENSICS stamped on the side. He waved, and Brent waved back but was busy on-duty. It was the site of the human remains someone dug up, as David recalled. He would have to mow the fields within the week. It was one of his contracts, and it had been over a week since he had last given the school and playing fields a trim. It was a twice a month arrangement through autumn and winter, and once a week through the hotter months when the grass grew half an inch a day. 
 
    He chomped down the two sausage rolls with another coffee and two headache tablets as soon as he got home. The headache was beginning to numb. He quietly played a bit of pool in his garage until it had abated completely and his breakfast had digested. He then took to his treadmill for some exercise. 
 
    David had given up playing rugby that year. He had played since he was six years old, right through the grades and on into the local adult competition, which was a regional grade and not fully professional. He was fairly wiry at twenty, and pretty quick on his feet. By his late twenties, he had built into quite a solid man. He was still pretty good with the ball in hand, being hard to tackle and bring down. The young guys, though, the 18-20-year-olds—well, he had become an easy mark for them in the defensive line. At thirty, he was just too slow for them, and he had packed his boots away at the end of the past season. 
 
    “Can I have a turn on that?” Clair called to him from his garage door. 
 
    He was red faced, puffing and sweating beer, rum and sausage roll juice. 
 
    “Sure!” He stepped off his tread mill and grabbed a towel. 
 
    Damn she looked good! She had her long, blond hair pulled back into a pony-tail. Is that lycra she’s wearing? She had on three-quarter length tights and pink highlight Nikes. Her top was basically a black halter-neck sports bra. Her belly was flat and lean. 
 
    “I’ll just wind this back a bit for you,” David said cheekily. 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” she replied, countering his cheek with sincerity and shutting him up. 
 
    David was not easy to shut up. He always had a comment to offer. 
 
    “It’s fine like that,” she said when he had the machine running at a brisk walking pace. She was looking around at his bar, television, rugby trophies and framed photos, at his pool table and sofa chairs. “This is like a man-cave,” she concluded. 
 
    David beat his chest and did a mock Tarzan noise. “Me Tarzan!” 
 
    She giggled. “Me Jane’s girlfriend from the big city.” 
 
    “You look like a Jane,” David said agreeably. “If I was a stripper I’d probably go with Tarzan.” 
 
    “You mean after you trimmed a few kilos?” 
 
    “Yeah, after that.” 
 
    She laughed that time. “Well, I think I’ll stick with David but you can call me Jane,” she said. “I’d like that.” 
 
    David smiled. “Okay, Jane.” 
 
    “It’ll be like a secret name, though. For when you’re helping me snoop.” 
 
    “I’m helping you snoop?” 
 
    “Well, yes. Aren’t you?” 
 
    David kicked back in one of his couch chairs. Clair’s body was glistening sweat. Her cheeks were rosy. Her pony tail was swishing and bobbing. 
 
    “I guess I am,” he agreed. “So, we’re snooping the Mulvanes?” 
 
    “Yeah, but just for fun. I actually got some stuff from the police station just now that covers everything I need for my assignment. I got a whole summary from the file and some basic crime scene pics… It’s not like I have to solve it or anything.  I’d still love to talk to the widow, though.” 
 
    “She doesn’t say much,” David affirmed. “I have dealings with her about the grounds and what she wants done, but we don’t talk or anything… She’s pretty cagy.” 
 
    “Cagy?” 
 
    “Well, secretive… She doesn’t talk to anyone if you ask Amanda.” 
 
    “I know. I was going to ask Amanda,” Clair confessed. “I wanted to get to know her so I could pump her for info, but she’s too nice, and I can’t bring myself to snoop with her.” 
 
    David chuckled. “It’s alright. Mandy turns everyone to mush.” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly! And that’s why you have to help me snoop instead.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m in!” David declared. “Sign me up! Just got dumped and have nothing the hell better to do!” 
 
    “Oh, I know. Sorry.” 
 
    “Pfft… I’m better off,” David lied. He didn’t feel better off. Although, he was beginning to as he watched Clair step it out for a few more minutes. 
 
    She took his sweaty towel and used it to dab her wet skin as she stood before him. She either had great legs or the lycra was doing wonders shaping them. The swell of her chest was pushing her boobs out of her top as she released her pony tail and ruffled her hair. 
 
    “Do you want to play pool?” she asked sweetly. “Winner gets the first shower!” 
 
    “Ha! Like it will be a contest,” David scoffed. 
 
    She sidled closer. “Or we could play for lap dances. But if I win you have to give me one, Tarzan!” 
 
    David laughed. “Yeah, that’s funny. Maybe after a bunch of beers.” 
 
    She laughed too. “And after the kilos, so you don’t sit on my lap and squash me!” 
 
    David clutched his love-handles and wobbled his gut. “Yep,” he said. “I used to play rugby, you know—used to be a Tarzan.” 
 
    “You still look pretty good,” Clair said sincerely. “Can’t imagine what that other girl was thinking.” 
 
    She was setting up the pool balls. She had glanced up and passed the comment as would his sister or a friend. She had left it there and moved on chatting about what the local rules were for pool, but the comment resounded with David, and the kindness in it warmed him. 
 
    They played a few games, which he won easily until he started playing left-handed to make it fair. 
 
    “So, the town’s in like, blocks. It’s all square,” Clair commented as they walked toward the cove. 
 
    Amanda had some housekeeping work to do for an elderly lady up the street and had left them for the afternoon. They would check out the old house later, but Clair wanted to browse a few shops in town first. 
 
    They walked across to the water and leaned there on the rail watching the fishing boats for a while. David then took her into the fishermen’s pub because she couldn’t come at the idea it was for men only. She had her nose screwed up. 
 
    “Told you.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” she denied. “It just smells like the ocean.” 
 
    “It’s because of the water lapping at the back landing, and waste from the market spews out in the rocks there. It’s not so much the guys, although they’re all used to it and don’t care.” 
 
    “So, you don’t bring your dates here, then? Wise!” Clair concluded with a giggle. 
 
    They had a beer on the back landing before moving on into town and the few clothing shops. “I want to buy a suit,” David said. 
 
    “What sort?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I usually hire one for weddings. There’s a wedding I’m going to next month.” 
 
    Clair had bought a new raincoat and a heavy woollen scarf. David tried on a few suits, and she helped him decide which one to buy. They were strolling along with their shopping bags, laughing and chatting, when Cassie appeared walking toward them. 
 
    “Should I make myself scarce?” Clair asked. 
 
    “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “Should I pretend and cuddle up?” she whispered playfully. “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “Um…” David had to think. “As much as I’d be into that, I think no. I wouldn’t want to upset her unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Ahh—a gentleman,” Clair pondered. “Maybe I didn’t quite have you figured, Tarzan.” 
 
    Cassie was too close for David to respond. “Hi, Cass.” 
 
    Her eyes darted to the woman beside him and back a few times. “Hi,” she said, without stopping. 
 
    David didn’t look back. He wondered if Cassie did. “Well?” he asked of Clair after a moment. 
 
    Clair glanced back. “Well, David, she’s waiting to cross the road and looking at us.” 
 
    Cassie was quite plain compared to Clair. David wasn’t that big on appearances and was more interested in other qualities, but it was simply true that Clair was significantly better looking. 
 
    “She’s probably wondering who the hell you are,” he said with half a smile. 
 
    “It was classy that you didn’t want to tease her, though,” Clair repeated. 
 
    “Probably should have.” 
 
    Clair looked back again. “No, that was better… Not knowing if you should be jealous really bites!” 
 
    The impression David had formed as Clair stepped out of her car at the B&B the other day was of a refined, probably stuck-up city woman who knew how good she looked. The revelation that she was actually a stripper had come as a nice, intriguing surprise, not as a shock. Spending that morning with her dispelled the stuck-up bit of his original assessment. She was not pompous or arrogant, not in the slightest. She was more like the chick next door who was confident that she looked pretty good. 
 
    They deposited the shopping bags in their rooms and continued their walk, down past the school, around the creek and the lower part of town. They arrived at the intersection where the widow’s driveway met the main road. It was a short climb from there to the overgrown entrance to the old house. The driveway was a gazetted road that ended at the gates of the Mulvane mansion and also serviced the ruined house next door. 
 
    David pushed through a thicket of spikey shrubs that had claimed the driveway. Old wheel tracks were barely distinguishable in the sandy ground where they once curved around to the left of the house, toward the shared perimeter with the grounds of the mansion. The old house stood tall and narrow. It was a two storey weatherboard dwelling with a small porch and tiny cross-framed windows with most panes of glass smashed. The weatherboard was flaking dirty cream coloured paint and bare in places. There were flower boxes along the front that were full of dead grass, with some pink and red geraniums having survived the years of neglect. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh. This is the house I dream about all the time,” Clair mumbled wistfully. “Except it’s not here. It’s in the city and my grandparents still live in it.” 
 
    “So, they did live here!” 
 
    “Must have, I guess.” 
 
    David was testing the floorboards on the porch. “It looks safe enough.” 
 
    He led the way with Clair following. The front door opened smoothly. It wasn’t locked and didn’t creak or anything. “I was expecting eeek,” he said, grinning back at Clair’s wide eyes gazing about. 
 
    “This is it,” she said conclusively. 
 
    They had entered a bare living room. It was small with a fireplace and staircase. Beyond the staircase was a kitchen with a back doorway but no door. The door was outside rotting on the ground with grass growing up through it. There was an outhouse in the back yard with a toilet visible through an open door and a concrete wash tub in an adjoining section of the small, weatherboard building. 
 
    “Yep—I remember that,” Clair offered from the back doorway as David turned to walk back up the concrete steps. She was looking at the outhouse. “Spiders!” she added. “Used to have to go out there and sit with the friggin’ spiders. Or wet the bed.” 
 
    David nodded. “We used to have an outdoor toilet when I was a kid, right where my treadmill is now, before they had proper sewage systems. I think my folks built onto the house when I was a baby. I can just remember the old toilet being there, but we never used it.” 
 
    “I could have walked to your place. It’s not so far,” Clair said, but paused with a new thought. “How old are you, Tarzan?” 
 
    “Thirty… You, Jane?” 
 
    She giggled. “It’s rude to ask women.” 
 
    “You don’t look thirty,” David tossed out there. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m not. I was just thinking you were there at your house when I was here with my grandparents. Maybe we saw each other.” 
 
    “Probably did. What did you do when you were here? I was either hanging around the beach or at the playing fields by the school. Or down the creek.” 
 
    “I don’t remember what I did. I remember the lighthouse, so I must have gone up there, but I’ve worked out that the widow’s father would have lived there at that time. N. D. Cornish. Noel. He died about ten years ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember Mr Cornish. He was cool. Used to let us kids climb up the lighthouse and look out to sea. He was really friendly.” 
 
    “Oh, well that makes sense, then. My grandparents probably knew him and took me there sometimes.” 
 
    David was checking the stairs and found them and the hand rail to be fairly sturdy. They climbed to the upper level where there were two bedrooms and a small room between that had a hole in the floor. 
 
    “There was a bath in there, I think,” Clair informed. “This is where I slept. I remember looking out at Granddad’s workshop.” 
 
    “What, that?” David asked. There was a building of the same weatherboard construction behind the widow’s perimeter fence. He hadn’t noticed that it matched the old house before. 
 
    “Yeah, that was Granddad’s workshop and garage. He used to drive the car underneath… I remember that. It’s in my dream sometimes. But how come it’s behind the widow’s fence?” 
 
    “Because the widow owns this property. As far as I know, her husband bought it before he died. They say he bought it so no one could move in next door. Which must have been after your grandparents moved, I suppose.” 
 
    “Well, they moved when I was seven. I know I was here that Christmas, and that was the last time. So, they would have sold it and moved to Melbourne in 1985.” 
 
    “So, you were seven at Christmas 1984, eh?” David nodded cheekily. “So, that makes you… Um, when’s your birthday..? So, I know when to buy you something.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What will you buy me?” She pushed him playfully. “Smart arse!” 
 
    It was the first time she had deliberately touched him. She brushed past and went to another window. He approached behind her, edging close. She peered back up at him, but he didn’t meet her eyes. His heart was thumping a bit. She turned back to the window as he looked down at her hair. 
 
    “I wonder why the Mulvane’s fenced Granddad’s garage onto their side,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t know.” David swallowed at the fact that his throat had dried up. “It’s always been locked up. I just mow around it.” 
 
    Clair turned fully around and looked up at him deliberately. She was smiling lightly. She placed both hands against his chest and pushed him as she stepped past. 
 
    She glanced back, though. “Still think you’ve got me figured?” 
 
    “Not so much,” David replied, sitting back on the window ledge. “I figured twenty-three, twenty-four tops.” 
 
    She departed the room peering back enticingly, and he followed to find her at the window of a larger room, presumably the main bedroom. He approached close again, but she didn’t glance back at him that time. 
 
    She pointed out the window. “That’s where Granddad used to drive his car in. Right where those drums are.” 
 
    There were rusted forty-four gallon drums stacked two-high against the end of the dilapidated old building. 
 
    “I think we need to come back one night and see what’s in there,” she said. “You can’t have a locked up old building on the same property as an unsolved murder. That’s just wrong.” 
 
    “It is?” David asked, swallowing again.  
 
    She turned and faced him, touching his chest but not pushing that time. “Can we sneak a look?” she asked, fiddling with the pockets of his heavy cotton shirt. 
 
    David touched her hips, placing his hands there and almost drawing her closer, but not. 
 
    She poked at a button on his shirt. “Can we?” 
 
    “Sure,” David said. The old garage was obscured from the mansion by trees. It would be easy enough to get in through a gap in the perimeter fence that he knew of. 
 
    She looked up at him again, meeting his eyes searchingly. “Do you know what you’re doing?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” He knew the question had nothing to do with sneaking a look at the old garage. 
 
    She lifted to his lips, and he pulled her close and kissed her. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” he said, and he kissed her again, harder. 
 
    “I’m only here two weeks,” she uttered, pushing against him a little. 
 
    “Perfect,” David stated categorically, and he crushed her to his body, sucking in her sweet new essence and groping his arms around her as he mauled her neck. 
 
    “Okay, but not here,” she breathed into his ear. 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “What do you mean, where?” she cried, wriggling to get away as David mauled her neck some more. “In a bed you bloody cave-man, that’s where!” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “And not yet either!” 
 
    “Well, when?” David sat back on the window ledge watching her fix her hair and straighten her sweater. 
 
    “Tonight. After that guy picks Amanda up,” she said to him. “You sure you’re up to rebound sex?” 
 
    “Yep,” David said, smiling at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Susan Mulvane had grown accustomed to her reclusive lifestyle. Since the night of her husband’s death, she had felt as something other than a normal Everly Cove citizen. She didn’t feel above anybody, or below. It wasn’t about worthiness. It was about carrying an attachment that meant she could never fit in. She could never be wholly open and honest with anyone and was, therefore, unable to simply relax. Being guarded and, in fact, labelled, meant that she was most comfortable alone there in her mansion. She was The Widow. It was a nick-name that had stuck, and in light of the fact that she had actually killed her husband, she had come to accept that it was fairly deserved. 
 
    Susan could go months without thought of her husband crossing her mind. At first it was something that consumed her life and claimed every waking thought, as well as her dreams and nightmares. Within a year she was able to focus on other things, but the thoughts would frequently interrupt her. After ten years, the sight of him convulsing and oozing blood on the study floor would strike her occasionally, but she was no longer waking to the feeling of dread. 
 
    Nineteen years had passed since the night she had returned early from softball training to find him photographing their naked daughter, and these days she rarely had occasion to process the gut-wrenching memory of what she had seen and what she had done. She had reacted as any wild animal would have, protecting her young. It had been a base and shocking experience yet completely fluent. She had used the softball bat in her hand and murdered the predator before thinking. 
 
    Susan expelled a breath along with her tension, recalling things. She had seen her gardener and the blond woman enter the old house next door an hour earlier, and just then she saw them emerge and stroll back down the driveway. She had been forced to recall things more often again since the student-girl had arrived. She had heard gossip of someone coming to town to do some sort of research into the death of her husband. The gossip had been around for a couple of weeks, stirring up Susan’s nightmares. 
 
    They appeared at the bottom of the driveway and walked across to the footpath where they stood looking out at the cove. Susan went into her daughter’s room and used the telescope. As close as they were, the scope had the magnification to make out facial features quite distinctly. Susan had not encountered the girl prior to that moment, so it was her first look at her face. She was laughing. She tossed her hair, and that brought her face into brilliant focus, stopping Susan’s heart and jamming it up into her throat as recognition thumped her. 
 
    “It can’t be,” she muttered, gripping the scope and glaring into the eye-piece. “Oh, my God!” 
 
    She left the telescope and rushed to the closet in her bedroom. She pulled a cardboard box down from the top shelf. It split with its contents of papers, envelopes and folders slewing across the floor. She dropped to her knees and delved through to find a large, white envelope with Logan Thomas Private Investigator labelled on the top corner. There was a single page report and three photographs. She sought the photographs and rushed back to the telescope. The girl had moved on from where she had been facing Susan’s position. She and her escort were walking along the foreshore toward town and facing away. 
 
    It was the same face, though—the same girl, ten years older. Susan checked her photographs again as she flipped open her phone and scrolled to John Phillips’ number. 
 
    “Susan, hey…” 
 
    “John, I um—“ Susan gathered herself. “This student-girl—I think it’s little Clair Wells.” 
 
    John took a moment to respond. 
 
    “I see. That sort of makes sense, though.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, her family’s from here. She’s studying and needs to research a crime. Why not one from right next door? It doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” John added supportively. 
 
    “She’s right there at the market,” Susan informed. “She’s with David Barrett.” 
 
    “What, here?” 
 
    “Yes—I’m looking at them with Nelly’s telescope. They’re walking right toward your office.” 
 
    There was shuffling on John’s end of the phone. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re coming in,” he said. “This is good. I’ll see what’s the deal and call you back.” 
 
    “Okay—call me back, John. I’ll be waiting.”   
 
     “What are you looking at, Mum?” Nell had approached behind Susan. 
 
    “Nothing, sweetheart. Just at town.” 
 
    Nell took a breath and made an announcement. “I want to try again.” 
 
    “Try again?” Susan queried. 
 
    Nell nodded, motioning toward town. “Could you take me, instead of Doctor Karen?” 
 
    Susan half pointed down at the cove. Her daughter wanted to try facing her fears again. She was thrilled and scared. 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart! Of course I can take you!” 
 
    “And can we meet John?” Nell pressed. She had obviously thought through what she wanted. 
 
    “He’d love to meet you,” Susan agreed. ”Are you sure, though?” 
 
    Nell nodded calmly. “After everyone’s asleep, though—after town goes to sleep.” 
 
    Susan smoothed her daughter’s hair and gave her a cuddle. She had been waiting in hope that she would ask for another outing. The doctor had been reasonably happy with the last one but wanted the next move to come from Nell. 
 
    Susan’s phone rang, and she left her daughter and closed her bedroom door. 
 
    “Yes?” she started anxiously. 
 
    John sounded relaxed, as usual. “It’s nothing, baby. Yeah, I think you’re right that’s little Clair all grown up, but she doesn’t know anything… She’s got balls, though… Asked me straight up if we we’re sleeping together back then and if I knew who killed Charles.” 
 
    “Oh, she did?” Susan asked, imagining her boyfriend being taken on and seeing the funny side of that. 
 
    “Yeah—I gave her the usual story. Everything’s cool.” 
 
    “Okay, then. They were just here at the old house, but I guess that makes sense too. And she came out of there laughing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think they’re on together—she and David.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, I’ve got some other news if you’re sitting down.” 
 
    John chuckled. “I’m sitting. Let’s have it.” 
 
    “Nell just asked if I will take her to town tonight to meet you.” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “Really?” a faltering voice asked. The man was choking up. 
 
    Susan knew how much it would mean to John to meet her daughter again. There had been the occasional brief telephone interlude and the emails the past few days. The last time he had actually been in Nell’s presence was when Nell was fifteen years old—when she finished school and retreated from the outside world. 
 
    “Yes, really, John. It’s entirely her idea. It will be in the middle of the night, though.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Just tell me what to do,” he said. “Whatever she needs…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Clair pushed David up against the closed door of his man-cave. He tried to kiss her again, but she palmed his face. “You’re like a bloody puppy,” she complained playfully. “Enough with the face licking already!” 
 
    He extended his tongue and made a dog-panting sound, going after her face with a couple of slurping licks. 
 
    Clair liked him. He was a bit of a goof but that was nice. He’d taken hold of her, but she squirmed around to be backed up against him. He kissed her neck, making her squirm even more, and she lifted his hands and placed them upon her breasts, grinding her bottom back against a quickly firming erection. 
 
    “What about the couch?” he breathed into her ear. He had already suggested the pool table. 
 
    “No!” she said. “Later! In a bed!” 
 
    “When, later?” he groaned that time. His big, coarse hands had started moving upon her breasts, kneading them and feeling for her nipples. He was grinding his erection against her. “Mandy won’t be home for an hour yet,” he tried, moving to the other side of her neck and searching down over her belly with one hand. 
 
    She caught that hand and swivelled around, clamping hers over his mouth. “Just shut up and stand there,” she said. She was working at the fly of his jeans. He held her eyes, and she felt herself blush a little at the thought of what she was about to do. He seemed to understand pretty much right away what she was thinking. 
 
    “Not another word,” she said, removing her hand from his mouth. 
 
    He mummed his lips, grinning with his eyes. 
 
    That made her giggle, but she stifled that and just shook her head as she lowered to her knees. She tugged his jeans down over his powerful thighs. He wasn’t very hairy. She preferred men who were not too hairy down below. She stretched his briefs over his erection and lowered them a little. His penis was hot and flexed in her hand as she gripped it. He stroked her hair, but she didn’t look back up at him. She closed her eyes and parted her lips, holding him firmly and sucking in the broad circumcised head as his hips rolled and he surged deeper into her mouth. 
 
    Clair didn’t look up at all. She mostly used her hand to bring him along, just taking him into her mouth for a surge or two and wetting his shaft enough that her hand slipped back and forth. She knew how to bring a man along quickly, and she did that, controlling excitement, stirring it with her teasing and massaging it with her soft fingers flaying over the sensitive dome, making him thrust and groan then taking him more conclusively into her mouth when he was on the verge of ejaculation. 
 
    Clair kept sucking on him as he buckled over, cuddling her head and gripping her, trying to keep hold of her as he sagged against the door. She kept him in her mouth until he’d softened and began stroking her hair more tenderly. 
 
    She could feel him looking down at her face at that point, but she kept her eyes closed and released his flaccid penis into her hand as she kissed her way up his body. She nuzzled into his neck and swayed against him, still holding him. “Better?” she asked softly. 
 
    He tried to lift her chin, but she nuzzled in more firmly, making him hold her head and just cuddle her instead. 
 
    “That was amazing,” he said. His voice was a whisper in her hair as he kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She stayed there for a moment. It was nice being cuddled. 
 
    After a little while she pushed back a bit and looked up at him. “You going to calm down now? Behave yourself?” 
 
    He grinned cheekily. “For how long?” 
 
    She glared at him. 
 
    “Alright—two hours, and then it’s my turn,” he said. 
 
    “Your turn? You just had a turn!” 
 
    “No, I mean my turn…” His eyes rolled down suggestively. 
 
    “Oh… Okay… But make it three hours—after my bath.” 
 
    He nodded, and frowned with an idea. “But I get to make it for you.” 
 
    “Make what?” 
 
    “Your bath.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. “You can add your stuff. Just let me do the water.” 
 
    “The water?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean with the hot water dribble?” 
 
    He shrugged and nodded dismissively. He had fixed his jeans. Clair set up for a game of pool and accepted the glass of beer he poured for her. He was touching her all the time but more sensually and less hungrily. He was looking more at her face than her body. 
 
    He had responded as men do to being soothed in that way, but Clair noticed he began talking more substantively. So far he had been chatting about the town and what was what as they walked around. Earlier he had gotten off the subject of his ex-girlfriend pretty quickly and brushed aside questions about his gardening business. As they played pool, though, with him touching her back every time she slipped by, he was telling her his family history and about the house he was planning to build. He’d purchased a block of land up where Clair had first seen the ocean on her way in. 
 
    “So, you’ll have actual ocean views?” she enquired supportively. It sounded like a nice spot. 
 
    “Yeah, looking north. Can see forever up there.” 
 
    “And you’ll be out of the cove?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, deliberately. “I don’t want to leave here, but I want to be able to see!” 
 
    Clair got that. “That makes sense,” she said. “It’s confining with these mountains all around. I hadn’t realized that, but I felt it.” 
 
    A car pulled into the driveway. 
 
    “That would be Mandy now.” 
 
    Clair leaned in for a kiss. She was taken hold of and kissed deeply, and she melted all the way into the guy. “I don’t often do that,” she found herself explaining. 
 
    In fact, she explained herself even less often than she performed oral sex for a man, and she didn’t get why she was explaining herself to this one. 
 
    She shook off that bit of confusion. 
 
    “My name’s not Candy, either… It’s Clair. Candy is just a nickname for work, and people call me that.” 
 
    “Hi, Clair,” he said, kissing her again. 
 
    She wondered what had happened to his puppy-dog face. He was looking a bit intense. 
 
    “I’m going now,” she said, squirming away from his big arms. 
 
    “Hey!” he called to her as she was exiting the man-cave. 
 
    She stopped, peering back from the doorway. 
 
    “I was wrong… I didn’t have you figured at all,” he said, smiling plainly and honestly. 
 
    She frowned but didn’t question him. She wondered what that meant, though, as she went into the house to find Amanda rushing about getting organized for her date. 
 
    She waited while Amanda was in the shower then lay on the bed watching and sort of chatting but mostly just thinking to herself. 
 
    “So, he didn’t figure I was the type to give a blowjob… Is that a compliment or an insult?” 
 
    “Give who a blowjob?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Did I say that aloud?” 
 
    “Uh huh… Did you give my big brother a BJ?” 
 
    Clair shrugged innocently, pleadingly. “Sort of.” 
 
    “Eww!” Amanda giggled. 
 
    “I know. I’m a tramp,” Clair said. 
 
    “No, I just mean, eww my brother. Otherwise I wish I could do that!” 
 
    “What? A BJ?” 
 
    Amanda nodded, eyes wide in the mirror. 
 
    “You’ve never?” Clair asked, sitting up with interest. 
 
    “Yes! Of course! But never so soon.” 
 
    “Oh… Well, I’ve never done it this soon before either.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really!” 
 
    “No, I mean that’s interesting,” Amanda explained. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Clair said, flopping back on the bed. “He was all over me and I had to do something.” 
 
    Amanda was just smiling in the mirror at that point. Clair shook her head, denying what the girl was obviously thinking. “You’re hopeless, Mandy.” 
 
    Amanda shrugged. “I don’t know… I’d like to give Brent a blowjob.” 
 
    Clair laughed and sat back up. “Oh, my gosh. Slut!” 
 
    “I wish!” Amanda shot back at her. “I said I’d like to, not that I would be able to.” 
 
    “Sure you can. It’s easy.” 
 
    “Yeah, easier said than done!” 
 
    “He won’t complain,” Clair pointed out. “Put your hand on it and watch him stop whatever he was doing or thinking. Then just—you know… But not until the very last thing. When you’re in his car out the front and he gives you a kiss goodnight… Then just grab it, do the deed, and walk away right after.” 
 
    Amanda was glaring from her mirror as Clair stood behind fiddling with her hair. 
 
    “You’ll get asked on another date,” Clair suggested. 
 
    “But I wouldn’t want to be asked out for that.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just making fun. I probably shouldn’t have done it with David.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s no big deal with him.” 
 
    “Oh?” Clair asked with interest. 
 
    Amanda had finished her make-up. She was tugging at the dress she was wearing. “I don’t know, maybe I should try the yellow one? My boobs look a bit saggy in this, don’t they?” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Clair hurried to her room and brought back a push-up bra. “There—that will fix them.” 
 
    The two women were matched exactly for size and body shape. It was Clair’s knitted dress that Amanda was wearing. The push-up bra lifted her breasts and thrust them out the top of it. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Amanda returned, grinning excitedly. 
 
    “So, what do you mean, giving David a BJ is no big deal?” Clair asked forthrightly. 
 
    “No, I don’t mean it’s not special and beautiful. Just that he was going to fall for you, anyway, so it doesn’t make any difference.” 
 
    “He’s not going to fall for me,” Clair said. “He knows I’m only here for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Amanda just nodded. She wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    “I think all this romance has gone to your head,” Clair said warmly. She liked how sweet and innocent this girl was. 
 
    “It probably has,” Amanda agreed. “I can’t believe I’m going on a real date… With an actual man!” 
 
    “What, only boys before?” Clair asked, considering that. 
 
    “Uh huh. I’ve had boyfriends before—as in boy-friends. But Brent’s different.” 
 
    “Hmm—so is David,” Clair continued a little wistfully. “Except it’s the other way. He’s like a big boy, but he’s also kind of grounded and, I don’t know—smart somehow.” 
 
    “I know,” Amanda replied kind of wistfully too. “You had better be careful with him.” 
 
    “I know… I will,” Clair promised. “I really shouldn’t have done that today. I wouldn’t want to lead him on and hurt him.” 
 
    Amanda just giggled lightly at that. “No, I mean you had better be careful with him.” 
 
    Clair blushed. “Me?” 
 
    Amanda turned this way and that, plucking at the skin-tight dress, thrusting her pushed-up boobs forward. “I think I actually could give Brent a BJ in this,” she said. 
 
    Clair laughed, and she shook her head incredulously. This ditsy, romantic girl was actually a piece of work. 
 
    “I’m not going to fall for your brother!” she stated conclusively. 
 
    Amanda smiled back from her mirror. “Too bad… We’d be sisters if you did.” 
 
    That simple comment made Clair’s chest tighten up and an instant ache form in her throat. Her blush deepened and drew tears to her eyes. 
 
    “I’m just saying,” Amanda said, sitting on the bed beside her. “Sorry…” 
 
    Clair shook her head. “No—it’s…” She didn’t know what it was that struck her just then. “I’m fine,” she said. “I don’t…” 
 
    Amanda reached for a tissue from the box on her dresser. 
 
    “I’ve just never had a sister, or a real girlfriend!” Clair explained, to herself and Amanda. “Which doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Me either,” Amanda said. “I’m a bit of a loner. I don’t know why I can talk to you.” 
 
    “What, about blowjobs?” Clair retorted, giggling a little painfully. 
 
    They both laughed. Amanda was tearing up too. 
 
    * 
 
    Clair found herself in a bit of a daze when she was introduced to Brent Cooper a short time later. He had turned up with flowers and wearing a nice suit. He and David both ogled Amanda in the little knitted dress and push-up bra. 
 
    David pointed to where his little sister had just gone as he closed the door. “She’s going to drop some jaws around town dressed like that,” he said to Clair. 
 
    “What the hell have you been doing out there?” Clair said right back. She had noticed David working on something in the laundry for the past little while. There was smoke, and pots or something banging around. 
 
    “Chinese take away okay for dinner?” he asked, ignoring her question, but moving off toward the laundry again. 
 
    She followed him. “Chinese sounds good,” she said. 
 
    There was an old gas fired copper in the laundry. It was steaming away, and David used a metal bucket to fill a large metal container with the boiling water. He struggled to lift the thing, and carefully edged his way into the hall and along to the bathroom. 
 
    Clair was behind him, peering over his shoulder as he poured the container of boiling water, almost overflowing the bath. 
 
    “It’s rainwater,” he said. “It’s pure and clean. Amanda says it’s nice for a bath. Makes your hair really soft or something.” 
 
    The stupid knot clenched in Clair’s chest again. “It’s for me?” she uttered. The steam in the room was disguising her teary eyes. 
 
    The guy just nodded. “Mandy’s bath stuff is in there,” he said, indicating a cane cabinet in the corner. Amanda had already shown Clair around her brother’s bathroom, which she only used when she wanted a bath rather than a shower. There were bath-oils and candles in the cabinet. “I’ll use the other shower then go and get the Chinese,” David added. “You know where the towels are?” 
 
    “I know,” Clair replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    * 
 
    David quickly showered. He had already changed the sheets and pillow cases on his bed, but he tidied a bit too, picking up some clothes and taking his wash basket to the laundry. His room was always in good order. He liked things where he could find them, and he vacuumed regularly. Vacuuming was one of his few inside chores, along with sweeping cobwebs and fumigating for spiders and ants. 
 
    “Back soon,” he called at his bathroom door. He heard water swish and could smell the steamy, scented air. 
 
    “Okay!” Clair called back. “Can I have something hot, please? Satay or Mongolian something or other?” 
 
    “Yeah, should I get some wine?” 
 
    “No, beer’s fine.” 
 
    “Alright, back soon,” he said again, and he jumped in his work utility and found parking right outside the Chinese restaurant on the main street. He and Amanda had planned to meet some friends at the Bar and Grill, and a couple of them were outside smoking. 
 
    “Davo!” his friend Michael called over. 
 
    “Hey, Mike!” 
 
    “You coming tomorrow?” 
 
    He was referring to a rugby game that David’s old team were playing in Bega, an hour up the coast. He usually went with his mates to watch them play. 
 
    “Sorry, mate. Got to work!” he called back, waving as he went into the restaurant. 
 
    He ordered and waited inside. He felt nervous about the evening before him, but he had to keep the focus. She was in town for a couple of weeks and not looking for anything more than some casual sex. David had never done anything like it before, but he was determined to keep things purely physical. 
 
    He grabbed the bag of Chinese food and hurried home. She was still in the bath, and he built a fire to take the edge off the evening chill. He set up in the lounge with the food and some beers and turned on the television. The steamy, perfumed air was drifting down the hall, so he figured bath-time was over. He waited, and she emerged from the hall in a short flannel bathrobe and sheepskin slippers. She sat beside him on the lounge. 
 
    “That was nice,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a rain-water bath before.” 
 
    “Part of the service, ma’am,” David quipped. “That’s special fried rice and that’s boiled,” he added. 
 
    She seemed a bit different. He wondered about that as he filled his plate and she filled hers. Everybody Loves Raymond was on the television. 
 
    “I can’t believe what you did with Mandy. Brent was gob-smacked,” David started, breaking a silence. 
 
    “Mandy’s beautiful. I didn’t have to do much.” 
 
    “That’s true—she is beautiful. But that was some dress!” 
 
    “It’s not really. It’s just slinky and cut low.” 
 
    David chuckled. “I noticed it was cut low. So did Brent.” 
 
    “Well, he’s supposed to notice,” Clair shot back, giggling along and seemingly beginning to relax. 
 
    They watched that old episode of Everybody Loves Raymond and the next one, sharing some laughs and chatting about what they each liked on television in general, and agreeing on comedy but splitting on sport versus true crime and craft or cooking shows. 
 
    The food had been set aside, and Clair had her legs up on the lounge. David was touching a bare knee and edging his way forward and closer to her. She was leaning in a bit too. 
 
    He met her lips once, then again, more forcefully. “Is it my turn yet?” he said. 
 
    “Hmm—is it your turn,” she repeated calculatingly. “I’m not so sure about this.” 
 
    “Not sure about what?” he had taken another kiss. She was responding. He could see where the bathrobe was opening below her waist. She had on a shiny sky-blue negligee beneath it. Maybe it was satin, he thought. It was short. 
 
    “I’m not sure about what we’re doing here,” she said. “What do you think we’re doing?” 
 
    David drew on his new code. “We’re having fun… No strings.” 
 
    “Are we?” 
 
    “I’m having fun,” he said, going for her neck and biting it, making her giggle and squirm back against the arm of the leather lounge. 
 
    He was then lying beside her and tugging at her robe tie. She allowed that, and he opened her robe to find her body lightly veiled in a thin wisp of satin. He had decided it was satin. He could see the impression of her navel and her nipples, and that of a thin strip of pubic hair. His hand was upon her hip, and there was no under-garment beneath the negligee that he could feel. 
 
    He kissed her again, rubbing up from her hip to feel a breast. She moaned into his mouth, and he pinched her nipple, and her warm, slender body undulated against his side as he rolled half on top of her. 
 
    She turned her head away, though, and pushed against his chest. David lifted from her, giving her room. She looked at him, calculating again. “No strings, though, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, or we could watch more Raymond instead,” David answered, grinning and thumbing back at the television that was running another old episode with the volume turned down. 
 
    She frowned at him, but it looked deliberate. 
 
    He bent to her lips again and kissed her while holding her eyes. She was still calculating. He could see her mind ticking over. He tilted his head the other way and kissed her again, still holding her eyes in question as to whether or not he should back off. He didn’t want to back off. His hand was upon her hip once more, and he gripped her there as he moved to her neck then her ear. “My turn now?” he whispered. 
 
    She had taken hold of his head, hugging it as he squeezed her hip and pulled her upward against his thigh. “Out here, though. Not in bed,” she whispered hotly back into his hair. 
 
    She then kept hold of his head as he kissed his way down to her chest, nuzzling between her breasts while he gripped her other hip as well and found the bottom of her negligee. He peered up at her face as he kissed her hot skin, but her head was turned away, so he accepted that and nibbled a nipple through satin. He bit and held it while her body undulated again, and he lifted the satin garment and exposed her breasts. He then closed his eyes and took that nipple into his mouth, claiming it gently between his teeth and softly sucking on it. 
 
    David’s mind was all-consumed with the sheer beauty of the woman virtually quivering beneath him. Her body was taut yet delicately smooth and tender. Her skin was radiating pure sexual energy and the sweet perfume of the bath-oils she had been soaking in. He wanted to eat her alive and couldn’t contain that notion as he moved to the other breast and sucked and bit on it. 
 
    He had worked his way between her legs, or they had parted and were guiding him as he responded to her hands still in his hair and kissed his way down her belly. He peered up again, but her head was still turned away and had flung back as well. She was pushing him lower, impatiently. He kissed her pubic hair. It was short and neatly trimmed. He kissed his way down as her moist scent overpowered the sweet aroma of her bath and tingled the hair on the back of his neck, lifting it and setting off an instinctive surge of animal passion that made him want to growl when he ate into her. 
 
    She let out a deep, sensual moan and gripped his hair and ground herself against his mouth. He still held her hips, and he parted her from beneath with his thumbs, holding her up off the lounge and feasting on her. The quivering of her flesh had intensified into spasmodic convulsions as she writhed upward, jamming her head into the cushion to support herself, with one hand still pulling David’s hair and the other arm flung back over the arm of the lounge. 
 
    David took his turn. He took it, and didn’t stop taking it until Clair was panting away with an arm over her face and her thighs clamped together, and her hand still in his hair as he kissed her little strip of fur and tasted her belly again. 
 
    He kissed his way up to her satin covered breasts and nuzzled beneath her arm to kiss her face. He met her lips, and she felt for his firmness as she kissed him back. “Do you have something?” she asked, squeezing him in her soft little hand. 
 
    She slid her hand inside his track-pants, closing her fingers around his erection. He had a condom in his pocket. He had that open as she freed him from his pants. He rolled it on while she turned and pressed back against him. She felt for him and guided him as he moved in behind her. She still had hold of his head, and she gripped the back of his neck and ground herself onto the thrust of his pelvis. 
 
    “No strings,” she whispered into his ear, biting it as the animalistic passion surged within his back and thighs, propelling him into her heat and wetness. “No strings,” she uttered again, but her voice ended in a moan, and David was beyond thinking or caring. 
 
    He had one arm lowered and his hand pressed to the floor to support his weight. He held her body with his other arm, her breast in his hand as he slapped his body loudly against her until she cried out, writhing and moaning. He thrust into her one last time and cried out too, bucking and grinding against her. 
 
    He receded from within but kept hold of her, and she relaxed against his chest, swivelling around to fiddle with his t-shirt. 
 
    “Tarzan,” she said, peering up with a smile. 
 
    David did a mock Tarzan cry. 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “I’m hungry again,” she said.              
 
    He reached for the box of fried rice. They shared a fork and ate while lying there together chatting and laughing. A car pulled up outside. 
 
    “Yes, it’s them,” Clair said, craning her neck to see over the back of the lounge and through the blinds. 
 
    David pulled her down and kissed her. He wrestled his way on top and had her pinned with one of her legs either side of his waist. She had surrendered to his lips, so he ground his pelvis, just rubbing his firmness against her crotch, but as he tried that she laughed and squirmed her way out from beneath him. 
 
    “Get out of it!” she scolded playfully, and she started tidying up. 
 
    David grinned from where he was lying with his hands behind his head. He tried to lift the bottom of her robe with his toe, but she smacked him away. 
 
    “You’re a frigging horn dog,” she said, glaring back as she took the empty boxes and plates to the kitchen. 
 
    She returned and knelt on the lounge, straddling David and peering through the blinds. 
 
    “Wonder what’s going on out there.” 
 
    David held her hips and watched her face. She bent down and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    “What are we doing tomorrow?” she asked. 
 
    “Um… I have to work,” he replied. He hadn’t considered anything beyond the evening of casual sex, and possibly sharing his bed for the night. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’ll help, and then we go snooping tomorrow night.” 
 
    “You’ll help?” 
 
    She kissed him again. “It can’t be that difficult—pushing a mower. Weeding some gardens?” 
 
    The idea intrigued David. He liked it. 
 
    “But how am I supposed to get any work done with a hot blond hanging around?” he pointed out. 
 
    “Don’t you garden for any hot women? They probably watch you all the time out their windows.” 
 
    “There’s a couple of hot teachers at the school.” 
 
    “Really? How hot?” she whispered teasingly as she ground down onto him a little more deliberately. 
 
    “Don’t know—can’t remember,” David said, squeezing her hips and pulling her into position. 
 
    “Hey! Not with your sister about to walk in!” Clair said. “Tomorrow—after snooping.” 
 
    “Aw, shit,” he groaned. “Come to bed with me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Let’s not—not like that, okay?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Just—let’s just keep it fun, okay? This was fun!” 
 
    “It was,” David agreed, thinking quickly, remembering his new code. 
 
    The woman sitting on him was the most attractive he had ever been with, and he also liked her. She was someone he could be friends with. He wanted to take her out to the pub, have a few drinks, do some karaoke and have a dance. He wanted to see her dance. 
 
    “My God, what are they doing out there?” she declared, trying to peep through the blinds again. “Do you usually let guys keep your sister in their cars like this? She’s probably trying to fight him off.” 
 
    David sat up, and Clair dismounted and sat beside him. They watched a full episode of Friends before Amanda came in and took Clair by the hand into her room. David then finished tidying up and watched the fire burn out before going to bed. He had his code, but that didn’t stop the feeling of glee that was fluttering in his heart as he lay awake staring at the moon shadows on his bedroom wall. It was a bright moonlit night, and the tree outside his window was swaying gently with its leafy branches making the shadows. He was staring at them but thinking about whether he should get Clair to ride on the mower or maybe do edges with the brush-cutter. Then he was just thinking about her face.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The moonlight was bright and the shadows sharp and defined that night. John Phillips was waiting in the driveway of the Mulvane mansion. He was at the bottom of the front steps, a place he had last parked more than fifteen years ago. The eerily bright night suited the surreal feeling he had leaning there against his truck, waiting for the front door of the mansion to open. 
 
    He had been parked for about twenty minutes. He checked his watch again. It was almost two-thirty. He and Susan had discussed it and decided they would need to be back by four AM, before the fishermen started arriving at the wharf. 
 
    The door cracked open and swung slowly inward. Susan appeared with her daughter gripping her arm. Nell was an attractive young woman with her mother’s narrow face. Her dark hair was beyond shoulder-length and wavy. Her skin looked pale and her lips red. She peered from behind her mother’s shoulder as the two of them approached where John had stiffened upright to greet them. 
 
    “Hi, Nell,” he said, smiling but not offering a hand or anything. He felt as if any sudden movement could send her running back inside. 
 
    “Hi,” she echoed softly. She smiled too. 
 
    “Come on, it’s freezing out here,” Susan said, guiding Nell into the back of John’s wagon. 
 
    He had left the engine running and the heater on. It was toasty inside. He caught Nell’s bright eyes in his rear-view mirror as he sat. She was still smiling, and his heart was tingling with excitement to be so close to her. He glanced across at Susan. She did a mock grit of her teeth and eyebrow raise. 
 
    “Well, let’s go,” she declared. “We’re going to Woolworths.” 
 
    “Woolworths it is!” John echoed jovially. 
 
    Nell didn’t respond, and her smile faded as John rolled slowly down the driveway. Susan swivelled in her seat to look back at her daughter. She reached behind and squeezed Nell’s hand. 
 
    “I’m okay, Mum,” Nell said softly, yet with a deal of conviction. “Thank you for the photos, John,” she directed at the rear-view mirror. 
 
    John met her gaze there. “You’re welcome, Nell. Thanks for all the yummy food… That vanilla slice!” 
 
    They had reached the bottom of the driveway, and John turned onto the road. There were no other cars moving. There were no people and very few lights on in houses. 
 
    “I like vanilla slice too,” Nell said, but she was then looking out her window at the shops they were rolling slowly past. “No, wait!” she cried. 
 
    John stopped in the middle of the road. It was an intersection and he was halfway across. 
 
    “Can we go past my school, please?” Nell asked. 
 
    John checked with Susan. She agreed with a tentative nod. He turned and rolled along slowly with Nell looking from one side of the vehicle to the other. She hadn’t buckled up and was sliding across the seat to press up to the windows. John slowed even more at each intersection. 
 
    “That’s where John lives,” Susan said as they stopped at his street. “See there, sweetheart—the fifth house.” 
 
    “It’s my sister’s house. I live around the back in an apartment,” John added. 
 
    Nell had moved across the back seat to be right behind him. Her hand was touching his shoulder. He looked to Susan and she smiled, acknowledging what John was feeling, which was the nicest sensation of acceptance and trust. 
 
    They stopped at the school, which had not changed much since Nell had last attended years ago. She apparently had no recollection of the death of her father. She was in the room when her mother attacked him and would have seen the blows, but Susan had swept her up and carried her away upstairs immediately. Nell was nine years old at the time. She had been excused from the final three months of school that year and returned after the Christmas break. She had attended until the leaving age of fifteen, and within a year of that, she had become house-bound, suffering acute agoraphobia. 
 
    They left the school and drove along past the playing fields to the street with the Woolworths shopping centre. John pulled up in front. Nell sat quietly for a while. 
 
    “Are you okay, darling?” her mother asked. She was back on the passenger side of the vehicle. Susan stroked her hair. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mum… I feel fine.” 
 
    “Okay. What would you like to do now?” 
 
    Nell looked at John. “Can we go somewhere else, please?” 
 
    John checked with Susan. “Yes, of course!” 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Susan asked. “John needs to get home to sleep.” 
 
    John shook his head. “No, I’m fine. I’m good to go—wherever!” 
 
    “Can we go to the lighthouse?” Nell asked tentatively. 
 
    “The lighthouse?” her mother responded, aghast. 
 
    Nell nodded. “Yes—can we?” 
 
    “But, darling, there’s nothing there! It’s a ruin.” 
 
    John was staying out of any decision making. He checked the time. “We’ve still got half an hour or so,” he said to Susan. He didn’t see a problem taking the girl to the lighthouse if that’s where she wanted to go after all these years. 
 
    Nell was waiting. 
 
    “The lighthouse!” her mother repeated incredulously. “Alright, I suppose so.” 
 
    “The lighthouse it is, then,” John declared with a chuckle as he drove on. 
 
    Nell was back on his side as they turned onto the main street and rolled on past the marina and fish market. There were a few men active out along the wharfs. John saw three figures in the distance. The eastern sky was still in nightfall. The sunrise would be another three hours, after six AM at that time of year. 
 
    They passed the last of the buildings on the way up the headland, with Nell watching out the back window and her mother talking with her as John drove quietly. He took the gravel road and pulled up at the wonky gates. The lighthouse was silhouetted against the night sky. 
 
    Nell was in the middle of her seat leaning forward between John and Susan. “I remember being here before,” she said. “I remember this, Mum.” 
 
    “You do, sweetheart?” there was hope and surprise in Susan’s tone. John understood that Nell had only vague memories of her childhood and that she made up a lot of what she thought she remembered. 
 
    “I remember Princess Veil, and I was Princess Song. We used to play here. It wasn’t only a fantasy, was it?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” her mother assured her. “We used to come here often to visit Granddad.” 
 
    Susan stroked her daughter’s hair. “Do you remember Princess Veil, sweetheart? She was real. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Nell replied. “I’m not sure,” she said, looking around. “Can we go back now, please?” 
 
    John swung his wagon around and motored on down the headland and through town. Nell had changed. Her face was blank, and she was hunched in the corner of the seat behind her mother. She was hugging her bent-up legs to her body. Her eyes were staring out the window. John had her home in short order. He swung around to the front steps where he had been parked an hour ago. 
 
    “Are you okay, sweetheart?” Susan asked, turning to check on Nell. 
 
    Nell took a breath and expelled it. She nodded. “Yes, I’m okay,” she said, lifting out of a trance. “Thank you, John.” 
 
    John shifted around in his seat. “You’re welcome, Nell—anytime.” He had decided, after hearing Nell wanted to meet him, to play it cool. He reasoned that keeping his distance and not pressuring her with questions was the way to go. 
 
    The two women got out of the wagon. Susan took her daughter to the door, and John waited for her to return. There was a short discussion before Nell disappeared inside and Susan came back to John’s window with folded arms and a look of consternation on her face. 
 
    “Um… Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?” she asked haltingly. 
 
    John was taken aback. “Shit, yeah! Are you serious?” 
 
    “Nell’s making tea. She asked me to invite you to join us,” Susan explained. 
 
    A knot formed in John’s throat. He looked at Susan. He could feel his eyes watering up. 
 
    She smiled. She was tearing up too. “I know,” she said. “I don’t get it, but she wants you to come in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Clair ran. She ran as fast as she could, but her legs were heavy and the ground beneath her feet was soft, like dry sand. She was in the city, though. It was night, and she was alone in a narrow street between towering buildings. She didn’t know why, but she had to get the hell out of there. She ran harder, the sand getting deeper and the black of night flooding into the narrow street. It was filling the void between the buildings and claiming her. It was like a wave of hot tar, and as it swamped her she screamed. 
 
    She awoke, gripped in fear and panting for breath. She looked anxiously around the room, the realization of where she was slowly breaking down the panic. 
 
    The door opened and Amanda poked her head in. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m alright.” Clair collected her thoughts. 
 
    Amanda sat on the bed. “Bad dream?” 
 
    Clair’s eyes rolled. “The worst!” 
 
    “Is everything alright?” David asked from the open door. 
 
    “Just me freaking out,” Clair explained. “Sorry I woke you guys.” 
 
    “What—mouse or spider?” David was grinning. 
 
    Clair flung one of her spare pillows. 
 
    “Hey, Mandy, is Brent working tonight?” David asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Want to go to the Grill?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “It’s karaoke Saturday nights,” he directed at Clair. “Want to go?” 
 
    “Are you going to sing?” 
 
    “Yeah—if you do!” 
 
    “Deal,” Clair said. 
 
    “Are you going to ask Brent?” Amanda requested of her brother. 
 
    “Or you can. Or I’ll just go grab him.” 
 
    David left, and Clair told Amanda to go back to bed. It was only five o’clock, and she wrapped herself in the doona and went back to sleep. She woke hours later to a sunny morning and the smell of bacon. She pulled on an old pair of jeans but didn’t have any tops suitable for gardening, nothing she could ruin without caring. She was asking Amanda for something when David stepped around from the stove where he was cooking to pull a rugby jumper from the clean wash in the laundry. 
 
    Clair put it on over her t-shirt. It was huge, but once she rolled up the sleeves a bit it was okay. 
 
    “So, what are you cooking there, Tarzan?” she asked. 
 
    “You hungry again?” David shot back. 
 
    She frowned at him, pouting a little. His sister clipped him across the back of the head. 
 
    “How rude!” she scolded. 
 
    He took hold of her in a head-lock and mussed her hair. “You hungry too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amanda said defiantly. She was smoothing her hair. “And how come you’re cooking, anyway—trying to impress Clair, are you? 
 
    “He never cooks,” she told Clair. 
 
    Amanda ducked and squealed as her brother tried to grab her again. But she kept teasing, and Clair’s face ached with her smile, just watching the pair of them. She was impressed alright. It wasn’t something she had reasoned consciously, though. She was feeling so warm and happy to be there with a brother and sister who quite simply loved and cared about each other. Clair was deeply impressed by their relationship, and she was thrilled to be getting looked at the way David was looking at her. 
 
    She really liked him, more so than she could recall actually liking any other man. 
 
    He served bacon, scrambled eggs, tomato and toast, with coffee. He made Clair and Amanda sit there waiting and wouldn’t allow them to help. He served them wearing a tea-towel as an apron. 
 
    Clair caught Amanda watching her watch him. Amanda had that see-I-told-you-you’d-fall-for-him look on her face. Clair gave her an as-if roll of the eyes, but she was lying. She really wanted to kiss the guy. 
 
    “So, what do I have to do?” she said to David an hour later when he had backed a red ride-on mower off his trailer. He had already explained that she would be mowing while he did edges with some other gadget. 
 
    He pointed left with his finger then right with his thumb. “The whole lot,” he answered. They were at the school. “From here back to the car park and all the way down to that fence.” It was a broad, grassy nature strip dotted with trees, along the two road-fronts of the school. The sporting fields were out the back and not on the agenda for the day. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Clair complained. 
 
    “That’s why you’ve got a motor.” 
 
    She sat on the machine. It was to be her first go on a ride-on mower. David turned the key and set the cutting level, engaging the rotor and making the little machine vibrate quite seriously. 
 
    “That’s back and forward—off you go,” he said. 
 
    Clair was driving again. It had become like the theme of her holiday, to drive. She did a circuit of the area to be mowed then did another one inside that. David was cutting the grass around the trees, so she only had to swerve around them. He also went all the way around the fence and along the footpaths with his brush-cutter, and Clair waved and smiled each time she passed him. It took a few hours to complete that job, and they spent another hour pulling weeds from the gardens around the administration building and spraying with herbicide. 
 
    They bought lunch from the takeaway on the main street and parked by the cove to eat. 
 
    “No, that’s all I had planned for today, and it only took half the time with you helping,” David was saying. “You’re a good worker.” 
 
    “I am. This is easy compared to my job.” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” David agreed. “Are you good at stripping—at dancing and that?” 
 
    “Pretty good. You get to understand what the individual customers want after a while. I’ve been doing it for longer than most girls ever do. They don’t usually last.” 
 
    “Must be a lot in the physical side too. Keeping fit and looking good.” 
 
    “Plenty!” Clair said, sighing at the thought of it. “Constantly on a diet and exercising… Try dancing all night. It’s hard work!” 
 
    “And what about later?” David asked. He seemed genuine, and Clair liked that. “I mean, when you finish with the dancing side of it. Like you must eventually get, um—I mean, you can’t do—like, some jobs you can only do them for a while.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m getting too old for it?” Clair demanded in mock indignation. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “But I will be soon?” 
 
    “No—it’s like with famous sports people. You can’t do it forever,” he explained, carefully. 
 
    Clair smiled. “I know. I’m near done!” she confessed. “I’m dreading the thought of going back this time. It gets harder every time I have a holiday.” 
 
    David nodded acknowledgement. He appeared pleased to get out of that corner of the conversation. “You look good, though,” he shot sideways at her, his eyes deliberately roving over her sitting there swivelled toward him. “Even in that!” 
 
    “What, this old thing?” Clair asked, looking down at the rugby jumper he’d given her to wear. 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “Anyway, what about your studies—what’s that about?” he asked with interest. 
 
    “Oh, that’s nothing. I watch all the true-crime shows, but I don’t really want to get into any of that. I like my flowers. I’m thinking about doing something with that.” 
 
    “Like, growing them, or as a florist?” 
 
    “A florist—maybe to find work, or even open a shop. I’ve done a few different courses and some part-time work so far.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be cool. Like, up there at the Gold Coast, eh? There must be heaps of floristry work up there.” 
 
    Clair nodded. She shied away from talk of where she was going to spend her future. She didn’t reason it, but he was asking if she was settled, and she didn’t want to answer. 
 
    “Anyway, what about tonight—we’re going to karaoke but we were supposed to go snooping?” she challenged the guy. “You have to help me snoop Granddad’s old garage tomorrow night.” 
 
    “No, I was thinking about that and I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, rather than doing a break and enter, how about we go do some gardening and sneak a look while we’re there?” 
 
    “Really? Can we do that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t see why not. I’ve got to clean up that back corner, so why not get started today?” 
 
    “And I can come?” Clair asked hopefully. 
 
    David didn’t know whether or not that would be allowed. He had never taken anyone into the mansion grounds with him before. He had been entrusted with the keypad combination but decided to pull up at the gate when they arrived. He pressed the button on the intercom box and shrugged to Clair. She smiled back. 
 
    It took a moment to get a response. “Yes?” It was the widow’s voice. 
 
    “Mrs Mulvane, it’s David Barrett. I want to get started cleaning up down the back today. I have a friend with me. Is that okay?” 
 
    There was a long silence before a response. 
 
    “Stop in at the house please, David?” 
 
    Clair mouthed the words, oh shit, her eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    David glanced at her. “So, you ready to meet the widow?” 
 
    The widow was waiting. David pulled up at the front steps, and she approached his window. She was dressed in jeans and a heavy woollen jumper. Her hair was unkempt, her arms folded. She looked in the car and across at Clair as she spoke. 
 
    “Hello, David… Clair?” The woman was smiling lightly. 
 
    “Yes. Clair Wells,” Clair responded. “You must be Susan Mulvane?” 
 
    The surprisingly normal looking woman nodded. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    The question confused Clair. “What?” 
 
    She didn’t repeat herself. “No matter.” She dismissed the issue with a wave of her hand. “I hear you’re researching the death of my husband.” 
 
    “Yes, I am… I’d love to talk to you about that,” Clair stated bluntly. 
 
    “Okay,” the woman replied easily. “Cup of tea?” 
 
    She offered a seat on her veranda as Clair and David followed her up the stairs. She retired inside, closing the door. David and Clair looked at each other. 
 
    “She seems really nice,” Clair said under her breath. 
 
    David nodded in agreement. “I sit here sometimes with Mandy.” 
 
    The veranda was a dusty timber floor. The boards were dry and faded and in need of re-staining. There were cane chairs to sit in and a small, mismatched wooden table that was clean but also weathered and in need of rejuvenation. The windows to the house were flaking dry paint. The curtains were drawn closed. It was not the magnificent sandstone mansion it appeared from a distance. 
 
    Clair didn’t have her notebook with her. She had been in no way expecting to interview the widow. She was shocked by the appearance of the woman, who was much like her house, dry and weathered and in need of rejuvenation. She looked entirely normal and life-like, while Clair had built her up to be some mythical wicked witch. 
 
    The widow backed through her doorway and left the thick wooden door open, beckoning secrets from within the house. There was a sweet, warm scent emanating from in there. Clair had taken the chair closest to the door, and she could see a coat rack with raincoats and muddy boots on the floor beneath it. It looked like a small foyer, with a marble floor. 
 
    “And what have you found about the death of my husband—any new leads?” the widow asked directly. “Are you in on this too, David?” she added with an unfathomable grin. 
 
    David shrugged, gestured with his hands, shook his head and nodded all at the same time. “I’m just helping,” he stammered guiltily. 
 
    “I’ve heard a few rumoured versions around town and seen the police report. There’s nothing new,” Clair answered the woman frankly. She sensed the widow was a strong, no-nonsense type. That suited Clair. 
 
    “Ahh—the rumoured versions,” the widow repeated ponderingly. She was pouring tea. There was a small glass milk jug and a bowl of sugar. She handed Clair her saucer and cup. “It’s been quite a few years, but we’ve had to deal with those rumoured versions many times before.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be a bother, Mrs Mulvane,” Clair said. “Are you satisfied with the findings of the police? They have an unknown assailant, possibly someone associated with the Mulvane family’s business dealings in Melbourne. They seem to think the robbery was staged and murder was the motive.” 
 
    “The Mulvanes had their enemies in business,” the widow offered, sipping her tea. 
 
    “So, you are satisfied with that conclusion?” Clair pressed. She wanted to ask the widow if she loved her husband, but she wasn’t game. 
 
    “My husband was an evil man,” the widow said without emotion. She looked from David to Clair. “I think we each reap what we sow. I think there’s nothing truer than that.” 
 
    David looked pale. Clair was gripped and shaken by the subtle power of the woman. She was refuting none of the rumours about her killing her husband or her lover doing the deed. 
 
    “So, you’re saying that all is well?” Clair returned bravely. She really liked this woman. 
 
    “I don’t know… How are you, anyway, Clair?” 
 
    “Me? I’m fine thank you.” Clair was confused again. 
 
    “You used to visit your grandparents next door… You’ve grown to be a successful young woman?” the widow went on warmly. “I remember you well from back then.” 
 
    “Oh, you do?” 
 
    “Yes. I remember your pretty face. You haven’t changed at all.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Thank you,” Clair returned just as warmly. 
 
    “So, you’re a journalist? Studying to be?” 
 
    “No. It’s just a ditsy college course. Criminology. It’s more for fun. Too many true-crime shows, you know?” 
 
    There was movement at the window behind where they were sitting. 
 
    “Is that your daughter?” Clair asked. 
 
    “Yes. She’s shy,” the widow replied. It was her first guarded tone. “How are your grandparents these days?” she asked Clair. 
 
    “Grandfather passed away five years ago. Nan is going strong.” 
 
    “Ahh—another old fisherman passing before his time. My father too. He and your grandfather were good mates.” 
 
    “I sort of remember playing at the lighthouse,” Clair said, trying to summon those vague flashes of memory again. “We must have visited your father there.” 
 
    The widow nodded. “I’m sure you would have. What do you do now that you’re all grown up, Clair? I’ve heard you’re an exotic dancer.” 
 
    Clair smiled. “You’ve heard?” 
 
    “Yes—rumoured around town, as it were,” the widow countered with a smile too. 
 
    “Yes—stripper, lap dancer, pole dancer,” Clair stated forthrightly. There had been some kind of judgement in the widow’s original question. Clair was well used to that. “There are a lot of us girls and lots of guys in the industry these days. It’s quite professional.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the widow said. There was something in her tone there too but no—not judgement. “Is all well with you doing that?” she asked Clair, using Clair’s own words right back at her. 
 
     “Yes, all is well with me doing it.” Clair tried for defiance, but the widow wasn’t challenging her. There was something else in her eyes and tone that Clair couldn’t fathom. “I’m thinking about giving it away, though,” she added, backing down in self-defence.  
 
    “And you two are to be the next item rumoured around town?” the widow went on mercilessly. 
 
    David blushed, grinning. He was chicken shit, Clair decided. He was scared to death of the widow. 
 
    “Probably,” Clair answered the woman. 
 
    “Clair’s only in town for a week or so,” David offered, finding his voice. 
 
    “Oh, I see… You look good together, though.” 
 
    “And do you and John Phillips still see each other?” Clair asked. 
 
    The widow took a moment to respond, but did so with her chin up and her eyes not wavering from contact. “We do… We’ve been the rumoured item around town for many years.” 
 
    “I’ve heard you’ve been stashing all your money and you’re going to run off together one day,” Clair tossed out there lightly, though fishing for something more. 
 
    “Oh, yes. That’s my favourite one,” the widow replied. “Somewhere warm and sunny all year round.” 
 
    She didn’t bite at all, and Clair wasn’t game to ask straight up what she did with all her money, though she wanted to. Then there was movement at the window again, and the widow left them and returned after a little while to collect the tea tray and see them off. 
 
    They parked down the back of the mansion grounds, near the old garage. David set to work with his brush-cutter, and Clair used a push-mower to help him tidy up. It was an overgrown corner that was well obscured from the mansion. They left off working and approached the old garage sneakily. 
 
    “It’s just junk,” David commented, peering in through a window. 
 
    There were wooden tea-chests and some metal drums. There was an old timber boat on its side, leaning against a wall. There were shelves and a work bench with a vice bolted to it, and paint cans and jars of nuts and bolts. 
 
    “There’s a trapdoor just inside this old door,” Clair said. “You climb down a ladder and there’s a big basement where Granddad used to park the car.” 
 
    The old door Clair was pulling at was chained. David got his bolt cutters and pulled the chain around, snipping a link that would normally sit inside. He waved Clair’s query away with a trust me gesture. He was getting into the snooping. 
 
    He pulled the door open and lifted the trapdoor, unsettling a thick layer of dust that made Clair sneeze. She got down on the ground and looked in under the floor of the old garage. She was on her hands and knees, poking her head down the hole. The light from the open trapdoor would have been the only light to enter the basement in years. There was a thick layer of dust covering a square, green vehicle. 
 
    “There’s a car down here!” Clair announced. 
 
    “What sort of car?” David asked, getting down beside her. 
 
    “I don’t know—a big one.” 
 
     He stuck his head through the opening. “That’s an LTD. An early-eighties Ford LTD.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? And what’s a Ford LTD when it’s at home?” Clair quipped. 
 
    “Expensive,” David replied. “Expensive is what it is. And in immaculate condition by the look of it.” 
 
    “Well, we need to know what it’s doing down here and who owns it,” Clair said practically. 
 
    “There’s no number plate, though.” 
 
    “What about the registration label on the window? Don’t they have the licence plate typed on that?” 
 
    Clair was climbing down. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to be in here,” David reminded her. 
 
    “I’ll just get the number,” Clair whispered back to him. “You keep a look-out, Tarzan… And give me your phone.” 
 
    David handed his phone down to her. She used the light from it to see the registration number on the label, and she typed that into the keypad and saved it as a message. The registration had expired in November 1987. 
 
    “Come on,” David said anxiously, helping her up out of the hole in the floor. He then repaired the chain with a piece of wire and pulled it through so the broken link was on the inside again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Clair modelled her new dress in the wardrobe mirror. They were getting ready in Amanda’s room. Amanda was doing her makeup at the dresser. 
 
    Clair imagined that after twenty years of suspicion, the widow was entitled to be sarcastic and blasé about her husband’s death, and about speculation over her relationship with John Phillips, and about stashing all her money somewhere for them to run off to. Clair got all of that, and understood David’s shocked reaction at being around when she decided suddenly to open up and talk about it. 
 
    Clair imagined that being a young child the widow remembered had given her some sort of privilege that the local people of Everly Cove had not been afforded. Clair was indeed trying to pry into the widow’s secretive life, but the widow had accepted her more so as that young child from next door all grown up. She had offered warmth and genuine interest. She had not been entirely positive about Clair stripping for a living, but she wasn’t the first older woman to react that way. Clair put it down to that for the time being. 
 
    The floor in the foyer of that big sandstone house lingered in Clair’s mind. It was a small area of marble bordered by a groove between the edge of it and the polished wooden floor boards. It was difficult to clean in the groove. It was a job that Clair had to do once. She remembered sitting there on the cold floor with a small, soft brush and a bucket of soapy water. It was a paint brush. 
 
    The memory of that crept up Clair’s spine as she stood there staring blankly in the mirror, staring at the face of a young girl all grown up. The memory was vivid, yet surrounded by darkness. The feel of the paintbrush in her hand and the cold marble beneath her were in high definition, the reason she was there and the world beyond the groove in the floor were unclear. It was some sort of chore that she was helping with. It was some sort of punishment, she could almost remember. 
 
    “So, let’s do this?” Amanda said. “We ready?” 
 
    “We’re ready!” Clair announced, shaking off the weird, unsettling notion that was making no sense, anyway. 
 
    The guys were in the lounge room watching television. Brent took Amanda in his arms, and they kissed. David was dressed in dark trousers and a silver-grey shirt. He looked different to Clair. He was wearing a nice fresh aftershave and looked more refined somehow. Clair closed her eyes and melted into his kiss. The other two were falling in love, so it was like pretending to do that too. She allowed David to control the moment, and he kissed her several times before his sister cleared her throat, waiting. 
 
    Brent was in jeans and a light coloured shirt. His build was slighter than David’s. He had an intelligent face, and Clair liked his eyes, the way they were all over his new girlfriend. He was hardly offering Clair a glance. 
 
    Brent drove. David claimed the front seat while the girls got in the back together. Amanda clung to Clair a bit as they entered the bar and grill. She was nervous, and Clair played the part of big sister, all cool and confident, but it was only play-acting because Clair was feeling strangely nervous too. She found herself watching David eat his food and noticing the way his smile reacted to things being said, and the way his eyes would intensify when he was being serious, and the way they would soften back to what appeared to be normal when he was joking around. She was noticing his teeth and how he almost had dimples in his cheeks, but not quite. She could see that his hairline was arched and a bit thin, and she decided it would probably recede before he got much older. 
 
    Clair watched the guy all through dinner, then she dragged him onto the dance floor when a band started playing some classic rock. She danced with him and with Amanda and with Brent, who had loosened up with a few drinks. And later in the night when the karaoke started, stupidity took over completely and Clair watched David singing, quite well, and she watched the crowd cheer her on when she joined him on the stage and they did Mustang Sally together. 
 
    She ended up alone with Amanda after that. The guys were getting more drinks. 
 
    “My, gosh, he’s really good!” she said excitedly. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “I know,” his sister said. “He can sing with the band too. Like, without the karaoke.” 
 
    “Oh, shit—really?” 
 
    “Uh huh… He can sing Amazing Grace and make you cry. Without any music at all.” 
 
    Amanda was drunk. She was a happy drunk. 
 
    “You really like him, don’t you?” she went on. “I knew you would.” 
 
    “Yeah—I really like him,” Clair confessed. 
 
    “You look awesome together,” the indelible matchmaker pressed onward. 
 
    “So do you two,” Clair pointed out. It was true. 
 
    “I know!” Amanda gushed, taking both of Clair’s hands and squeezing them. “I might sleep with him tonight, but I have to sober up first.” 
 
    “Me too,” Clair said. 
 
    “Ooh—slut!” Amanda cried, pointing. 
 
    “Whore!” Clair said in reply. 
 
    The guys were back. “Who’s a whore?” David asked. 
 
    “That chick over there,” Clair lied, making them both look in the general direction of the dance floor. 
 
    “Hey, Brent, you have to check out a car registration for us!” Clair said, suddenly remembering the big old car in her granddad’s garage. 
 
    “Yeah—what car?” he asked. He was also fairly drunk. He’d already announced it would be a walk home, and he’d get the car in the morning. 
 
    “It’s an old LTD up at the mansion. We found it locked up in a shed,” David explained. 
 
    Clair had David’s phone in her purse. “What’s your mobile number, Brent?” 
 
    He called it out, and she sent the message to him. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find out at work on Wednesday,” he said, checking it. 
 
    They stayed late and did more karaoke and dancing. Amanda and Brent were hand-in-hand on the walk home, so Clair slipped her hand into David’s. It would have been weird otherwise, she reasoned. Hands were held all the way to bedroom doors, and Clair rocked back against the closed door of the bedroom she was led to. She was kissed there while her new dress was tugged upward and off, and her underwear were removed and tossed aside, along with the clothing David had been wearing. 
 
    Clair was guided naked to the man’s bed, and she was made love to tenderly. It was different than screwing on the lounge. There was no talk, no trying to decide what was happening and what it would lead to. She just shut up and let it happen, and she was kissed and held and ravaged then stroked and spooned as she melted into slumber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “What?” David exclaimed as he sat up in bed. “What is it?” 
 
    “It was just a dream,” Clair said. 
 
    She was sitting there beside him. Her scream had woken him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” David stroked her mussed-up hair. It was too dark to see her face. He kissed it, anyway. “You have freaky dreams, eh?” 
 
    She snuggled to his chest as they lay back together. “Really freaky… I’ve always had bad dreams, but it’s every night lately.” 
 
    David yawned. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.” He hadn’t really woken up. 
 
    “You will? You’ll protect me?” Her voice was a sweet murmur. 
 
    “Sure I will. Me Tarzan.” 
 
    She giggled, and he felt her lips press to his. He responded, but sleepily, and he cuddled her and drifted back off. 
 
    The next thing David heard was voices in the kitchen. He was alone in bed. He could hear his sister, Clair and Brent. He pulled a pillow over his head and denied the morning. He had succeeded in going back to sleep when he was jumped on. He was on his stomach, and someone had straddled him. They had long hair, and it tickled the side of his face as his ear was whispered into. 
 
    “Wake up,” the soft, sweet voice entreated. “Come on we have to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” David didn’t move. He opened one eye. 
 
    “On a boat.” 
 
    “What boat?” 
 
    “Brent’s grandfather’s boat.” 
 
    “Old Morg’s boat? Seriously?” 
 
    Morgan Oldfield had a nine metre, six berth sports cruiser. It was the envy of The Cove. 
 
    David had flipped over. He was being kissed. “Good morning,” the angelic creature still straddling him said. 
 
    “We’re going somewhere in old Morg’s boat?” he had to confirm. 
 
    Clair frowned. “Who cares about a stupid boat?” She kissed him again. “You’ve got morning breath.” 
 
    David licked at his furry teeth. “I’ll brush.” 
 
    She was sitting up, still straddling his hips, and smiling down at him. She had on long black boots, grey tights and jean shorts with a big knitted cardigan. 
 
    “You look cute today.” 
 
    “Thanks. So do you. But I can’t believe you’re still asleep.” 
 
    “It’s Sunday. People sleep in on Sunday.” 
 
    “What about tomorrow and Tuesday? Do you have to work?” 
 
    “I could take a few days off. Why?” 
 
    “Well, we were just talking about it… Brent has three days off, and if Amanda can get out of work tomorrow we can go cruising up the coast. There’s a resort that we’re trying to get into. It’s off season so we might be lucky.” 
 
    “Well?” Amanda asked, poking her head around the door. 
 
    “Can we get in?” Clair asked. 
 
    “Uh huh. And I’ve got tomorrow off.” 
 
    Both women looked to David. “Shit, yeah!” he said. “We’re taking old Morg’s boat?” 
 
    Clair rolled her eyes and kissed him again. Amanda shrieked and ran. David thought of his no-strings code. It had slipped his mind the previous night, and he had indulged in a fantasy about making love to a woman he could marry one day. Not that he necessarily would, just that it was a possibility. 
 
    He had imagined being in love, but then again, he always did when he was with a woman. He had a wild imagination about such things. It had gotten him hurt recently. He needed to remember his new code, he reminded himself as Clair lay beside him cuddling. 
 
    “It’s different here,” she said wistfully. 
 
    “Different?” 
 
    “It’s real somehow… In a good and a bad way.” 
 
    David kissed her forehead. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been feeling weird ever since I got here. I feel scared but it’s exciting. I don’t usually feel scared or excited, not much, anyway.” 
 
    This was interesting. “Scared and excited about what?” 
 
    She lifted to look at him. “This is exciting. You are.” 
 
    “I am?” David needed to avoid making a joke. He didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “It feels different, being with you. It feels real.” 
 
    “And that scares you?” David liked where this was going. 
 
    She laid her head back down. “No—that’s the exciting part. Something else feels scary. Something happened here. It feels like I needed to come back here for some reason.” 
 
    David stroked her. “That’s the bad dreams?” 
 
    “Partly… I’ve always had them. Always something huge trying to smother me, and I have to run but I can’t. It’s different monsters but the same dream, but it’s not just the dreams. There are places here and things I remember from when I was little. Do you remember stuff from when you were like, five and six?” 
 
    “Not much… Flashes of things. I remember starting school, but it’s only like a picture in mind of lining up at the assembly and looking at Mum with the other mothers. It’s like a snap-shot, and I remember feeling frightened. I also remember being pulled out of the water after falling off the pier when I was about five.” 
 
    “See, I never had that, but I’m starting to,” Clair said. “I remembered starting a new school when we moved houses once, but that was like the first day of my life. I only knew of coming here for Christmas holidays because I was told about it. The old house in Brisbane is familiar when I go there, and my first school, and now things here are sort of coming back to me, but it has been a complete blank until now. This was just a dot on a map that I’ve always been curious to check out one day.” 
 
    Clair was quiet for a moment before continuing. 
 
    “I remember that mansion. I’ve been inside it before. I remember the marble foyer. And I remember the old lighthouse. I used to play there with someone, I think. We had a game about being princesses, and the lighthouse was a castle. I was there the other day, and bits of it came back to me. And I remember there was a crawl space under the stairs but it’s a brick wall now. We used to hide under there. It had a trapdoor. I think I remembered it because of the trapdoor in Granddad’s garage.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty normal, remembering stuff when you see it again,” David ventured supportively. “We’ve probably got heaps of stuff stored in the memory banks that we don’t register until something happens.” 
 
    “Yeah—I know. I guess it’s more of an unsettled feeling than it is of being scared. I don’t have any rational fears about anything here. My parents and grandparents have never mentioned anything. I was the only child back then, and Mum and Dad used to send me to visit while they had their grown-up holiday for a few weeks once a year. Then my little brother came along, and that was the end of that, plus Nan and Pop moved into Melbourne.” 
 
    Clair rolled away, taking the doona with her and leaving David to cover his privates. He was still nude, and the bedroom door was wide open. “Hey!” he complained. 
 
    “Well, get up! You big sleepy-head.” 
 
    “Alright. Make me some eggs, woman!” 
 
    She tossed a glare back from the door. “Hey, Mandy, your brother’s a chauvinist pig!” she called out. “He called me woman and said I have to make him food.” 
 
    David pulled some clothes on, brushed his teeth and went out to be served a big fried breakfast. He pulled Clair onto his lap for some fresh-breath kissing before he started eating. 
 
    “I hope the meal is to your satisfaction, sir,” she breathed into his mouth. “I’ll bring you some coffee.” 
 
    The meal was to David’s satisfaction, so too the lovely waitress who sat there opposite watching him enjoy every mouthful. 
 
    “Mandy said there’s formal dining at this resort,” she told him. 
 
    David had never been there, but his sister had been a few times and raved about the place. It was newly expanded and refurbished only three years ago. 
 
    “You can try out your new suit,” Clair added. 
 
    “Okay. Did you bring something you can wear? All your stuff looks good enough to go formal.” 
 
    “I’m sharing with Mandy. She’s got nice dresses we can wear.” 
 
    Amanda and Brent had gone to get his clothes for the trip and the boat keys. Clair slunk back onto David’s lap after he’d finished eating. “We’ve got a little while,” she said suggestively. The warmth of her light, slender form was giving David an erection. “Do you want a lap dance?” 
 
    “I want a lap dance,” David said, fast. “I absolutely want a lap dance!” 
 
    She ground down onto him then edged off his lap and moved behind him. “Hands by your sides and no touching,” she breathed into his ear. 
 
    David pushed the table away and gripped the seat of his chair with both hands. 
 
    She smiled. “Good boy! And remember, if you try and touch, those two big bouncers over there are going to break all of your fingers.” 
 
    She turned and sat on his lap, tossing her head back and swishing her hair in his face. 
 
    “Got that?” 
 
    “Got it! No touching!” 
 
    “Oh, there’s touching,” she corrected him, lifting and deliberately wiggling her bottom on his erection. “But only I’m allowed to do it.” 
 
    “Oh, shit!” he groaned. 
 
    She was up off him, and she slunk around behind to press her fingers into his shoulders. “Give me something to dance to,” she said. “Hum me some music—something raunchy if you like.” 
 
    David gave her the intro to Joe Cocker’s You Can Leave Your Hat On. He hummed the opening bars then launched into the lyrics as well, doing his best Cocker impersonation. He had done it karaoke plenty of times. 
 
    Clair squealed in delight as she gyrated and ground against him. She had moves, David noticed, thrilled. She worked her way back onto his lap and squirmed down but only teasingly. He forgot some of the words to the song but improvised with more humming. 
 
    “Bugger the bouncers,” he said suddenly, and he grabbed her and kissed her. 
 
    “Hey—that’s not allowed!” she complained, squealing. 
 
    He carried her to the lounge and dropped down with her still in his arms. They kissed and cuddled. 
 
    “What are we doing?” she said to him, coming up for air. “What is this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” David replied honestly. “I don’t know shit, Clair… I’m rubbish at relationships, so I’m trying not to think too hard.” 
 
    He kissed the woman again, and she responded. The door opened, though, and Amanda and Brent walked in. 
 
    “At it again,” Brent said to Amanda. “They’re worse than us.” 
 
    “So, let’s step it up,” Amanda replied, turning and flinging her arms around Brent’s neck. 
 
    They kissed, and David met Clair’s eyes. He was lying beside her on the lounge. She was fiddling with his shirt. 
 
    “So, let’s not think, huh?” she said to him. “Let’s just see what happens.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s just see what happens,” David agreed, kissing her quickly then lifting and pulling her to her feet. 
 
    “So, we’ve got old Morg’s boat?” he said to Brent. “Awesome, man!” 
 
    “He said if we bust it up, we have to buy it off him,” Brent replied. 
 
    “Are you guys ready?” Amanda tugged at Brent anxiously. “Let’s go!” 
 
    David quickly packed a bag and took his new suit from the wardrobe. There was designated parking behind the fish market where there was a separate marina for pleasure craft. There were only half a dozen boats moored there. Morgan Oldfield’s cruiser was by far the most extravagant of them. 
 
    “This is luxury,” Clair remarked, looking around inside the cabin at the galley and berths. “This can’t possibly belong to that funny old man I met when I first arrived. He looked homeless.” 
 
    Brent chuckled. “That’s my grandfather for you… This is his life’s savings right here.” 
 
    “Oh, we had better be careful with it, then. Are you sure it’s alright?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “It’s fine. I use it all the time, and we’re not going to be using the cabin at all. We’ll be there in a couple of hours, and other than maybe a cruise around the island, it will be locked up in the resort marina.” 
 
    The boat was smooth and powerful. They decided that since Brent couldn’t have a drink they’d all wait until they got there to start the party. David was in Heaven with Clair wanting to sit so close all the time. She was beside him with her legs on his lap as they cruised out through the headlands and into the open water. She was looking back at the lighthouse and the Mulvane mansion, seemingly in deep thought. He didn’t disturb her. He just waited until she came out of her trance and met her cool, salty lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    From the position of Nell’s bedroom she could see the entire cove and simply swing her telescope around to look out to sea. There was a blind spot between the headlands where boats would disappear then come back into view sometime later. The old fishing trawlers would take ages to emerge, but the cruiser with the blond girl on-board was travelling much faster. 
 
    Nell focused on the boat. She couldn’t make out faces anymore, but she watched the shiny vessel slowly cruise away until there was just a white dot that disappeared into the horizon. She so wanted to do that, to go to the horizon and beyond. She had been to town the past two nights in John’s car. He was coming for a visit again that afternoon. Nell loved seeing him and her mother together. She had asked her mother to invite him to stay for dinner, and she said she would see. 
 
    Nell left her room and went downstairs. Her mother was outside reading. Nell took a breath and stepped out onto the veranda. Her mother glanced up and Nell smiled. She looked around. It was sunny and warm. There was the smell of the ocean in the air and the singing of cicadas in the trees. The ground was moving a little, or it seemed to be, but that was just giddiness. 
 
    Nell released her grip on the door frame and stepped across the veranda to the stair rail. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” her mother asked. Nell nodded, gritting her teeth in determination and defying her thumping heart and cold sweat. She had not walked down those stairs alone in a long time. 
 
    She moved down one step, and stood there gaining balance and equilibrium. In her mind the ground was still wonky and distorting this way and that. She knew it really wasn’t, though. She closed her eyes, but that never helped, so she opened them again and concentrated on the next step. 
 
    She edged down sideways, gripping the rail, and brought her other foot to that level as well. There were two more steps. The door was far away now, but she didn’t look back at it. She stretched a foot down to the next step and almost sat as she moved her weight over it. She was tired of watching television, though. She wanted to go to the horizon on a boat, and she remained squatting and gained the final step then the gravel of the walkway beyond. She was crouching with her feet spread and her hands finding the ground to help her balance. 
 
    She remained there bent over on her hands and feet, looking down the driveway and across to the grass where there was a seat under a tree that her mother often used for her reading. 
 
    Nell brought her feet together and bent her knees so that she was squatting on her haunches. She still held the ground but just with one hand for balance while she took some breaths and tried to calm down. The doctor had given her breathing exercises. She remembered them. She took deep breaths, releasing slowly and thinking, everything’s fine, everything’s alright. 
 
    She sat on the ground and looked back at her mother, forcing a smile. Her mother had her hands clasped over her mouth and her eyes wide. 
 
    “Enough, Mum!” Nell said. “Enough!” 
 
    “I know,” her mother replied, tearing up. 
 
    There was another chair along the front of the house that was less daunting than the one across the driveway. Nell set her mind on it. She decided to crawl. It wasn’t far. She got close then stood and took the last few steps upright, gripping the armrest and sitting back down. It was a bench seat, and her mother approached and sat with her. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Nell said. “I can do this.” 
 
    The ground had steadied. Her heart wasn’t thumping anymore. She stood and turned around to face the seat, releasing the armrest and standing up straight. She tugged her jumper down, tidying it. There was grass on her pants, and her knees were wet, but that didn’t matter. She turned and stepped onto the driveway. She walked slowly, her arms out for balance and keeping her eyes on the other chair. Her legs were as if gone and she was floating. She reached the chair, gripped it and sat down, looking back across the driveway at her mother. 
 
    Nell then looked at the house. She felt exhilaration, not fear. She had been chained to that house for so long, and she was suddenly free. The sensation was so much more intense than being in the car. It was a feeling of having seized control. 
 
    There was another seat. It was a wooden table and chair setting under a tree. Nell stood more confidently and walked slowly toward it. She looked to her mother watching. “Can we have dinner out here tonight, Mum?” 
 
    “A barbeque?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Yes. A barbeque,” Nell agreed, reaching that destination and sliding onto the bench seat to lean on the table. “We could ask John to stay, and we could have a barbeque party…” 
 
    Her mother sat down opposite. She looked around at the house and up at a spotlight that hadn’t been turned on in years. “I wonder if John could get that old light to work,” she offered casually. 
 
    “So, if I get better, you and John could get married, couldn’t you, Mum?” 
 
    “Married?” her mother returned with an animated glare. 
 
    “Well, why not? You love each other.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, sweetheart, but it’s not that simple.” 
 
    “How is it not simple—if I’m better?” 
 
    Her mother squeezed her hand. “I’m going to call John and tell him to bring his barbeque and some big green prawns… Any special requests?” 
 
    “Could you tell him to wear that aftershave again—the one from yesterday? It smelled really nice.” 
 
    “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” her mother agreed with a laugh. “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Clair accepted David’s hand as she stepped up onto the pier at Lorton Island Resort. She was in Disneyland. It was not so much the three hour cruise on glassy still water and a perfect sunny day. It wasn’t so much the resort she stood there looking at, though it looked magnificent, set in lush gardens and on a private sandy beach, with pools and outdoor bars and shaded deck chairs mostly folded down for the cooler weather, it seemed. There weren’t many people around, and only a few swimming in what turned out to be a heated pool, which Clair discovered when she dipped a foot in as she walked past. No, she wasn’t in Disneyland over the beautiful scene before her. She was from the Gold Coast, and such was commonplace there. Clair was completely off kilter over something raw and deep having become exposed within her. She could sense it. She was having doubts about the things that were rock-solid only a week ago. She was questioning the meaning of her life, and whether or not she needed to do a complete overhaul. 
 
    Clair had seen a vacant shop down one of the streets of Everly Cove. It was small and old-looking, and it had an apartment upstairs. She had seen it on her walk around town when she first arrived and catalogued it in mind without any particular interest, other than the vague notion that something like that back home would be interesting. She had glanced at the For Rent sign and the Upstairs Flat notice in the window a few times in passing, and driving by on the way to the marina that morning, she had taken a good long look with growing interest. 
 
    “You guys take that room. We’ll have this one,” Amanda said, and Clair was ushered by David into a crisp, softly decorated room. It was hued in beige and cream, offset by dark leather couches and chairs. The bed was huge and firm as Clair flopped back on it dreamily. 
 
    Yes, she had fixated on that little timber-box shop for rent and built a whole new life around it during the cruise. The hum of the motor and the gentle breeze and the endless ocean had provided the ideal setting for dreaminess. Her safe little world had cracked open when she hired a car and drove up into the mountains. She didn’t realise it at the time, but she was shedding a cocoon and morphing into someone fresh and accessible. Her tough self-reliance had been a sham. It had abandoned her upon arriving at Everly Cove. She suddenly needed people. 
 
    Clair sat up and looked at the man she wanted to get to know. She couldn’t imagine being with him and being a stripper at the same time. She was finished with all of that. She had enough savings to make a start with a modest floristry business. She would be enquiring about the lease on that shop as soon as they got back to The Cove. Her neighbour Eloisa had friends her own age and community nursing support. There was nothing to go back for other than to pack up her apartment and finalise the month-to-month lease she had on it. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” David asked her. 
 
    She sat up looking at him, but her mind was still off chasing quickly solidifying ideas. 
 
    “I was thinking about how nice this holiday has turned out,” she lied. She wasn’t quite ready to announce anything yet. 
 
    It also occurred to her that she was assuming David would be interested in something without a two week cut-off. He was actually rebounding from a serious relationship, and perhaps a holiday fling was all he needed. 
 
    He sat beside her on the bed. “I say we check out that hot-tub and the indoor pool first off.” 
 
    “I say, good idea, Tarzan. Let’s go!” 
 
    The hot-tub was enormous. The main pool was also heated but offered the perfect cool-off after steaming it up for a while. It was just a matter of flopping over the side of one into the other, kind of like a big seal or walrus might. 
 
    Clair and David spent an hour relaxing and chatting with the few other guests enjoying the pools as well. They found Amanda and Brent again at dinner, and a piano bar drew them for cocktails afterward. 
 
    Clair liked dancing with a gardener in a suit. The contrast of the fine garment and his rough hands was nice. Later that night when he was inside of her, she found herself opening more than her legs. She was opening her mind and her heart. 
 
    “Like that?” he breathed into her hair. 
 
    “No—slower!” 
 
    He slowed his thrusting. “Like that?” 
 
    “Yes, like that,” Clair moaned. Her heart was tingling as she clung to his rippling back and gave herself over completely. 
 
    “Me Tarzan,” he said. 
 
    “No, no Tarzan,” she told him. 
 
    He lifted her with his erection and she bit into his shoulder. 
 
    “I want you,” she uttered. “I need this,” she went on breathlessly, fearlessly. 
 
    “You need this?” he said, curling his hips and spearing her then grinding into her and jolting her body with another short, powerful thrust. “You need that?” 
 
    “Yes, I do…” He wasn’t getting her at all, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    He held her head and spoke in her ear as he ground into her. He taunted her with his words and claimed her with the thrust of his body and the surge of his penis. He drove her into the bedhead and through several deep, thumping orgasms, but none of that registered as Clair’s heart exploded in a burst of tingling ecstasy and ripped her right out of her body. 
 
    What Clair felt while making love that night took her somewhere she had never been before. It took her to a place filled with trust and giving, a place where she could give of herself. It took her to a place where letting go meant that she was empty, and therefore open to be filled with the most amazing rush of yummy, sweet, utterly mind-blowing indulgence. 
 
    “You alright?” the hunky, sweaty gardener asked her. He had rolled off. She was still floating around the ceiling like a helium filled balloon. 
 
    “I’m good,” Clair said. Her body was actually just lying there as he had left it. 
 
    It clicked in her mind. She was an intelligent woman. She rationalised things. She got that it was the flashes of childhood memory that had opened her and penetrated her stonewalls. She understood that the Gold Coast only ever required an unfeeling response. There was nothing there demanding anything deeper. She could live her stripper life only ever utilising the outer layers of her skin, parting her legs for some physical pleasure at the depth of the guy’s penis. 
 
    “I’m better than good,” she said, rolling over to cuddle up. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “What is, the room or the sex?” 
 
    “You are… I am!” Clair said unabashedly. Being a whole person was amazing. “This is different for me,” she went on, lifting to seek David’s eyes. “I know this is only rebound sex for you, but I really like you, and this feels so nice.” 
 
    His eyes changed. Tarzan vanished. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get all serious,” she added quickly. 
 
    He was quiet for a while. He had an arm over his eyes as she fiddled with his chest hair, regretting having let her thoughts go vocal. It felt good to talk, though. She wanted to. 
 
    “I don’t really know what rebound sex is,” he said, swallowing. “I’ve been trying to think no strings all the time, like we said.” His hand moved from her hip with his fingers lightly running up her back then down again. “I don’t think I’m very good at no strings,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    Clair smiled without letting him see. “That’s okay… I’m unravelling here, so there’s probably strings all over me.” 
 
    He kissed her hair. “Why are you unravelling?” 
 
    “Because I can’t close the door.” It was the way it occurred to her just then. “It’s like someone shoved their foot in the door, and I can’t close it. But it’s actually good stuff rushing in. Only, I usually slam the door on any good stuff.” 
 
    He was still stroking her back. His breath was in her hair. “Why shut the door on good stuff?” 
 
    And that was the sixty-four thousand dollar question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Clair said. She didn’t know. 
 
    “Is it like you said before, about being scared and excited at the same time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, if it’s just happening now it might be to do with when you were little,” David ventured. 
 
    He was a smart gardener. 
 
    “Maybe,” Clair agreed, evasively. She didn’t want to go there. She reasoned that and didn’t understand it, but she really didn’t want to talk about her childhood at all. “Anyway, we can just see what happens, can’t we? We don’t have to worry about strings and labels, do we?” She had lifted to find his eyes again. She kissed him. 
 
    “What?” he said quizzically. He had a funny look on his face. “What—you want Tarzan now?” he challenged her playfully. “You want more, eh?” 
 
    “Yes! I want more… I want Tarzan!” Clair squealed as he tickled her. And she laughed and ended up grinding back against him as he pulled the covers up and hugged her from behind. She gave herself to him again, opening to the frightening depths their lovemaking had already touched that night. She gave of herself completely and was ravaged and bitten and sucked on until she was blotchy and sticky all over. 
 
    In the morning she woke with a familiar menstrual cramp that put the brakes on the physical side of the rather stringy little romance she and David were then rolling around in. 
 
    They cruised around the island the next day, finding a small village and a weathered little shop with the most amazing shell ornaments and jewellery. It was tended by a shrivelled old woman with grey hair to her waist and a face of deep lines. 
 
    “That must have been the witch.” Amanda had heard a story about an old woman who was reputed to have mystical powers. She was apparently from a strange religious sect where, many years ago, she had lost her young children and gone crazy with grief.  
 
    “Didn’t see a witch’s broom.” David shrugged to Brent. 
 
    “Or a pointy black hat,” Brent offered. 
 
    “I didn’t see any other people,” Clair said, looking back at the tiny village. The old woman had come from a sweet smelling room adjoining the small shop. There was smoke rising from that wooden house and there were three other houses visible amongst the trees. 
 
    The village was the only other development on the small island, it seemed, and was soon lost in the distance as they cruised around the northern most point. That brought them back to the resort in time to dress up for dinner and a dance at the piano bar again. 
 
    The balmy, early-spring weather ended on the Tuesday morning with clouds rolling in and the wind gusting from the south. The ocean was rough and choppy on the way back to The Cove. Clair was sitting next to David under a canvas sheet protecting them from sea spray and the drizzling rain. She was cuddled up with quite severe cramps and feeling decidedly sorry for herself. The headlands had been in view for a while. The mansion and lighthouse looked bright in spite of the gloomy sky. She was looking from one to the other and at each tall headland. She was staring at the rock faces—at the faces in the rock. She remembered Princess Veil and Princess Song. 
 
    “What is it?” David asked her. The darkness descending upon her must have been evident. There was something terrifying in that vague memory. 
 
    “I used to play a game up there… I was a princess and there was an evil king.” There were actually two evil kings, Clair recalled. Each face of rock was an evil king. The thought of that gripped her and made her feel sick. She almost vomited, but the feeling swept onward and abandoned her as they passed between the headlands and entered the cove. 
 
    “Are you alright?” David checked with concern. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s just this,” she lied, indicating her menstrual discomfort, although it was that too. 
 
    She looked back at the headlands and pieced that frightening sensation she had briefly experienced with the feeling she always woke up with after one of her nightmares. She saw the towering pillars of rock and saw herself running from them and unable to get away. She thought of Princess Song. She had dark hair and lived in the mansion. An exciting yet incredibly uneasy feeling swept over Clair as she thought of the girl locked up in that mansion right then, of a girl about her age who would have been there when she was staying next door. She thought again of the marble floor and the paint brush, but concluding that memory evaded her reach. She couldn’t see beyond the small foyer. She didn’t know what she was doing there. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” David asked again. The boat was stationary. 
 
    Clair shook off the weirdness of all that. She made a sad face. “A cup of tea and a lie down, please?” 
 
    “We can do that,” David said. 
 
    “And can I have another rainwater bath?” she tried sweetly. “Please?” 
 
    “We can do that too.” 
 
    Clair was taken back to that cosy little house with the high ceilings and small rooms. She was given tea and made to lie down for an hour while her bath was being boiled up. She then soaked for another hour and moaned and groaned her way through an evening watching television and being cuddled in front of a fire. She often had to work at a strip joint on a bad cramp day, so it was quite a novelty being able to laze around playing up for attention. The big gardener she was playing up to was attentive, racking up lots of nice-guy points that Clair would be happy to repay later. She imagined taking care of him if he got sick sometime, liking the thought of doing that. 
 
    “You’re like a big teddy bear,” she said, snuggling up to him. “Do you treat all your girlfriends like this?” 
 
    “Told you before, I can’t remember any of them,” he replied offhandedly. “Girlfriend, eh?” he added. 
 
    Clair didn’t respond to that. She let it slide for now. 
 
    “I want to go and check out a little shop for rent tomorrow. Will you come with me?” she asked. 
 
    He took a moment to respond. “You’re going to rent a shop here?” 
 
    “Maybe… What do you think?” 
 
    “What do I think? I think let’s go get your stuff—that’s what I think.” 
 
    Clair giggled. “You do?” 
 
    “Shit, yeah!” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking about it these past few days, and it’s about time I got off my arse and did something with all these college courses. I’ve done two small business management courses and a bookkeeping course.” 
 
    “Definitely time to get off your arse, then,” David agreed. “Hey, you can do bookkeeping?” 
 
    “Forget it. Bookkeeping sucks,” Clair shot back at him. “Do you do your own?” 
 
    “Yeah, I try. Mandy helps.” 
 
    “Hmm… I haven’t seen any other florists in town.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t. Except the flowers at Woolworths,” David informed. “What shop for rent?” 
 
    “The little square one two streets over, just down from that fish pub.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s been vacant for ages.” 
 
    “So, it should be cheap,” Clair surmised. 
 
    “You should be able to get it cheap. They’ll probably jump at getting any sort of rent for it.” 
 
    “Oh, right. So, ask how much then say ‘no—can’t afford that’ and offer them less?” 
 
    “Yep. I would,” David confirmed. “Are you really going to move down here?” 
 
    He had sought Clair’s eyes with that question. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave,” she replied openly. It was simple and true. 
 
    He kissed her. She had never been kissed anywhere near as much as she was being kissed right then. The guy really liked smooching, she noticed, happily. “Don’t stop,” she said to him. “If you want to be my boyfriend, I need lots of kisses, always.” 
 
    “I can do that,” he said. 
 
    Clair’s cramps eased by the next morning and could be kept under control with the help of the pain killers she lived on at that time of the month. She and David met with the real estate agent and had a look in the shop and at the flat upstairs. The shop had a single counter along one wall and shelves around the others. She could picture a basic set-up for displaying flowers and bouquets. It could be made functional with a good clean-up and some paint. David eagerly offered to help with that. The flat was a single bedroom with an all-in lounge, dining and kitchen. It had a toilet and bathroom in one and a laundry attached to the outside of the building at the back. 
 
    “More paint!” Clair said to David. “Would I be allowed to paint up here too?” she asked the woman estate agent. 
 
    “The owners would probably pay for the paint if you did the work,” she answered. 
 
    There was an application form to fill out. The rent was so cheap that Clair wouldn’t have felt right about trying to have it reduced. It was little more than she was paying for a dingy flat where she was. 
 
    “I’ll call you in an hour,” the woman said in parting. She was going to check Clair’s rental references and contact the owners. 
 
    Clair turned to David from the passenger seat of his work utility. She grinned gleefully. “Well?” 
 
    “Well, awesome!” David offered. 
 
    “But am I being silly? I feel like I’m off the rails and crashing through the forest… I’m never this impetuous.” 
 
    “Well, I want you here, so don’t ask me,” David said. “I’ll agree with whatever gets you into that little flat where I can visit you and play with your strings.” 
 
    Clair laughed. “I’ll knit a jumper with strings on it, just for you.” 
 
    “You can knit?” 
 
    She frowned mock indignation. “And sew, and cook, and drive a mower!” 
 
    “Yeah—I’ll be driving a mower when this rain clears. What’s the plan, though, Clair? They’re going to call you back any minute and offer you the lease… What then?” 
 
    “Then I go home and pack my stuff, I suppose. I don’t have much to move. I guess I get one of those removal companies to pick it up and bring it here.” 
 
    “And that’s it? Work, friends, family?” 
 
    “I don’t see my family much, anyway, and it’s only a few hours on a plane for Christmas or whatever. And my friends are mostly the people I work with… I just need to call in and say goodbye. That’s no big deal.” 
 
    They were holding hands, absently intertwining fingers as they spoke. 
 
    “Would you come home with me and help me pack up?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m there,” David responded immediately. “We could drive to Canberra and fly from there. That’s the easiest trip into Sydney or Brisbane.” 
 
    “What about my car?” 
 
    “It’s a Budget?” 
 
    “Yes—Budget.” 
 
    “They have depots everywhere. We could drive it to Canberra, drop it there, and get Mandy to pick us up on the way back.” 
 
    “Um… when?” Clair asked. She just wanted to be moved into that shop. If she could have clicked her fingers and have it done, she would have. 
 
    “Let’s go and check flights on-line,” David said, driving off. “We should be able to find a removalist as well.” 
 
    They were back at the real estate agency within an hour. Clair’s lease started that afternoon. The owners were thrilled to have a tenant after three years waiting. They had an account at the local hardware for paint and were happy to have the entire building repainted inside and out if Clair would agree to do the work. 
 
    She was with her boyfriend. He took charge. “We’ll do that,” he said to the estate agent, checking the notes about brands of paint and colour ranges they could choose from. The owners would just need to okay the actual choice of colours. 
 
    They found a flight for the following morning. There was a removalist company that could pick up Clair’s furniture immediately, but it would be on a truck with other delivery points, and she would be waiting a week for it to reach Everly Cove. 
 
    “Are you sure we can pack your stuff in one day?” David was asking in bed that night. 
 
    “Half a day… Two hours!” Clair assured him. “My place is tiny, and the fridge is already empty and shut down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    David had no idea what he was doing with Clair. He had coached himself not to fall for her. He had been up for that. He had been well and truly on top of his stupid tendency to let the rotation of the planet come to a halt whenever some girl kissed him back. He had fought the urge to think beyond two weeks in Heaven. 
 
    I’ll just do this, enjoy it, think myself lucky, and move on. He had nailed it. And then she says ‘oh, but I saw this little shop for rent’. 
 
    What? 
 
    And then it’s ‘oh, and lets be boyfriend/girlfriend too’. 
 
    And with that, David’s plan was blown away. It was completely dismantled. He had a strong tendency to become attached to a new woman. He always ended up tossing and turning that first night, thinking he had found the ideal partner in life based on a single physical connection and perhaps a few common interests or a shared joke or two at a bar. He always ended up thinking back, realizing that if he had just stopped for a moment at the beginning and thought rationally, he would never have ended up with the likes of Cassie, anyway. 
 
    David churned through that as the sun peeped through the trees and caressed the lovely facial features of his sleeping travel partner. 
 
    She’s different, though. This is the total opposite to all of that. We were trying not to be together, and it’s happening, anyway. She said ‘no strings’ and I said ‘no strings’, and there’s frigging strings everywhere. 
 
    Since Clair had casually referred to him as only having rebound sex the other night, he had been working that over in his mind. And he had found a flaw in that thinking. 
 
    Nope—rebound sex is something you go to the pub looking for. But we met by chance when I wasn’t looking at all. And rebound sex is what you do with someone else when you’re thinking about your ex. But I haven’t been thinking about Cassie. Not one bit! 
 
    David drove while Clair slept. They had departed at four AM for the five hour drive to the capital city. 
 
    David had taken control of the practical aspects of Clair’s move. He had done this before. He had helped plenty of friends move around town or interstate. He was thrilled to be given the reins by the exceptionally beautiful woman he had become absolutely mesmerised by. 
 
    Her hand was resting there, and he took it within his own and held it as he drove. She stirred soon enough and he released it, but he took it and held it again when she had finished fixing her hair in the mirror on her sun-visor. 
 
    She yawned. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They found a roadhouse and a truck-driver’s breakfast menu. The last several hours of their morning drive whizzed by, and they found parking and checked out the War Memorial and Parliament House, taking lots of photos for Clair’s elderly neighbour, whom she would miss. 
 
    Canberra was an immaculately clean and organized looking city from the window view of a plane climbing into the sky above it. Clair had the window seat, but David was leaning across her. He picked off a kiss while he was there. 
 
    “This still feels out-of-control crazy,” she told him. 
 
    “Like I said, don’t ask me. I’ll do whatever you say.” 
 
    “What—just now or always?” she tried playfully. 
 
    “Well, always, but only when it comes to certain things,” he gave her. 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    He kissed her again. “Kisses and stuff.” 
 
    “Oh! Okay, I can work with that.” 
 
    He kissed her again, tenderly yet deeply. They were alone in the bank of three seats, but the people across the aisle were looking over. It was an elderly couple, smiling. “Sorry,” David said, and the woman gave him a never-mind gesture, the man giving a thumbs-up. 
 
    Lunch was served, after which the early morning run swamped David. He slept until the plane landed in Brisbane at 2PM. They hired a car at the airport and were at Clair’s parents’ house by three. 
 
    The hugs there were done with minimal contact. Clair’s news was welcomed encouragingly. Her father commented that it would be nice to have someone to visit in his old home town. There was coffee and a slice of fruit cake, then they were on the highway headed south out of Brisbane in fairly heavy traffic. 
 
    “It’s always like that,” Clair explained apologetically. “They were so young when they had me… I’ve always felt like the mistake they made.” 
 
    “You don’t look like any kind of mistake,” David said, squeezing. They were holding hands again. 
 
    “I know! I look good.” Clair brushed off his compliment as unnecessary. “I make guys literally drool.” 
 
    “Yeah—we have to check your strip-joint out while we’re here. I’ve got some spare cash to hand out,” David shot back in the same vein. 
 
    “Well, you can come with me, but you’re not getting any lap dances.” 
 
    “Oh, why?” 
 
    “I won’t allow it. Sorry!” 
 
    “Oh, you won’t?” 
 
    “Nope. If you want another one you have to get it off me. And I don’t take cash.” 
 
    “Hmm… Visa?” David tried. 
 
    She shot him a mock frown. 
 
    “Well, how do I get one?” he complained. 
 
    “Same way as last time.” 
 
    David thought about that, trying to work out what he did the other night to deserve a lap-dance. 
 
    “Do you mean I have to sing?” he asked as they crawled in the traffic. 
 
    She shrugged and nodded a bit. “Yeah—singing works.” 
 
    “And boss you around?” He remembered calling her woman and telling her to cook. 
 
    She did another frown. “You got away with that, Tarzan.” 
 
    He smiled. “Would have been cool watching you strip on stage, though.” 
 
    She shrugged again. “I’ve got videos.” 
 
    “Shit! Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep—when I was learning, the other girls helped me, and we used to video each other to learn from. I’ve got a bunch of stuff I had transferred from VHS to digital. There’s a bit of more recent stuff from show nights.” 
 
    “Show nights?” 
 
    “Yeah—theme nights—dress-up.” 
 
    “Awesome!” David declared enthusiastically. He needed to see all of that. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice to have something… I don’t really have photos.” 
 
    “No, me either. There wouldn’t be half a dozen photos of me in existence. Mum’s got some baby and school photos somewhere, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to fix that. I think some karaoke footage would be a good start. You’re really good at it.” 
 
    David laughed. The idea had never occurred to him before, but he liked it. 
 
    “Okay—cool,” he said, leaning across for a kiss while they waited at traffic lights. 
 
    They had gotten off the expressway, and after another twenty minutes crawling through busy streets, they arrived at Clair’s apartment. It was as David had expected, given Clair’s description. It was a run-down little building between a couple of old weatherboard houses. The area looked in danger of being bulldozed and rebuilt with more of the towering apartment buildings in the near distance. They were two or three blocks in depth and all vying for ocean views. It was late afternoon, and their shadows were cast over Clair’s humble little abode with a big, orange sun setting beyond them. 
 
    “This is nice,” David commented. The inside of the apartment defied the run-down look of the building. It was simple, tidy, and it smelled nice. 
 
    Clair was kissing him. She had turned and leaned into him for a cuddle. “We should go and get the work thing done and pick up some take-away on the way back. I’ve got nothing in the fridge, and I’m going to pack the cupboards and give that to my neighbour.” 
 
    David was eyeing off the bedroom. 
 
    “You can have a sleep first if you want,” she said. 
 
    “An hour would be good.” 
 
    She led him and pushed him back on her bed. He had on boots, and she tugged them off for him and stepped out of her own shoes before lying down beside him. There were silk flowers in wall-pots and vases, and candles and animal figurines. There was a doll on the dresser, and the mirror there was decorated with ribbons. There was a teddy-bear that Clair had claimed from the bed and put on a high-back wooden chair. The room was beautifully scented. 
 
    It was a girl’s room, and David felt privileged to have been invited in. He dozed off and woke alone nearly two hours later. Clair came from the bathroom having discarded her dress and put on jeans and a jumper. It was cool out. 
 
    David went with her to the club where she worked. He hung back just inside the door while she spoke with a bald, middle aged man behind the bar, who turned out to be the owner and manager. After getting a one-arm hug over the bar, she went into the back, and came out ten minutes later dabbing at tears, with a small gym-bag in her hand. 
 
    “That’s done,” she said as they sat back in the car. She was still teary eyed. 
 
    “Some good friends, yeah?” David offered warmly. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes…” 
 
    That evening was spent packing. It was late-night Thursday shopping, and they found a store with boxes, masking tape and nylon zip-bags for storage. They had everything except the bed ready for the removalist before crashing out after midnight. The morning was then spent cleaning the small apartment, and after the removalist had been loaded up, Clair hugged her elderly neighbour and cried again. After tearing herself from the clutch of the old woman, it was only a matter of stopping in at the real estate agent to cancel her lease and hand in the keys. 
 
    Just on dusk that evening, they were landing in Canberra where they had a motel room booked. The original plan was to have Amanda meet them, but Clair had decided she wanted to buy a cheap car, and Canberra was an ideal place to shop for one. 
 
    “So, do you know what sort you want?” David asked her. The cab had dropped them on a street with no less than six car-yards that they could see. 
 
    “Small, automatic, and I’ve got seven thousand dollars… Oh, and air-conditioned.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s a good search criteria. There’s not a lot of difference between makes of car these days. They’re all pretty much the same at the lower end of the market… I say we walk through what we can see here and pick the one that matches your list, with the lowest kilometres travelled.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it has to be a nice colour,” Clair said, snuggling up. 
 
    “Well, that went without saying,” David replied, chuckling. “We’ll have a look for rust too.” 
 
    They had fun with it. They found about ten cars that suited. Clair picked a red one with a light-grey interior. It was sound and had a good service history. David was happy with it for her. 
 
    “Well, it’s your car,” he said when they approached with the keys in hand. “It’s quiet from here back to the motel, and it’s all highway from there.” 
 
    Clair drove back to the motel to get their things then all the way to Ruxby where they stopped for a late lunch at the garage/café she had found on her way to Everly Cove. She was sleepy after the meal, so David drove on to The Cove where the wind was howling in from the south-east and the rain was pelting down. 
 
    David was a bit disappointed that night when Clair chose not to sleep with him. It wasn’t as if they discussed it or anything. He had been watching a Friday night rugby game, and she had been chatting with Amanda in Amanda’s room. Brent was on duty and returning to his home that night after his shift, so Amanda was sleeping alone. 
 
    She went to bed early, and Clair came out to say goodnight while the game still had half an hour to play. She kissed David’s cheek and left him. She could have gotten into either his bed or the one in the spare room. She chose the latter and all but closed the door. 
 
    David took it as though their fledgling relationship had reached a settling point. They had spent a week together, day and night. A platform had been built for something long-term, or even permanent. Though, let’s not get too carried away, he reminded himself as he lay there staring at the moon shadows on his bedroom wall. They had come through the blaze of excitement that usually initiated a relationship, and now it was time to settle down a bit and see what next. It was time to retreat to their corners and proceed calmly. 
 
    Clair would be staying for the week while they painted her new home and waited for her furniture. She may well spend all week sleeping in her own room, or perhaps there would be a chance to get hold of her again, David considered. 
 
    He drifted off to sleep with the idea he should play it cool. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Clair looked across the breakfast table at Brent. “And that’s it?” she challenged him, scoffing and giggling. “Some bloody cop you are!” 
 
    Brent handed over the single sheet of paper. It was crumpled and had been in his pocket for a few days. There were two lines of type: 
 
    1984 Ford LTD – PRY177 – registration 12.04.1986 – Charles Mulvane 
 
    1984 Ford LTD – PRY177 – registration 12.04.1985 – Hogue Mulvane 
 
    Brent frowned defensively. “Well, what else was I supposed to find out about? The car belonged to Charles, and he left everything to the widow. It belongs to her and she’s got it.” 
 
    “Why did—” Clair checked the paper, “—Hogue Mulvane sell the car to Charles?” 
 
    “I think Hogue was the brother who went missing,” Amanda offered. 
 
    “My brother sold me a car once,” Brent pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but neither of you were then murdered, were you?” Clair said to him. “This is juicy!” 
 
    Brent was rubbing his mouth. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Mandy, tell him he has to help me,” Clair pled. “He’ll do it if you say so.” 
 
    “I will help you!” the guy said, blushing. “I am helping!” 
 
    Amanda sat on his lap. Clair smiled at them both. “Well, we need to know why the car was sold in the first place and why the widow has it hidden away.” 
 
    Clair ended up alone at her shop that morning. David had helped her get organized with paint and equipment to do the job, but there was a break in the weather, and he had to get some of his own work done. 
 
    Clair started with the shop, she had chosen an old shirt and jeans that could be ruined without concern. She had her hair in a scarf and rubber gloves on. 
 
    She was thrilled to be there alone all day just dreaming along, imagining what would be going where and how she was going to establish a business of her own. Amanda called in for a few hours later in the day, and they chatted about what the town needed from a florist, about how people had to go out of town to find someone to do a wedding, or even a funeral. There were wedding planners and funeral services that Clair needed to become known by. She would need to start building a marketing platform there. There were already people poking their heads in the door as they walked by—saying how a florist was such a good idea. 
 
    Clair noticed a change in David over the next few days. He was still as affectionate. He was always near her, cuddling and kissing her, but he had become kind of tame. Her period had finished, and he hadn’t tried to drag her off anywhere. Tarzan was nowhere to be seen, although he may simply not have been aware her period had ended. 
 
    She pulled into the driveway one afternoon and found him sitting on the front step talking to a woman. Clair recognised his ex-girlfriend, and as she approached, her heart quickened. She met the other woman’s eyes as David introduced her. She smiled and attempted to walk up the steps and disappear into the house, but David caught her hand and encouraged her to sit with him. 
 
    Clair sat, and David put his arm around her and continued talking as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Clair settled there, holding his hand in her lap while the other woman’s gaze darted here and there, and she was soon on her way. 
 
    “Is Mandy home?” Clair whispered to David. 
 
    “No. She’s out somewhere with Brent.” 
 
    Clair whispered again. “Do you want to have turns?” 
 
    “Shit, yeah!” he said, tickling her and making her jump and squeal, and he chased her inside and tackled her onto his bed. 
 
    “What did she want?” Clair asked as she was being kissed and undressed. 
 
    “She was just walking past and stopped to say hello.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    He had taken a nipple into his mouth. He looked up from there. “You jealous?” 
 
    “Yes,” Clair admitted. 
 
    He smiled then returned to her breasts. He had her bra pushed up, baring them. He moved from one to the other, teasing her nipples and biting softly before sucking them into his big, warm mouth. 
 
    Clair closed her eyes and got into that easily. She lifted for him to strip her paint jeans and underwear. It seemed he was going first, which was fine. He ended up kneeling then standing to undress himself. She watched him, naked below the waist with her knees swayed together and biting on a finger, deliberately, teasingly. He chuckled then crawled on top of her. He was nude, and he lifted her shirt and bra roughly over her head, rendering her completely naked also. 
 
    He kissed her deeply, passionately, stirring her. He kissed her mouth then her neck, then he moved to her breasts again. He licked her skin as he tasted her belly, and he swung around as he parted her thighs and kissed her wetly and deeply, searching inside of her with his tongue and lifting and holding her while he did that. 
 
    His body was then offset to hers with his penis by her face. It was drooping there, partially engorged but not fully. She claimed it as her clitoris was being tongued and firmly massaged. She took the head in and sucked on it as it expanded and firmed. 
 
    Clair gripped the man’s head buried between her thighs absolutely mauling her. She clung to her boyfriend as her orgasm pulsed through her belly and his erupted in her mouth. She then showered and ate, and was taken back to bed and made love to through the night, passionately at first, then sensually in a warm and tender embrace. 
 
    She was taken to bed each of the three remaining nights she spent at David’s house before her furniture arrived and she was set up in her own, familiar surrounds again. David stayed over that first night as well, but they talked and decided there was no rush. 
 
    “No, you need to settle in and make your new home the way you want it, honey,” he offered sincerely. It was the first time he had used any sort of pet-name, other than the occasional ‘baby’ when he was being cheeky. Clair didn’t mind ‘honey’. 
 
    That first morning after fully moving into her new flat, Clair was left alone. She did a big shopping and set out fresh flowers. She sat there looking at her work, feeling proud and pleased with herself. She wasn’t ready to start serious plans for her shop as yet, and there was still her college course and the assignment she was due to email off. 
 
    She pulled the neglected Mulvane folder from the suitcase where it had been stashed under her clothes the past week. She had pushed it completely out of mind and had trouble getting back into it. She re-read the summary from the local police, which offered no conclusion, just that all evidence had been processed and statements taken, and that the matter was completely open. She browsed her notes from interviews with Morgan Oldfield and John Phillips. She had neglected to make any notes after speaking with the widow, but she remembered most of that. She opened the page from Brent that she had stuck in the folder. She wondered whether he would have anything more about the car yet. He had been away on some training course and was due back that night. 
 
    Clair took the folder and jumped in her little red car. She decided she needed to get a feel for what she was doing. She drove to the main road and parked at the corner where the widow’s driveway branched off. She walked up with her folder in hand and ducked through the brush to confront her grandparents’ old house. 
 
    She was there alone this time. It felt like a confrontation. The spooky, old building stood there daring her to enter. She approached, looking up at it, and climbed the stairs to turn the handle on the front door and push it inward. 
 
    Clair took a breath and entered the house. She could still only conjure vague memories of ever being there before. She walked up the stairs and to the window that offered her a reminder of those days twenty years ago and the child the widow remembered. She sat on the window ledge and opened the folder she had in her hand. 
 
    Morgan Oldfield had given three accounts of the death of Charles Mulvane. The town was split over whether the widow killed him, or whether John Phillips killed him. Morgan had been at sea when news broke of the murder. He had heard about it over the radio with the fishermen passing on details of the police being unable to find John Phillips. He was apparently out of town at the time of the murder, conveniently, Morgan had suggested to Clair. Many believed he truly was visiting an old Navy buddy in Melbourne, a man who had corroborated his alibi. But it was also a man who had served alongside John for years and would probably have done anything for him. Those who did believe that story were firmly of the opinion that the widow did the deed herself—that she was an evil, cold hearted woman capable of such an act, and that she had been siphoning off tax-free money from the business Charles Mulvane had built from the ground up, and that she would one day vanish with her daughter and her long-time lover. 
 
    Another school of thought had an intruder set on vengeance and the collection of antique jewellery that Mulvane kept in his safe, someone perhaps linked at a deeper level to the extended Mulvane family. The jewellery was purported to be valued in the millions, and would have served as a fine motive all on its own, and there were apparently questionable business dealings in the family history that would perhaps encourage an assailant to do away with Mulvane while they pocketed the treasure. The police file had this as a plausible explanation for the murder and robbery. The idea had never gained much traction amongst the townsfolk, though. 
 
    Clair looked up from her folder and saw herself on a rope swing beneath the tree beside the old garage. It was an image she had not conjured up before. She remembered the creak of the tree branch and the leaves in the clouds as she swung with her head back. She remembered the fence that used to be there, just beyond the garage. There was no spiked iron fence back then. It was only a wire net that sagged from a single strand of rusty wire, and they used to climb between the single strand and the sagging net—she and the dark haired girl from the mansion, or castle as they called it. 
 
    Clair remembered Princess Song but couldn’t see her face. She remembered her as a feeling of fear and dread, as a part of something dark and forbidden. 
 
    Oh, my, what is that? She implored of herself—of her hazy, disjointed mind. There was something right there, but she couldn’t grasp it. She just shivered at the feel of it creeping through her. 
 
    The image of swinging beneath the tree had gone. It had faded and scurried off like the fragments of a dream. She shivered off the lingering feel of dread and walked into the other bedroom to peer out that window at the overgrown yard and rusted clothes-line. There was nothing of use to her there, but as she opened her folder again, the rusted clip of fuel accounts from the old lighthouse fell on the floor. 
 
    She picked them up and looked at the name, N. D. Cornish, recalling that it was the widow’s father who had lived in the old lighthouse. She thought of the white beacon on top of the headland and remembered the rock faces on the way into the cove last week. 
 
    There was something there. It was a part of the dark awful mass that surrounded the girl she used to play with. What the hell? Clair churned in anguish as she tried to dig at whatever it was burrowed deep in her childhood. Who are you people? she challenged, looking at the fuel accounts again and deciding she needed to go back to the lighthouse. 
 
    She walked quickly once out of the house, with a cold shiver dancing down her spine. She got in her car and drove through town and up onto the headland. She took the folder and ducked through the bent gates. She didn’t feel ill at ease with the lighthouse. It was an interesting and familiar building with no sense of fear or dread surrounding her as she entered. 
 
    She walked through the rooms, as she had done the last time. All was as it was then. It was lifeless and cold, a story bleached by sand and salt. She entered the light tower and found herself noticing the red brickwork under the stairs again. It was the only thing at all significant about the place. She closed her eyes and was sure she remembered a metal door, like a trapdoor, and the idea of crawling into a confined space. 
 
    Clair approached the stairs and squatted down to reach beneath them. She touched the underside of the wooden step with its rusted metal support frame, thinking of bumping her head and getting hair caught in the metal work. She touched the bricks and thought of the metal door with a perimeter of bolts and a shiny handle. The handle was shiny enough to see your reflection and it was cold and smooth. 
 
    Again, though, that flash of memory didn’t carry the feeling of dread. That was a part of the fun princess game she used to play. She remembered that game when she climbed up the stairs and looked out at the cove and the mansion on the other headland. It was a fun, happy game, but there was something encompassing it, something Clair just could not get a grip on. 
 
    She needed to get a grip, though. She needed to get her assignment done, and she tossed the folder back in her car and drove home. 
 
    Her excursion had been effective. She spent an hour and typed up a draft of her assignment that read pretty well. She wondered, though, if perhaps Brent had anything more about the Mulvane brother and the car. She was determined to get her assignment into an email and sent off that night, but just to be sure, she called Amanda to check. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s back,” Amanda said. “Hang on a minute.” 
 
    She could be heard talking with her boyfriend in the background. 
 
    “Yes, he has. He’s got a whole lot of stuff about that for you. Do you want us to come over?” 
 
    “No, I’ll drop around,” Clair said. “Is now okay? I want to get this stupid assignment done.” 
 
    “Yeah—sure! We’re going to order pizza. Do you want some?” 
 
    “No, I want to cook and eat in my house tonight,” Clair said. “I’ll see you in a minute.” 
 
    She hurried around and wondered if she should knock. She kind of did and opened the door at the same time. “Hi!” she called out. There were voices in the kitchen. “Hi, Brent, Mandy.” 
 
    “Hi, snoop,” Brent replied. “I’ve got some interesting stuff for you this time.” 
 
    Clair sat down. 
 
    “Okay, first off, the brother, Hogue Mulvane, disappeared about three months after the Murder of Charles Mulvane here at the mansion. And he was a suspect!” 
 
    “A suspect?” Clair repeated with interest. 
 
    “Damn right he was. He was busted flat broke. He got his name off the car just before declaring bankruptcy, along with cashing in some other assets, a boat and another car as well. And he owned a transport company that had gone into receivership.” 
 
    Brent passed Clair an envelope. “It’s all in there,” he said. “And get this—his house burned down at the time he was last seen in Melbourne, which was a huge mansion insured to the family and worth megabucks! But not in his private name. It was set up through company deals that the banks couldn’t touch.” 
 
    “So, he disappears with a bankroll, never to be seen again?” Clair suggested. “Is that what the police think?” 
 
    “Well, that’s how it looks. And there’s the possibility he bumped off his brother for the family heirlooms and in the hope he was in the will, which he wasn’t as it turned out.” 
 
    Amanda was listening on. “Awesome, huh?” 
 
    “Juicy!” Clair agreed. “Good stuff for my assignment, except I have to rewrite half of it now… Thank you so much, Brent. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    Clair passed the pizza delivery guy at the door. She hurried home and tossed the envelope at her computer then made her dinner. She kind of missed David already, but they actually did have all the time in the world. 
 
    Clair ate her dinner and took a second glass of wine to the other side of the table where her computer was set up. She turned it on and opened her assignment file. She would have to chop it up and rewrite quite a lot of it to include this new information. 
 
    She opened the large yellow envelope and took out the stapled pages. A photograph slipped out and fell to the table. It was a photograph of a man’s face—a face that reached into her chest and ripped her heart out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Clair stared at the face of the monster who had stalked her all of her life. The face had never been in the light before. It had always been in shadow. It had lurked and come for her when she slept. It was the horror palpitating in her heart when she woke through the night. It was the malevolent presence in all darkness, in the terrifying shiver that crept up her spine. It was the face of the evil that towered over her, that trapped her and held her when she needed to run. 
 
    Clair clutched the photo and ran to her car. She knew what she had to do. There was a knot clenching her chest, and tears dripped from her face. She pulled up at the intercom box at the iron gates of the mansion. She tried to speak, but her chest convulsed and a sob was all that came out. 
 
    She gathered some fortitude and pressed the button again. “Mrs Mulvane, I have to speak with you!” she got out with some authority. “Please, I must speak with you right now!” 
 
    There was silence then a crackling sound emitting from the intercom. “Who is it?” a soft voice asked. 
 
    Clair sniffled. “It’s Clair Wells, Mrs Mulvane. Please, I need to speak with you!” 
 
    The gate clunked and swung slowly back. Clair drove through and stopped in front of the steps. The door opened, and the widow emerged with her arms folded and a look that was comparable to the way Clair felt. 
 
    Clair walked to her, confronting her on the steps. She stuck the photograph in front of the woman’s face. “Who is this?” she said, swallowing at the shudder of her chest. 
 
    There was something in the widow’s eyes. It was terror wrenched in regret. “Oh, dear,” she cried in anguish. “Oh, no… Sweetheart, no!” 
 
    Clair couldn’t contain her dread. Her chest was so tight, and the ache in the base of her throat gave way to sobbing. “Who is he?” she cried. “Who is that?” 
 
    The widow was shaking her head. “Sweetheart, we didn’t know. We found you but we didn’t know.” 
 
    “What didn’t you know? Who found me?” 
 
    Clair was regaining some composure. The widow had a hand over her mouth. The hand was shaking. There was such sadness in her eyes. 
 
    She motioned with her other hand for Clair to follow. She turned and walked to her door, waiting. 
 
    Clair approached. She could see the marble floor, the groove. The widow took her hand and led her inside where the foyer opened to a large room with a staircase to a railed landing and a crystal chandelier suspended from an exposed ceiling way up high. There were doorways to other rooms on the ground level. 
 
    “I’ve been in here before,” Clair uttered. 
 
    “Yes,” the widow said. 
 
    She was still holding Clair’s hand. Clair had the photo in her other hand. 
 
    “Who is this?” she asked again. “What does he have to do with me?” 
 
    The widow’s chin quivered. “That’s Hogue Mulvane, my husband’s brother. He…” The widow’s voice faltered. 
 
    “He what?” Clair demanded. Her chest was tightening again. 
 
    “He photographed children… Naked children,” the widow said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Wh..at?” Clair sobbed, her voice shaking. 
 
    The widow nodded. “He photographed my daughter. He and my husband—they touched her,” she said in anguish. “The damned animals touched her.” 
 
    Clair remembered the chandelier, the stair case. There was a door to her right, two paces away. She knew what was in there. She flung the door open before the widow could stop her, and her gut clenched with the clarity of the images that bounded up at her. 
 
    It was in there that it had happened. She saw the light stands and the cameras. She felt the thick fingered hands lifting her nightdress. She saw the face of the monster and the one with the mask. 
 
    She slapped at the widow’s hands. “Don’t touch me!” she screamed at her. “Don’t frigging touch me,” Clair threatened, backing out of there.  
 
    The dread and gut wrenching anguish had morphed into anger. She backed to the door and onto the veranda. The widow didn’t follow. She was beyond the marble floor with her hands over her mouth and her eyes distraught. 
 
    Clair ran to her car and sped around and across the grass to get back onto the driveway. The gate was shut, and she skidded to a halt, gripping her steering wheel with her mind numbing. She sat there staring at the gates for some time before they clunked and swung back, forcing her to reverse the car before she could speed off down the driveway again. 
 
    Clair pulled up in front of her shop and turned off the car, and she sat there holding the steering wheel and processing the images her mind had not been able to smother. She saw the two men without their pants on. She saw her friend, nude, and she looked down at herself, nude. She felt the fat fingered hands gripping her, pulling her into position. She was squashed beside the man with the face. She was squashed against the arm of a couch with his sweaty, fat body beside her. Her friend was put on his lap, then she was pulled up onto his lap as well—then the cameras. 
 
    It was all Clair’s mind would allow her. If there was more, she couldn’t see it right then. She looked for the photo, but she must have dropped it. Her chest heaved into a deep sob and she started to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Strange. Maybe her phone died, or the battery? 
 
    David had woken and checked his phone for any message from Clair. There were none. He had worked late and called when he arrived home, but her phone had been turned off or something. He had tried again right then, but it was still ‘switched off or out of service’. 
 
    He had his breakfast and checked the on-line news before calling in at Woolworths to pick up a bunch of flowers. Buying flowers for a florist struck him as amusing. He picked out the biggest, most colourful bunch they had, thinking along the lines of a kitchen bench decoration. It was a huge arrangement of red and orange and purple and yellow. He was on-foot and caught a few smiles as he carried the thing along quite proudly. 
 
    Clair’s car was parked in front of her place. She wasn’t in the shop, so he climbed the stairs to the landing on the side of the box-like little building. It was nearly ten so she should be awake, he figured. He knocked and called out, “You there, honey!” 
 
    There was no response, but he heard a chair scrape. 
 
    He knocked again. “Clair—it’s me, David.” 
 
    The door cracked open and her eyes appeared. They were red and swollen with tears. 
 
    David’s heart sank. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    She sniffled. She didn’t answer. She was holding the door only a few inches open. Her eyes lifted from being downcast, but she still said nothing. 
 
    “What is it, Clair? What’s the matter? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she uttered morbidly. “Nothing’s happened.” 
 
    David attempted to move the door but she held it. “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t come inside, please?” 
 
    She looked at the flowers in his hand then met his eyes again. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just need to be alone right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sure—but are you alright?” 
 
    She shrugged a weak, affirmative response. “Please just go, David? Please?” 
 
    She closed the door and left David staring at it. He backed away and walked down the stairs, turning to look up at the kitchen window of the little flat. There was no movement there. 
 
    David walked on with his gut clenched in worry. Had somebody died or something? He almost hoped that was true, and that Clair was physically alright at least. The fact that she didn’t want him there hurt, but he put that aside. They had known each other all of three weeks. 
 
    “Flowers!” Amanda exclaimed as he walked into the lounge. She was in her pyjamas watching television. 
 
    “Something’s the matter with Clair.” He dropped the bunch of flowers on a chair. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s at home, crying, and she won’t talk to me.” 
 
    “What did you do?” his sister asked, as if he had done something ridiculous. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I don’t think it’s about me.” 
 
    “Oh. Then, what? What did she say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She said, ‘leave me alone!’” 
 
    Amanda was dressed within a few minutes. When she had gone, David walked into the kitchen and leaned on the sink, staring out the window. The not being required to help bit was playing on him. It was true he had only known Clair for a few weeks, but his desire to protect her was strong. He churned over that until he heard Amanda’s car pull up. She had not been gone long. 
 
    “Well?” David asked, accosting her as she walked in. 
 
    “I don’t know,” his sister said. 
 
    “Is she alright—physically? She’s not hurt or sick?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. She said, ‘don’t worry’. She said for you not to worry!” 
 
    “Yeah, right! How am I supposed to not worry! Shit!” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” Amanda went on, giving David a hug. “Girls cry sometimes. She’s just moved interstate and left her whole life behind… It probably just hit her.” 
 
    “You think? Like a what-the-hell-am-I-doing-here moment?” 
 
    “It’s probably something like that,” Amanda assured him. “Give her some space. Let her figure it out. She told me she’s always figured stuff out alone, so this is probably perfectly normal.” 
 
    “Yeah? So, what should I do—call her tomorrow or something?” 
 
    “Or just send a text asking her to call when she feels up to it,” Amanda suggested. “Sometimes the best way to show you care is to give someone space.” 
 
    David nodded. That made sense. 
 
    “And you do care, don’t you?” his little sister went on, exploring. 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted. “I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    John punched in the security code on the intercom keypad, and the big iron gates slowly swung back. He drove on through with his newly bestowed entitlements and freedoms warming his chest and making him want to hum and sing. 
 
    He pulled up at the steps where Nell was sitting, waiting for him. She waved excitedly. She was beginning to develop colour. Her ghostly white complexion was warming to life. Her blue eyes were brighter and her lips were redder, and there appeared to be more gold in her hair. She was changing from black and white to full colour. 
 
    John got hugged. It was the latest development, his second one so far. 
 
    “That girl was here yesterday screaming, and Mum’s upset,” she announced. 
 
    That took John back a bit, wiping the smile off his mind. “Are you alright?” he checked with Nell. 
 
    She nodded. “I was asleep. I only heard a bit of it, and she was gone before I could see what was happening… Mum said not to worry.” 
 
    He left Nell with her book. “You there, Susan?” he called as he knocked and entered the foyer. 
 
    “I’m here, John. Come in,” she called from the kitchen. Her real greeting was virtually flinging herself into his arms, weeping. 
 
    John held her as she started to cry. He patted her, holding her tight and giving her a minute. 
 
    “What’s happening, love? What’s going on?” 
 
    Susan pushed back, sniffling into a tissue. She shook her head, seemingly in search of words. 
 
    “Those frigging animals,” she got out. “That young girl… I don’t know what they did to her—photographs, and Christ knows what else!” 
 
    “Fuck!” John spat, his gut turning. “I thought she was okay.” 
 
    “I think she just remembered, or started to. I called Doctor Karen. She said she has a case and will be a while before she can get here. She said it would take time before young Clair would even be approachable, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Fucking bastards,” John spat again. He hated the Mulvanes with passion. He pictured the elder brother still living it up in an island paradise somewhere. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked Susan. She had returned to washing dishes. 
 
    “No, I’m not alright, John!” 
 
    “Now, come on, you couldn’t have known!” 
 
    She started crying again. 
 
    “You couldn’t have known, love. There’s nothing you could have done.” 
 
    “Her grandmother left her with me to take care of. She left the child with me!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Clair hurried to her car with her groceries and returned home to hide away from the world. She had shopped to be sure she wouldn’t need to go out again anytime soon. Other than food, she needed nothing. She could take care of herself. 
 
    After three days crying, she had unconsciously erected a big, strong wall. She was well used to doing that—well used to the process of shutting down when faced with issues, though never for something as soul destroying as having been molested as a child. This issue required a bigger shut-down, a more complete and comprehensive one. 
 
    How long could I hold out like this? Clair had the balance of her savings to support herself for the time being. She would soon be tapping into her business budget, but that was of no concern. The plans to open her floristry shop were gone. She just needed to survive. Beyond the duration of the grocery supplies she was packing away was further than her state of mind would allow her to think. Whenever she tried to think, she would be dragged back to the fat fingers and the sweaty monster with the face. 
 
    Those groceries lasted nearly a week. Amanda had called in twice, and Clair had invited her to stay for a cup of tea, but she told the girl lies, letting her think there was some family problem she didn’t want to talk about. She had also snuck across the road to buy milk a few times, but she needed to do proper shopping again. 
 
    Her greatest fear was running into David, and that’s exactly what happened. She was coming from the shopping centre with her trolley when he was walking in. He stopped, and she had to. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Clair said, pulling at the sleeve of her jumper. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, don’t be. Mandy said there’s some problem at home. I hope everything turns out alright,” he said. “I’m just um…” he pointed to the bakery, edging along. 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Clair mumbled. 
 
    She glanced back once, but he was waiting to be served. She glanced back again after packing her car and saw him looking over from the door of the shopping centre. She held up a hand to wave, tentatively. He did the same, and she wanted to cry, but she got in her car and just drove. 
 
    She drove and cried, and when she got home she found a business card wedged in her door: 
 
    C.A.V. Foundation 
 
    Karen Phelps 
 
    Counsellor 
 
    It was a plain white card with a mobile phone number on the bottom. 
 
    Clair cried into her pillow all afternoon thinking about David and being torn away and dragged back into the horror of the face and the fat fingers. 
 
    There was a gentle knock on her door the following morning. She had woken with some strength and a little resolve. Her visitor was a small, heavily set woman with a round face. She smiled. 
 
    “Hello, Clair.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you get my card?” 
 
    Clair remembered the business card. She nodded. The woman was looking kindly into her eyes. 
 
    “I’m with the CAV foundation. We care about you.” 
 
    “About me?” Clair’s chin quivered. The woman’s eyes were so lovely. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said. “We care about all of you—every one of you.” 
 
    The sense that she was not alone invaded Clair’s mind. She had to turn from where she had cracked the door open and gather herself a little. Who was this woman? 
 
    She turned back, defiantly. “Who are you, anyway? And what do you know about me?” 
 
    “There’s a whole you in there that I don’t know at all, Clair. I only know a little about what happened to you. We care about everyone that these things have happened to. My name is Karen. I help people who have had their lives touched by child abuse. Parents, children, grown-up ladies such as yourself… Grown up men too.” 
 
    Clair swallowed at the knot in her throat. 
 
    “But I only stopped by today to say hello,” the little woman added cheerily. She was smiling again. Her eyes were really lovely. “I know you’re a strong woman, Clair. I can see that.” She turned away but glanced back. “I’m off to see young Nelly now. She hasn’t been so strong about this, you know?” 
 
    Clair couldn’t help herself from calling after the woman. “Wait!” 
 
    “Yes, dear?” She had stopped a few stairs down. 
 
    “Tell me about Nelly?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Oh, how those damned sickos ruined that girl’s life,” she said inclusively, motioning toward the door. “Are we having a cup of tea, dear? I’d love a nice hot cupa.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course!” Clair said, leading the way. 
 
    The little woman sort of waddled along. She was almost as broad as she was tall. She put her purse on the table and looked around the room. “Well, isn’t this a darling little home?” she offered. 
 
    Clair set up for tea with cups and saucers and sugar and milk. She brought her biscuit jar over to the table. 
 
    “Ooh, yummy! May I?” the little woman asked. “I’m supposed to be dieting, but what harm can one chocky biscuit do?” 
 
    “No harm at all,” Clair agreed. 
 
    “Exactly!” the funny little woman declared. “Oh, but as I was saying… Young Nelly! School life ruined. She has virtually no education. She has no friends. No boyfriends ever! Hadn’t been out of the house in years until just recently.” 
 
    Clair sniffled. “I remember Nelly from when we were little.” 
 
    Karen smiled her lovely eyed smile. It just cut through and said ‘everything is going to be alright’. “Nelly remembers you too. She thinks you’re imaginary, though. She thinks she made you up.” 
 
    That struck Clair. “My whole life has been imaginary,” she said as the notion rose up within her. 
 
    “Yes… Yes it has,” the little woman said, glancing up from stirring her tea. “What a waste!” 
 
    “A waste?” Clair repeated, tearing up again. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Look at you. You’re so beautiful. And smart… Same as Nelly! Have you seen that girl? She’s gorgeous! You know, she deserves a really, really wonderful man. Hmm—how old are you girls? Twenty-seven, twenty-eight? Oh, so young yet… I’m going to have Nelly dating by the end of the year. That’s my mission with that girl. She will have a date for Christmas!” 
 
    Clair laughed, painfully. 
 
    The little woman squeezed her hand. “Unfortunately, though, breaking out of an imaginary life is easier said than done, isn’t it, dear?” 
 
    “I don’t know. This is all new to me. I only just found out about um—” 
 
    “Yes, dear. You have just found out why you’ve been living an imaginary life all these years. You just found the key.” 
 
    Clair’s chin started quivering again. “Who are you?” she blubbered. 
 
    “The foundation I work for is a privately funded organization. We are entirely not-for-profit. We don’t charge anything at all and can offer financial assistance as part of helping people get their lives together. I was told you just left your job and moved here. Are you okay financially?  I have a cheque book.” 
 
    “What? No, I’m fine, thank you.” 
 
    “Well, fiddle-de-dee. We’ve really got so much money, we like giving it away,” she explained with a laugh. 
 
    “I’m confused,” Clair said. “The widow sent you to see me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The little woman paused in thought. “That’s a very good question. She feels responsible for her husband and his brother inflicting their disease upon you. That would be the short answer.” 
 
    Clair hadn’t dealt with the widow in her mind as yet. She hadn’t gotten anywhere near rationalising and assigning blame. 
 
    “She helps a lot of people, Clair. Through the foundation, she has helped hundreds of people over the years.” The little woman leaned close. “Can I tell you something about Susan?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s the one who needs help. She’s dragging around so much guilt.” 
 
    Clair was tearing up again. 
 
    “Oh, how a mother feels when she thinks she’s failed to protect her child,” the little woman said through a deep sigh. 
 
    She stood and collected her bag. The lovely eyed smile was back. “You have the key now, dear. If you would ever like some help learning how to use it.” She handed Clair another little white business card. “That’s my number,” she said. “That’s not some switchboard where you have to explain what you want or choose from the options or anything like that. If you call that number…” she fished a mobile phone out of her purse, “that’s this little beauty right here… And,” she added, glancing back from the door, “I would really, really love to hear from you sometime, Clair.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    David sat on the bonnet of his work utility looking north at the expanse of Pacific Ocean. He was parked on the site he would be building his house. The view was the one he would have from the front veranda, though he had not settled on any particular design. 
 
    With winter blossoming into spring, the grass and weeds were growing wild and keeping him busy. He had picked up another few contracts and was thinking about employing someone to help. He would need to invest in more equipment to do that. He was considering a new vehicle and a second trailer. He could set an offsider up with his old gear and use the new stuff himself. 
 
    The expansion of his gardening business was also prompting consideration of the design of the house he wanted to build. He had finished paying off the land and had enough savings set aside to make a loan easily serviceable. He was thinking of extending a bit with the house. He wanted something that would suit a large family, without having to build on later. 
 
    His current living arrangement was the other consideration. The house actually belonged to his parents, and they were looking to free up that capital for their retirement plans. Amanda loved the place, and Brent was staying over more often than not. Brent was otherwise living with his quite conservative grandparents. 
 
    David’s own romantic aspirations were on the back-burner, in that they were set aside but not forgotten. He didn’t get why he had been shut out of Clair’s life. He didn’t get that at all, but he respected it. The change had occurred so suddenly he could only imagine something huge had happened, something far bigger than their couple of weeks of friendship and intimacy. 
 
    David hadn’t spoken to Clair in the month since bumping into her coming out of the supermarket. He regretted that exchange but couldn’t see how adding to it would fix it. At the time, he had been confused and angry. He was still confused, but the anger was gone. 
 
    He had sent the text as his sister had suggested. It was a simple ‘call me if you would like to’. He had checked his phone for messages every time he turned the mower or brush-cutter off, since both machines were loud and vibrated enough to overpower the buzz and jingle of his mobile phone. 
 
    If she ever did call or leave a message, he was not going to miss it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    It was a Saturday morning and Clair lay staring at her ceiling. She was tired of it. She had never been a person to feel sorry for herself, and she was fed-up with it. She kicked off the bed-clothes, had half a glass of milk and pulled on her track-pants and joggers. 
 
    She jogged for an hour, up and down the streets and along the foreshore. It was a brilliant, warm, sunny morning. She finished up hunched over, clinging to the stair rail on the side of her little shop, exhausted. She felt horrible, but that was oozing out with the sweat. She got in the shower and washed it away. 
 
    Clair needed to move on. She had kept the card from the funny little woman, but had not used it. She thought she might use it at some point, but for now she needed to confront the widow. She left her car and walked, gathering herself and trying to still her anxiety. She wanted to go back to that room and be able to walk away, not run. She felt if she could do that she will have picked up that key the little woman was talking about. As yet, Clair reasoned, it was a key lying on the floor. 
 
    She pressed the intercom buzzer and waited. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Mrs Mulvane, it’s Clair Wells. May I speak with you, please?” 
 
    “Yes,” the widow responded softly yet immediately. 
 
    The heavy gates clunked and swung slowly back, pulling Clair through and unleashing the tension that was twisting her stomach. She strode up the driveway and met the widow at her steps. 
 
    “Hello,” the older woman offered, attempting a smile. 
 
    “Hi.” Clair had stopped at the bottom of the steps, looking up at the house. 
 
    “I’m glad you came by,” the widow said. 
 
    Clair folded her arms then released them, wringing her hands instead. 
 
    “Would you like to come in?” 
 
    Clair nodded and followed the widow inside. She stopped in the foyer, gazing around the room at the closed doors then up at the chandelier and the landing of the upper level where there was a dark haired woman looking down at her. 
 
    The widow had stopped in the middle of the room peering from her daughter to Clair. 
 
    “Hello,” Clair said. The feeling rushing through her was one of delight as she recognised the face of her childhood friend. 
 
    “Hello,” Nell said back. 
 
    She started down the stairs. Clair waited where she was. The widow waited where she was. Nell approached Clair, walking right up to her. Clair experienced a weird rush of fear. 
 
    “We used to be friends,” Nell said. “I kind of remember…” 
 
    “I know… Me too,” Clair replied. The fear subsided. 
 
    “You were the best of friends,” the widow said. “You used to wait all year for Clair to come and stay, Nelly. You girls were inseparable for those few weeks each Christmas.” 
 
    Nell smiled openly at Clair. “Would you like to see my room?” 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    She took Clair’s hand. “Come on, then.”  
 
    Clair remembered the banister rungs. She had polished them as another of the chores in a household reined over by a tyrant. She remembered the tapestry on the wall at the top of the stairs, how it was forbidden to touch it. It was a huge fox-hunt scene with horses and dogs and unusually tall and narrow men figures with bushy beards and top-hats and coat-tails. 
 
    “This is my room,” Nell said, ushering her into a cluttered bedroom with a worn, red couch and older style box television. 
 
    “Wow!” Clair admired the wall of video cassettes. 
 
    “I know,” Nell agreed with a giggle. “We’re going to pack them away.” 
 
    “There used to be a huge doll house.” Clair glanced around the room, searching. 
 
    “Yes. It was there where my videos are. It’s up in the attic.” 
 
    They walked out onto a balcony looking down on the cove and out to sea. They each remembered the story of the two princesses but only vaguely, only the basic idea of the lighthouse and mansion being two opposing castles and there being evil kings. 
 
    “And the fishing boats were pirate warriors,” Nell said. “Remember?” 
 
    Clair did remember. “Weren’t they skeleton pirates or something?” 
 
    The widow brought tea and set up in a sunroom on the other side of the mansion. They sat and chatted about the television series Nell had lived through the past ten years. Clair had watched bits of them herself. She told all about her life growing up in Brisbane and the Gold Coast, and about her floristry course and plans for her shop and about stripping, and Nell pumped her for information about boyfriends. 
 
    “Are you okay to get started with your floristry shop?” the widow asked. “This has been a set-back…” She had indicated where they were with her gestures in asking that. Clair understood the set-back she was referring to. 
 
    “You don’t need to offer me money,” she said. “You don’t owe me anything, Mrs Mulvane.” 
 
    “It isn’t my—our money,” she replied, including her daughter and squeezing her hand. “Is it, sweetheart?” 
 
    “No,” Nell said. “And Mum’s not Mrs Mulvane. We changed our name to Mum’s name, Cornish.” 
 
    Clair acknowledged that quietly. 
 
    “We take enough to live on from that business down there,” Susan Cornish went on. “We take the bare minimum that we’ve needed with Nell being sick and me being unable to leave her and go to work. That business belongs to people who no longer exist, and the proceeds from it go toward doing good for the kind of people the Mulvanes hurt… I actually think they do owe us that, in the very least,” the widow concluded proudly. 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Clair agreed. “It’s good of you to set up people like that lady, Karen. She’s really nice.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s helped Nell a lot, hasn’t she, sweetheart?” 
 
    Nell just smiled her response. 
 
    “We were actually trying to decide whether or not to go to a wedding today. My friend John invited us. We sort of want to go…” 
 
    “I want to,” Nell said emphatically. 
 
    “We were thinking about sneaking in the back of the church and just staying for the service,” Susan explained further. 
 
    Clair remembered the date and the wedding David was attending. She had also been invited, but a lot had happened since then. 
 
    “I think I was supposed to go too,” Clair said reflectively. 
 
    “Really?” Susan asked with interest. 
 
    “Yes, with David Barrett. But I sort of dumped him, accidentally.” 
 
    “So, come with us!” Nell said. 
 
    Clair shook her head. 
 
    “Go on… Why not?” Nell went on. “David has it bad for you!” 
 
    Clair frowned at that. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Duh… His sister works here.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. I haven’t spoken to Mandy in a while either.” 
 
    “Well?” Nell went on. “If I can do this, you can!” 
 
    “You could drive us?” Susan added hopefully, enticingly. “I told John we weren’t coming, and he’s probably busy being best man, so we don’t have a ride.” 
 
    Turning up with the widow and her daughter was an interesting idea, Clair considered. 
 
    “So, what time are we talking?” she asked, conceding her opposition. 
 
    Both other women beamed. Susan checked her watch. “About an hour to the service.” 
 
    “Well, I have to go and get ready.” 
 
    Nell clapped excitedly. Her mother told her to get ready also. She walked Clair downstairs. 
 
    Clair stopped and turned to the closed study door. Susan watched her without protest as she approached it and opened it to look in. 
 
    Clair walked into the room. It was clean, though musty smelling. There was a large teak desk and high-back leather chair. The desk was bare. There were shelves of books filling the wall behind the desk. There was a small safe built into that wall as well. Against the opposite wall was a small leather sofa, barely broad enough to seat two people. It was the one Clair remembered so vividly. There was a matching chair in the corner and a coat rack beside it. The tasselled rug on the floor was there in Clair’s mind as well. She remembered the feel of scrunching it with her toes. 
 
    “The one in the photo—he lived here?” she asked the widow standing in the doorway. 
 
    “No. He stayed often, though.” 
 
    Clair met the woman’s eyes—the sorrow in them as her chin quivered.  
 
    “They were both here alone with you girls a number of times,” she said, fighting the quaver in her voice. “I knew nothing. I suspected absolutely nothing until I walked in here one night and saw my husband—” She paused, grimacing at the words. “He was photographing Nelly, nude, and he was wearing this leather mask and, like these studded pants. And I didn’t recognise him but in the split second that I hit him—I hit him with my softball bat—and in the split second before I swung it, I saw his eyes. And I knew it was him. And I hit him again and again!” 
 
    Clair uttered in shock. “You killed him?” 
 
    “Yes, I killed him. And my father and I killed the other one.” 
 
    “His brother?” Clair asked, knowingly, revelling in the magnificence of this woman she was then beginning to see. 
 
    Susan Cornish looked at her. She had gathered herself fully. “I’ve never told anyone this before, not even my man, John. Not Nelly. She saw me murder her father. I’ve never told her about the other monster. The real monster.” 
 
    Susan’s chin lifted. “My husband was the lap-dog. He was a weakling, influenced by his elder brother. Hogue Mulvane was pure evil. He had thousands of photographs in the basement of his home in Melbourne. My father saw them. He said there were so many children down there, and no doubt you were one of them, Clair. I don’t know. I never saw a photograph of you. I hoped they hadn’t touched you. I sent an investigator to find you, and she reported you seemed fine and were doing well at school. I hoped for that—for you to have escaped this sickness that went on here.” 
 
    “And you and your father killed this Hogue character?” Clair was stuck on that. 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart, we did. Or at least my father did, and I helped by doing nothing to stop him. It’s the reason why I live like this.” She tossed her hands helplessly. “I think the police would have forgiven what I did that first night. Reacting that way. I believe a court would have taken pity and shown mercy, even though I continued to hit him. But what my father did to that other monster was premeditated and very cruel, and I helped him, and because of that I have had to live like this. I can’t be honest with anyone. I can’t even tell the man I love what I did because if I did, he would protect me, and that would make him guilty of a crime as well.” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “I shouldn’t even be telling you this,” she said to Clair. “You don’t need to know all this, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Yes I do.” 
 
    Clair walked over to the small couch and sat in it. Her skin crawled, but it was just a piece of furniture. 
 
    “You had an investigator find me?” 
 
    “Yes. I needed to know you were okay. We were setting up the foundation, and you were the only child we knew of who might have been…” She broke off there, seemingly unable to stomach the final few words of that again. “Karen suggested sending an investigator to see how you were. The report said they approached your parents, but you seemed fine, so you were not approached. You were about twelve at the time. I have the report if you’d like to see it.” 
 
    Clair would have a look at that sometime later. “And there were a lot of other children abused by those two men?” 
 
    “Yes. We never knew, my father and I, whether Charles was involved in all of it. His brother may have been abusing children for many years. Dad said there were anything up to twenty different children, boys and girls.” 
 
    “And the police reports about the house being burned down for insurance and the brother getting away with lots of money?” 
 
    “No, sweetheart, none of that’s true.” 
 
    “So, when did you and your dad kill him—the brother? How?” 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, you don’t need that. He’s gone! I assure you, if there’s a hell he’s there screaming in agony. It was about three months after what happened in this room. Dad and I worked out that Hogue was involved, and Dad went to try and find out for sure. And he did find out. And I assure you, that monster is not living it up somewhere overseas like the police think he might be. He is not living at all.” 
 
    Clair took that in. It was enough. She had pictures in mind of various agonising deaths. It was enough to leave them without making the wonderful woman recount any gory details. She had murdered the two monsters. She was magnificent. 
 
    “You’ve got to not let this ruin your life,” she said to Clair. “You’ve got to not live in secret.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m not going to tell anyone!” 
 
    Susan smiled. “Well, I hope you don’t. I never really thought through telling you all of this.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no way in the world I’m telling anyone, Mrs—Susan,” 
 
    Clair had approached, and she was led to the front door. 
 
    “I mean, one day you have to tell someone,” Susan said. “When you have a man in your life you can trust, you should tell him everything and hide nothing!” 
 
    Clair laughed. “But what if I do, and he turns out to be an arsehole later on?” 
 
    Susan laughed too. “Well, okay… If you find a man you can trust and you’re married to him for a long time, then you should tell him your secrets. By then I’ll be old and grey, and I’ll deny it all, anyway.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll pick you ladies up in twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Okay, sweetheart. The code for the gate is 9698—for when you get back, or anytime you want to visit.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Clair was buzzing. There was so much to take in, and she had ten minutes to get changed for a wedding where she was likely to bump into a man she had been thinking more and more about the past few weeks. 
 
    The snippet of information via Nell and Amanda was thrilling and frightening. What had Nell said? ‘He’s got it bad for you’ is what she said. Well, vice versa—vice frigging versa.  
 
    Clair swung this way and that checking a simple grey frock in the mirror. She brushed her hair out, having no time to do anything with it. She dabbed on some makeup and pinned on a bit of jewellery to go with her bag and shoes. She walked through a wisp of perfume and hurried back to the big iron gates. She entered 9 6 9 8, and they clunked and swung back. Susan and Nell were waiting on the steps. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Susan checked with her daughter. She had been to Woolworths shopping twice, though. She was fidgety but fine. 
 
    It was a small church. The wedding was about to begin. Everyone was already inside, so they slipped in and sat on the pew just inside the door. The groom and party were at the altar. The music started, and everyone turned to see the bride appear from behind where Clair was sitting. 
 
    Clair only glanced at the bride then turned back to meet David’s eyes. He was sitting with Amanda and Brent. There was no one else sitting on that pew. He had no date, Clair decided. 
 
    Nell squeezed her hand. “Go to him,” she whispered. 
 
    “I can’t! You’re not allowed to move around once it starts.” 
 
    Clair sat through the service. David looked back a few times. She kept smiling at him. She got him to smile and frown in question. She wondered if he would have his phone switched on. She was being really bad, totally disrespectful to the people getting married. Surely he wouldn’t have it switched on, though. 
 
    She typed hi and pressed send. 
 
    About five seconds later he flinched. There was thankfully no sound, but his phone must have buzzed. 
 
    He snuck a look at it, keeping it out of sight. He then turned and shot Clair a quizzical look. Then he turned back to his hidden phone and seemed to be typing, but Clair hadn’t silenced her phone, so she frantically got the menu up and was about to succeed when it beeped an incoming message, and she hit the green button before it went off jingling. 
 
    Whew! 
 
    David was looking back at her, and she glared at him as if he’d done something totally inappropriate by texting her at a wedding. The minister had finished his spiel, and they were about to do vows. 
 
    Clair clicked on the message button then open. The message read: ‘hey baby’. 
 
    She worked through the silencing process before replying: ‘baby? really!’. 
 
    He got that and turned back, nodding defiantly. He typed another message. 
 
    ‘where you been? I missed ya’ 
 
    Amanda was glaring back that time. Clair waved to her. 
 
    ‘long story. i missed you too’ 
 
    ‘see you in a minute?’ came the next message. 
 
    Nell was looking down at Clair’s phone with absolute glee. “Tell him you love him,” she whispered. 
 
    That made Clair blush. It was actually closer to the truth than the Tarzan comment she was about to type. “I think I’ll save that one up,” she whispered to Nell. She met David’s eyes and smile and mouthed an okay to his request. 
 
    As soon as the bride was kissed he was beside her with Nell looking dreamily up at him and clinging to her arm. 
 
    “Hi, Nell… Mrs Mulvane,” David said. “Hi,” he said to Clair. 
 
    Clair stood and led him outside. “Sorry,” she said, turning to peer up at him and intertwining her fingers in both of his hands. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s fine…” 
 
    What was she supposed to say?  She looked down at their shoes then back up at his face. “Can we talk some other time, like, later?” 
 
    “Of course? You’re with um—” he checked back for Susan and Nell. 
 
    “No, I mean we can talk now, or you know—whatever, but I mean can we talk about stuff later and just rewind to where we were for now?” 
 
    “Shit, yeah!” he said, grinning, and he kissed her softly. 
 
    “But just slow at first, okay?” she said, lifting to his ear and putting her arms around his neck. “Be gentle with me for a while, okay?” 
 
    His arms wrapped around her, firming as she melted into him. She waved to Nell, who was watching from outside the door of the church where her mother was talking with John Phillips. They were also holding hands, Clair noticed. 
 
    She relaxed into her man. There was much to work through, but she was not alone. She had real people all around her, and her life was no longer imaginary…… 
 
    ********** 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Hi there, thank you so much for reading that kind of broad-sweeping tale of romance and old buried secrets. There’s a section I withheld because I didn’t think it suited the story, but I’ll attach it to the end here as it sheds a bit of light onto what happened to Hogue Mulvane. Otherwise, I hope you enjoyed meeting Clair, David and the widow and her daughter, and please consider leaving a short review…!  
 
    Matt Coolomon 
 
    To preview my 30+ eBook and Paperback titles please visit: 
 
    Coolomon Amazon US 
 
    Coolomon Amazon UK 
 
    Or search Matt Coolomon on your national Amazon site. 
 
      
 
    HOTWIFE & CUCKOLD 
 
    Nature’s Game: Shared Wife Annabelle 
 
    Girlfriend Agrees to go Topless 
 
    Wife Tries Flashing and More 
 
    Young Wife Shared on a Desert Island 
 
    Married Couple Visit a Swinger Club 
 
    Wife Tries Oral at a Party 
 
    Sperm Count: Shared Wife Miranda 
 
    Young Wife gets a Sensual Massage 
 
    Wife Gives It Up to Her Ex 
 
    Wife Shared at the Lake 
 
    Wife Shared with Dirty Old Men 
 
    Wife Offered to the House Guest 
 
    The Sexual Favour: Shared Wife Cara 
 
    Girlfriend Agrees to Sex with his Buddies 
 
    Bride-to-be Tries Other Men 
 
      
 
    SEXY ROMANTIC SUSPENSE 
 
    Suburban Wife Seduced 
 
    Inside Clair: All in 
 
    White Wedding Sex: To Die For 
 
    Inside April: All in 
 
    Trial Separation Sex 
 
    Inside Madeline: All in 
 
    The Lusty Librarian 
 
    Inside Nicole: All in 
 
    Pacific Fire 
 
    Inside Kate: All in 
 
    Inside Juliette: All in 
 
      
 
    GANGBANG & CREAMPIE 
 
    Wife Has Sex with the Man Next Door 
 
    Glory Hole Wife 
 
    Pretty Wife Agrees to be Gangbanged 
 
    Party Girl Shared 
 
    Daughter Gives in to the Local Boys 
 
    Pretty Wife Seduced by the Bad Boy 
 
    New Wife’s Nude Beach Surprise 
 
    Daughter Seduced by Older Men 
 
      
 
    LIGHT EROTIC HORROR 
 
    Jail bait or just plain bait?: Hot Hitchhiker Horror 
 
    She Will Please You: Hell of a Farmer’s Daughter 
 
    He Loves Me Not: Haunted Hook-up 
 
    ******* 
 
   
  
 

 November 1986 
 
      
 
    Noel Cornish watched the fat man walk to the post box in the brick fence of his exorbitant Melbourne city home. He had been waiting in the shrubs by the door for hours, needing his quarry to go to sleep so he could break into the house. This was an even better opportunity, and he simply slipped inside while the man’s back was turned. 
 
    Noel quickly found cover in a closed bedroom. There was an unmade bed. It appeared to be a guest room, as the fat man lived alone. Noel knew Hogue Mulvane lived alone. He knew the man quite well, but not well enough to know for certain he was a child molester and pornographer. 
 
    Noel waited another hour in that dark room until he was convinced the fat man was asleep. He then took his small bag and crept through the house to the door of a basement that he suspected might contain the proof he was looking for. His daughter Susan had been in the house before. She had instructed him to check the basement. 
 
    There was a padlock on the heavy wooden door that gave way to a snip from Noel’s bolt cutters. He pulled the door back and shone his flashlight on pegged rows of photographs. The basement was a darkroom. The pegged photos were all of naked children, boys and girls. There were timber cabinets with drawers containing more photographs in bundles with names on them. He quietly opened all of the drawers and sprayed everything with the lighter fluid he had in his small bag. He doused the entire room then opened another container of accelerant and squirted through the kitchen and around the living room. He used a third container to cover the hallway leading to the master bedroom. 
 
    The fat man was snoring. Noel soaked a handkerchief with chloroform and gripped it over the nose and mouth. He trussed the prone figure with fishing line and dragged him down into a garage where his Ford LTD was parked. The monster was huge, but Noel was a big man too, and he rolled the blubbery mass into the boot and slammed it shut. 
 
    Although the house was a brick structure, it went up in flames quickly. Noel waited across the road with the LTD’s engine running. He waited until he was satisfied the flames had taken hold then cruised out of the city and into the night. 
 
    It was an eight hour drive back to Everly Cove. The fat man had stirred. He had been thumping away for over an hour. Noel pulled up outside of town and opened the boot. He looked at the monster, smirked and gripped his mouth and nose with another serve of chloroform. There was nothing to be said. 
 
    The Everly Cove lighthouse had been decommissioned in 1982, but Noel still lived there. He kept the place up and opened it for tour groups on weekends. It was a Monday. There would be no tour groups for five days, and that was a part of Noel’s plan. 
 
    He rolled the fat man out of the boot of his LTD and dragged him into the lighthouse tower. There was a crawlspace beneath the staircase where the children used to play, but those children had been attacked by the blubbery monster he was pushing into the tiny hole in the wall. Those children wouldn’t be back to play again, so it was fitting that their attacker would get to spend his remaining hours or days locked in their playhouse, Noel reasoned. 
 
    The fat man came to later that morning and could be heard thumping the iron door. Noel could hear the sound from his quarters. As he approached and listened closely, he could also hear the moaning, but that stopped the next day, and the last sound Noel heard was several soft thuds against the metal door that afternoon while he was laying the bricks……..… 
 
    Coolomon Amazon US 
 
    Coolomon Amazon UK 
 
    Or search Matt Coolomon on your national Amazon site. 
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