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            Water of Love

          

        

      

    

    
      At 6:30 am, Jade wrapped her pale pink dressing gown around her and tiptoed into the messy kitchen. She’d barely slept. Some of the tension left her shoulders when she saw Brett wasn’t there. The evening before should have ended in the most magical moment of her life. Instead, she’d messed up.

      Her last glass of Prosecco had been a mistake, but she never could say no to anything with bubbles. Rather than rejoicing in Brett’s proposal, she’d pushed him away. If they hadn’t been house-minding Jade’s parents’ home in Mansfield, he’d have left, but after drinking, he couldn’t make the two-and-a-half-hour drive back to Melbourne, so he’d spent the night nursing his wounded feelings in the spare bedroom.

      The scent of empty beer cans, wine bottles and unwashed glasses on the kitchen counter took her back to the dinner party they’d hosted the night before with key players from the Mansfield production of The Importance of Being Earnest. Jade’s mum, Gina, had landed the role of Lady Bracknell and wanted the show to be the local theatre company’s biggest and best ever. Hence, she’d cajoled her journalist daughter to write an article and arranged the dinner so Jade could meet some of the people. To Brett’s credit, he’d played along and agreed to be Jade’s ‘assistant’ for the story, making it clear he’d be willing to do anything to please the boss.

      Jade switched on the kettle and washed the dishes, mulling over her clumsy response to Brett. Had she made a huge mistake? Maybe she should have given him a chance. Before she’d met him, she’d avoided getting close to anyone, scared the cost of love would be too great – or more precisely, the cost of losing love. People around her had a nasty habit of dying. At just twenty-nine, she’d already lost three dear friends; she couldn’t face that gut-wrenching grief again. But Brett’s gentleness and strength of character – not to mention their crazy attraction – had lowered her defences. They’d been dating for eighteen months, and he’d won her trust, respect and love.

      Now this.

      She continued stacking the dishwasher, scraping leftover salad into the bin. Brett was an engineer, more practical than romantic, so while she’d never envisaged a proposal involving a horse and cart, a hot-air balloon or a skywriter shouting from the heavens, she’d hoped for something more movie-like than an impulsive, half-drunk ‘will you marry me?’ while snuggling on her parents’ couch. She’d certainly never dreamed Brett would pop the question for the sake of relocating to Malaysia as a married couple, especially – and here came the crunch – when she’d have to give up her job. A hasty wedding motivated by convenience? No, thank you.

      She’d called him thoughtless and self-centred. In retrospect, a smidge hypocritical. Shame washed over her at the memory of the pain on his face and crestfallen slump of his back as he’d walked away. His quiet acceptance of her refusal had made her shrivel into herself. Anger would have been easier to deal with.

      She listened for his footsteps, dreading the fallout of the whole sorry mess. Would they break up?

      The house remained quiet, while an annoyingly cheerful magpie warbled outside.

      Dishes done and peppermint tea in hand, Jade grabbed her worn purple notebook and sat at the dining table facing the dated floral curtains Jade’s mum had sworn to replace. The flooring also reached Gina’s hit list: ‘Why would anyone put cream carpet in a farmhouse?’ Built in the late eighties, the house with its three bedrooms and two living areas had seen one renovation but needed another. Jade’s mum had made the best of it, decorating with the same reckless abandon as she dressed. Bold colours and too many accessories.

      Jade opened the notebook’s magnetic strip and flipped to the list of dinner guests to choose a follow-up interviewee. With Gina’s help, she’d invited three couples: a retired lawyer married to a schoolteacher; a farmer living with a photographer; and a fire investigator hitched to the local bookstore owner. All bar one volunteered at the Mansfield theatre, from sponsor to set design, from backstage to actor.

      Jade stared at the names, struggling to take them in while her relationship lay in tatters around her feet. She needed to at least try to stop thinking about Brett.

      Ex-lawyer Charles Roi came first on the list. Gina, an incorrigible gossip, had called him the town recluse. Five years earlier, he’d surprised the community by marrying and becoming a patron of the local theatre company. Gina had worked her charm on his wife, Frieda, who helped backstage on the play, and persuaded her to attend Jade’s dinner.

      The idea of a recluse fascinated Jade. Why had Charles locked himself away from the world? What had made him come out of hiding? How had Frieda persuaded him to marry her?

      Jade hadn’t warmed to him. He’d dominated the conversation, not a bit like a hermit, but when she’d asked whether he’d go on the record, he’d refused. She took a pen and drew an emphatic line through his name; she had no desire to chase an unwilling subject while others were eager to star.

      His wife might be a better prospect, although Jade hadn’t heard much from Frieda because every time she’d opened her mouth, Charles had spoken over her. Jade didn’t know how she put up with him. No wonder she went home early. Charles’s one-upmanship had been giving Jade a migraine too. She’d noticed some suspicious scars on Frieda’s left wrist, but before she could get a better look, Frieda had pulled down her sleeve. Perhaps Jade could prise more out of her alone.

      Jade stood to stretch, and her mind ricocheted to her standoff with Brett. He’d be up any minute, wanting to hash out their future, or lack thereof. She couldn’t give up her job. To outsiders, journalism seemed like the ultimate portable career, but so much of it depended on contacts. Jade was steadily building credibility in Melbourne; she couldn’t just walk away. But if she put her career first, she might regret it. Kind, smart, sexy men were rare as Tasmanian tigers. She touched the charm bracelet on her wrist, a gift from her childhood best friend, Elena, who’d died too young. She would tell Jade to live life to the full, but would she encourage her to back her vocation or romance? Jade wanted both.

      She and Brett had planned to go to Craig’s Hut today, a famous landmark built as a movie set for The Man from Snowy River. One of the better-known High Country shacks used to shelter hikers or bushmen caught in wild weather, it attracted keen photographers. Its rusty roof, roughhewn walls and spectacular rugged backdrop made for award-winning images. Jade had looked forward to the trip, but now, as they teetered towards breakup, she’d rather cancel.

      She opened the dining room curtains to see the front paddock glowing in the bluish dawn light. When her parents had moved to Mansfield seven months earlier, they’d chosen this house for the stunning view. On the doorstep to Mount Buller and the Victorian High Country, it overlooked Lake Eildon. The neighbouring land ranged from lifestyle properties of five acres to three-hundred-acre farms that stretched to the horizon. At thirty acres, her parents’ place had everything: a comfortable house, sheds, scenery, wildlife galore and enough space to maintain privacy but not enough to feel isolated.

      Kangaroos lounged in the yellowed grass as a fox slunk between them and trotted over the rise. Beyond the paddock’s side fence, gumtrees flanked the drive all the way to the road, casting long shadows over the grass. Outside the gate, a forest of eucalypts led to Lake Eildon, its surface broken by dead trees left after the authorities had constructed Eildon Dam and flooded the land. Branches reached for the sky, stripped of foliage, skeletons of what must once have been majestic gums. A wraith-like outline of mountains rose behind the lake.

      Jade’s eyes swept to the small dam in the paddock near the front fence. Something lying in the water made her do a double-take. What was it? A sack of – what? Horse feed? Grass seed?

      She went to the telescope in the corner of the room and trained it on the spot. It took several seconds to register the shape of a body.

      Hell! She stopped breathing.

      Not again. Not another death.

      She swallowed, mouth dry. It was a person, for sure. From the size, a man, face down in the dam, feet near the edge, as if he’d dived in and got stuck.

      As she adjusted the focus, horror ripped through her. The person’s top matched the blue of Brett’s favourite hoodie, only darker because it was wet. She recognised the red circle logo on the back. With the hood down, she could see the hair: dark blond like Brett’s.

      Oh God!

      The idea of losing him … she loved him, she really loved him.

      Heart pounding, she grabbed her phone, pulled on her gumboots and sprinted outside. Through the paddock gate, she took off, dressing gown streaming behind her.

      The ground was uneven, the hillside steep. Kangaroos scattered and bounded over the fence.

      ‘Brett!’ she screamed as a memory flashed of her best friend Elena lying on the floor, empty pill packet on her bedside table.

      The body must be a hallucination, or someone who looked like Brett, or⁠—

      She stumbled over a rock and nearly toppled headfirst into the capeweed, righted herself and sped on, dodging a wombat hole.

      The man might be dead. He wasn’t moving and had been in the water too long since she’d seen him. She ploughed on, hoping against hope, ignoring reason. If she got there soon enough, she could try CPR.

      She ran faster, breath ragged.

      The distance from the house to the water was only three hundred metres, but as she rushed on, silently praying, she felt as though she were running on a treadmill and getting nowhere.

      Please don’t be Brett! Please!

      She’d called him thoughtless and self-centred. Her last words.

      Sharp inhales seared her lungs as she reached the dam.

      His hair swayed like a sea anemone around a wound on the back of his head, grey among the dark blond. Wait. Brett had no grey hair. But the hoodie was his.

      She threw her phone on the ground and waded into the water. Her gumboots sank in the slush, slowing her down.

      One step … two…

      Jade grabbed the man’s shoulders, pulled upwards. He was too heavy. The dam had claimed him and refused to release its grip. She sank knee deep, and water filled her boots. Her dressing gown floated around her, a bedraggled pink water lily.

      She tugged his arm and toppled over. Ugh! Water soaked her clothes.

      Trying again, she wrapped her arms around the man and rolled him over.

      Charles!

      The obnoxious dinner guest from last night peered at her, unseeing. Bloodless lips revealed his crooked front teeth. His cheek had a dark smudge. A bruise? She recoiled as a wave of nausea hit.

      A memory flashed: the night had turned cold, and Charles had borrowed Brett’s hoodie for the walk home.

      Inch by inch, she dragged Charles towards the shore. Mud sucked her gumboots, and her feet slipped out.

      At last, she had him on land.

      Barefooted, she collapsed beside him.

      As soon as her pulse dropped below triple figures, she reached for her phone and called triple zero. Mouth-to-mouth wouldn’t help; Charles was well and truly gone.
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            Kiss the Dirt (Falling Down the Mountain)

          

        

      

    

    
      On the ground next to Charles, Jade hugged her knees to her chest. The police would take at least fifteen minutes to drive from town.

      She ignored a text from her mother and considered calling Brett, longing to hear his voice, but she couldn’t bring herself to tap his number. Of all the conversations she’d imagined having with him this morning, a dead man in the dam had not made the list. Thank God Brett was alive. Her lightheaded relief turned to guilt at being pleased it was Charles. Acid rose in her throat at the shock of his death and the suggestion of violence on his bloodied head.

      Her wet clothes chilled her, although the sun’s lick of heat promised a scorcher. She willed it to rise higher in the sky, craving its intensity. Warmth, she needed warmth. Back at the house, she could stand under a steaming shower, but she couldn’t leave Charles; an eagle circled overhead, sensing a kill. She stayed close, ready to protect his body. More so, she wanted to keep him company.

      She couldn’t see the jagged wound on Charles’s skull now he was on his back, but the image had seared into her mind. Accident or murder?

      Even as she fought queasiness, her journalist training kicked in. If he had been killed, she had a unique opportunity to examine the scene before anyone else. With a supreme effort, she blocked her emotions and made clinical observations. She had no expertise in forensics, but the uneven edges of his head injury suggested a natural rather than man-made weapon. Numerous rocks and stones lay around that could have done the job.

      Had he fallen and hit his head? He’d been drunk enough, and the terrain had no end of tripping hazards, but if so, he’d have been on his back on dry land, not face down in the dam. Unless he’d merely stunned himself, got up, and, still woozy, stumbled into the water.

      If that were true, how and why was he in the paddock? He had no business being here. His home lay at the dead-end of the road, so he should have gone down the drive to the front gate and turned left. The fence along the three-hundred-metre driveway had two gates into the paddock, one at the top and one at the bottom near the dam. Both had been closed until Jade had opened the top one to race down here. The idea of Charles coming into the paddock through either gate, closing it behind him, falling on his back, getting up, then stumbling into the dam seemed far-fetched if not impossible. And why would he? It didn’t offer a short cut.

      Pollen tickled her nose, and she sneezed. Bloody hay fever.

      Had someone killed him on the driveway and dragged him here? Or lured him here and attacked him, closing the gate after dumping him in the dam? But who’d want to murder him, and why?

      Goosebumps rose on her arms. He’d never made it home from her dinner, unless he’d returned this morning in the same clothes. Mind reeling, she replayed the night before, the faces and voices, the topics of conversation. Could one of her guests have done this?

      Her gut curled as she re-examined Charles – short and portly, with age spots and jowls. Nothing like Brett, but through a telescope, she’d mistaken him.

      If it had been Brett … she groaned. What about Malaysia?

      Her mind flipped ungainly somersaults. So much for her laser focus. Desperate now to hear Brett’s voice, she fumbled with the phone.

      ‘Jade?’ Brett sounded sleepy.

      ‘Something awful’s happened. It’s Charles. He’s dead. I-I found him in the dam.’

      ‘What? Slow down. You’re not making sense.’

      Jade explained as best she could, struggling to get the words out.

      ‘I’ll throw on some clothes and be right there.’ Fully alert now.

      ‘I’m freezing. Bring a towel and a jacket, or a blanket, or⁠—’

      ‘Got it.’

      She hung up and clutched her knees tighter, scrabbling for warmth, too scared to look at Charles, too scared to look away. The police would figure out who did this – at least she hoped they would – but as each awful second passed, she couldn’t stop trying to piece it together.

      Brett came through the top gate, carrying clothes and a towel. In his flannel shirt, jeans and gumboots, he looked more farmer than engineer. His familiar broad shoulders and purposeful stride made her want to run to him and wrap her arms around him.

      But it wasn’t that simple. She’d rejected him and couldn’t mess with his feelings.

      Another irrational fear ate away at her. Charles’s death had proved one of her worst fears – people near her ended up dead. If she married Brett, she’d put him in danger.

      As he approached, she realised she’d made a mistake, a rookie move⁠—

      ‘Stop!’ She’d made footprints everywhere and moved the body; now she’d asked Brett to trample through the mud.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      She waved him on. ‘Don’t worry.’ Too late now, she’d already corrupted the crime scene.

      Trembling with cold, shock and trepidation about their unfinished business, she stood as he reached her.

      He glanced at Charles, then averted his eyes, colour draining from his face. ‘This is … fuck … Let’s get you warm.’ He shook out the towel and nodded at her saturated dressing gown. ‘Take that off.’

      She let it drop to the ground in a puddle of pink, leaving her in a wet oversized T-shirt that clung to her breasts.

      He wrapped the towel around her and drew her into a hug. His masculine scent took her back to the night before, the heady mix of wine, surprise and her flash of anger⁠—

      She pulled away, suddenly self-conscious, as if thoughts of her relationship disrespected the corpse. Her arms prickled as her gaze returned to Charles’s soulless eyes.

      ‘What do you think happened?’ Brett asked.

      ‘There’s a gaping hole on the back of his head. You can’t see it now, but before I pulled him out, I⁠—’

      Brett’s eyes widened. ‘A gunshot wound? Wouldn’t we have heard it?’

      ‘More like someone had bashed him on the head.’

      ‘Shit! If this happened last night, all this was going on while we were … talking.’ He frowned. ‘Why are you in bare feet? No wonder you’re shivering.’

      ‘My boots got stuck.’ She pointed at her purple gumboots poking out of the water.

      He waded in, pulled them out and turned them upside down to drain. An insole fell out, flopping onto the mud like a dead rat.

      He jumped. ‘What the hell is that?’

      Jade might have giggled if they weren’t standing a metre away from a dead body.

      Once Brett realised the sodden object wasn’t alive, he relaxed.

      She slipped her feet into the clammy boots.

      As she straightened, he asked, ‘Are we okay? After last night…’

      Her eyes darted to Charles and back. ‘Can we talk about this later?’

      She tried to read Brett’s expression but couldn’t quite decipher it. It showed more than disappointment, like a dawning comprehension.

      ‘I never should’ve asked you to marry me.’

      Jade flinched. ‘You regret it?’

      ‘That’s not what I mean. I shouldn’t have caught you off guard or linked it to Malaysia.’

      The conversation was giving her whiplash. ‘Can we not do this now?’

      He clasped her hands, eyes pleading. ‘Promise me we’ll get through this?’

      Before she could respond, a police car pulled into the drive and parked in front of the bottom gate. A man and a woman got out, and Jade waved them over.

      The tall wiry woman took charge. ‘I’m Sergeant Ali Papatonis. Call me Ali.’ She led Jade to one side, while her colleague, Senior Constable Eddie McVeigh, took Brett.

      Ali asked about the dead man – his identity, who found him, what he was doing here – and jotted her responses in a black notepad.

      Jade kept her voice calm and gave a concise explanation of the dinner and her shock at finding Charles this morning, but inside, she was a jittery mess. She’d done nothing wrong, but for some reason, being questioned by the police stripped her confidence and left her feeling exposed, vulnerable and weirdly guilty. Charles had died after a meal with her, so she had witnessed his last hours. Where was the line between that and becoming a suspect?

      Close by, Brett answered Eddie’s questions, arms crossed, voice louder than usual. He hid it well, but Jade could read his deep discomfort.

      ‘What makes you think he was murdered?’ Ali’s glance darted to the body.

      Jade rubbed her arms with the towel. ‘There’s a wound on the back of his head. I don’t see how he could’ve done it accidentally. And him being in the paddock makes no sense. He should’ve walked down the drive and up the road.’

      ‘Hmmm. Excuse me.’ Ali pulled on latex gloves and strode to Charles. She pulled him onto his side to reveal the injury, then gently rested him on his back.

      She returned to Jade. ‘I see what you mean. We’re local police and don’t handle murder investigations. I’ll call Benalla, and they’ll bring in the homicide squad from Melbourne. We’ll have to lock this down as a crime scene. Give me a moment.’

      She spoke to Eddie, then moved away to make the calls, voice low.

      As she finished, a blue Nissan X-TRAIL pulled up at the front gate.

      Jade drew a sharp breath as she recognised the woman in the driver’s seat. ‘Oh no! That’s Frieda Roi. Charles’s wife.’

      ‘Bloody hell!’ Ali gestured to Eddie, who was closer. ‘Stop her!’
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      Frieda stepped out of the car, immaculate in a crisp white linen shirt and loose trousers. Eddie hurried to intercept her before she reached the gate, but Frieda had already spotted Charles.

      ‘Let me through. That’s my husband.’ She tried to push past the police officer. ‘Why’s he lying down? Why isn’t anyone helping him?’

      A wave of empathy washed over Jade.

      ‘Was she at the dinner last night?’ Ali whispered.

      Jade nodded.

      ‘Did they leave together?’

      Jade understood Ali’s implication: assuming Charles never made it back from the dinner, why hadn’t Frieda raised the alarm? Then she remembered. ‘Frieda had a migraine and left early.’ Jade, too, suffered migraines and knew how debilitating they could be. ‘She took medication. That could’ve knocked her out, so maybe she didn’t notice Charles never came home.’ Jade wasn’t sure why she felt such a strong urge to protect Frieda – maybe those marks on her wrist.

      Ali joined Eddie and Frieda at the gate, leaving Jade and Brett to exchange fearful glances.

      Frieda’s face crumpled. ‘What happened to him? Is he…? Oh my God, he’s dead. He’s dead, isn’t he?’

      Again, she tried to elbow past to reach her husband, but Ali gently restrained her. ‘Ma’am, I’m sorry, yes, he is. But this is a crime scene. I’m going to have to ask you to stay back. To have the best chance of finding out who did this, we can’t compromise the area.’

      ‘Crime scene? What happened? Was he murdered?’ Frieda turned to Jade. ‘Who did this?’

      All eyes fell on Jade. ‘I’ve no idea. I’m so sorry, I saw him in the dam and came running.’

      Frieda squinted at Charles. ‘What’s he wearing? That’s not his top. Why’s he wearing that hoodie?’

      Brett stepped forward. ‘It turned cold last night. I lent it to him.’

      ‘I never should’ve left without him.’ Frieda’s words tumbled over each other. ‘He was drunk. I should’ve made him come with me. But I … I thought he was in the spare room. He sleeps there when he’s late home.’

      ‘Why are you here?’ Eddie showed no qualms questioning the near-hysterical woman.

      ‘I was driving past on my way into town and stopped when I saw the police car. My God! He’s dead? Charles is dead?’ Her voice rose.

      ‘Mrs Roi, I’m so sorry for your loss. It must be a terrible shock—’ Ali stopped talking as Frieda walked in circles, hyperventilating.

      Jade made to go and comfort her, but Ali signalled to keep her away and placed a comforting hand on Frieda’s heaving shoulder. Tears of sympathy ran down Jade’s cheeks. She averted her eyes, uncomfortable as a voyeur to Frieda’s grief. Brett kept his head down.

      Eventually, Frieda’s weeping subsided, and she stumbled to her car.

      Ali followed. ‘Ma’am, you’ve had a shock. It’s not a good idea for you to be alone. Is there someone you can call?’

      ‘Ah, yes … my child, Darcy.’ Frieda reached across to the passenger seat and grabbed her handbag.

      ‘If you don’t feel up to driving, I can take you home,’ Ali offered.

      ‘I’ll be fine.’ Frieda didn’t look anywhere close to fine.

      ‘Someone will come to your house to take your statement.’

      Frieda mumbled her assent and climbed into her car. She did a U-turn and headed home.

      Sergeant Ali brought Jade and Brett closer together. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave the property so we can process the crime scene. My people will set up a perimeter and manage it until the homicide squad arrives. The detective in charge will probably want statements from all the dinner guests, so I’ll need those names and details from you. The sooner you give your statement, the fresher it’ll be in your mind.’

      Jade filled in what Ali had left unspoken: the sooner she and Brett gave their versions of events, the less time they’d have to collude and get their stories straight. Not that she had anything to hide, but the idea of giving a formal statement made her uneasy. What if the police got it wrong and blamed her or Brett for this? Charles’s murder had taken place on her parents’ property. Come to think of it, this might work in her favour. If she’d killed Charles, she’d have taken the body elsewhere to cover her tracks … although they could argue lifting his dead weight would be beyond her. Only, she’d pulled him out of the dam, hadn’t she?

      ‘Does the property have any security cameras?’ Ali asked.

      Jade thought for a moment. ‘Pretty sure there’s one up by the house.’

      ‘Can you please get the footage from last night?’

      ‘Sure, but I doubt it’ll show the dam.’

      ‘It’s a start.’

      ‘If you’re locking down the property, can I take a shower first? I’m all muddy and revolting.’ Jade’s skin was caked with dirt, and she couldn’t wait to get out of her filthy, damp clothes. ‘And can I grab my laptop and notebook? I can’t function without them.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but you can’t take anything. Nobody can go in there until forensics have processed the house.’

      Jade groaned, chafing at the idea of being without her tools of trade. She could shower anywhere, but she needed access to her computer. Thank goodness she’d taken time off work and didn’t have deadlines. ‘How long before we can come back?’

      ‘I’d say a few days.’

      Jade sensed Brett stiffen beside her, so she asked, ‘A few days? Where are we supposed to go?’

      Ali crossed her arms. ‘Do you have a friend nearby? Maybe someone can put you up for a few nights.’

      ‘I don’t really know anyone around here. This is my parents’ house. I only met the dinner guests last night.’

      ‘Where are your parents?’ Ali asked.

      ‘Queensland. Brett and I are house-minding while they’re away.’

      ‘Do they know the neighbours?’

      Jade exchanged a glance with Brett, who said, ‘Call your mum. Otherwise, a hotel?’

      Jade paced away from Brett and Ali for privacy and saw her mother had already texted three times, impatient for a ‘post-mortem of the dinner’. An unfortunate choice of words.

      Gina picked up after one ring. ‘About time. I’m itching to hear how it went. What was Charles like? Did he talk a lot? I bet a hermit like him would make the most of it once they’re out of their self-imposed exile’—clearly, she was putting herself in his shoes—‘or was he monosyllabic and boring?’

      Jade, used to her mother’s hyper-enthusiasm, waited for the gushing to finish before dropping her bombshell. ‘Charles is dead.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I found him in the dam.’

      An unusually long silence followed. ‘In our dam?’

      ‘Yes. He had a wound on the back of his head. Doesn’t look like natural causes. He had no reason to be in the paddock. Someone either lured him there or killed him and dragged him there.’

      Gina gasped. ‘Murder?’ She drew out the word like italics in a script.

      ‘Uh-huh. The police are here. The whole place is a crime scene. They’ve asked to see your security camera footage from last night. Can we access it?’

      ‘We can log in remotely. I’ll have Keith download the relevant parts. This is … well, this is…’ Gina’s laboured breaths came over the phone. ‘Horrific.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s a lot.’

      ‘Are you okay? Brett? What a shock.’

      ‘We’re fine. But we need to stay somewhere else for a few days while they’re doing forensics. Any suggestions?’

      ‘Our neighbours, the Martellos. I’m sure they’ll be happy for you to stay. They live in Melbourne but own the place next door. I’ll give Marg a call and see if she’s around. Then I’ll get on to the video.’ Gina sounded equal parts delighted and mortified to be involved in a real-life murder case, even if only on the periphery. Jade could imagine her poring over the security video in search of clues, doing her best impression of Miss Marple. ‘Bye, darling. Take care.’

      Jade thanked her mother and hung up. So much for her peaceful holiday. Charles had been murdered, she’d lost control of her parents’ property, and everything pointed to the killer being one of her dinner guests.
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            Can I Get a Witness?

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade and Brett stepped inside the police station just after midday. She caught a waft of the unfamiliar shampoo she’d used at the neighbour’s house and appreciated anew Marg Martello’s willingness to share her home. Marg was in Melbourne, but luckily, she kept a key in a lock box, so Jade and Brett had gone into her house and cleaned themselves up. Never had Jade appreciated a shower more: the coconut scent of the conditioner, the steam clearing her airways, the cleansing of residual filth. But even as the hot water drummed on her skin, heat hadn’t seeped into her bones. After, she’d dressed in Marg’s capri pants and blue T-shirt. The clothes hung loose on her slight frame, but it beat a wet towel.

      Nobody sat behind the glassed-in reception desk, so Jade pressed the buzzer. As she waited, she took in the small two-seater couch, then read flyers on the walls covering matters from bushfires and personal safety to handwritten thank you letters from children at the local primary school after their visit to the station.

      Sergeant Ali came through a door at the back with an air of efficiency. ‘Hi Brett, Jade. Thanks for coming in. Detective Hammond’s expecting you. He’ll talk to you one at a time in the “soft interview” room.’

      ‘What’s a soft interview room?’ Jade asked, picturing a padded cell.

      ‘We use it for witness statements and other private discussions. For suspects, we go into the main station.’ Ali gestured over her slender shoulder, then added conspiratorially, ‘The formal interview rooms are a bit more intimidating. Everything’s bolted down so nobody can throw a table or chair or⁠—’

      A door on the right wall opened, and a thickset man with flat bulldog features stood in the doorway.

      Ali straightened her back. ‘This is Detective Hammond from the homicide squad in Melbourne.’

      He gave a brusque nod.

      ‘Hi. I’m Jade Riley, and this is Brett Lison.’ Jade, covering for nerves, sounded falsely bright.

      ‘G’day.’ Brett held up a hand.

      Detective Hammond didn’t crack a smile. ‘Right. I’ll take Jade first. Brett, wait here.’

      He led the way into a tiny room with white walls – not padded – and closed the door. A desk in the middle had one end against a wall and chairs on either side. Detective Hammond sat behind it and gestured for Jade to sit opposite. He shuffled a pile of papers, pulled forward a computer keyboard, and checked the screen positioned on an arm attached to the wall so it didn’t intrude between them.

      He peered over metal-rimmed glasses. ‘Take me through exactly what happened, and I’ll type.’

      As Jade ran through her dreadful morning, Detective Hammond interrupted with frequent questions for clarity or more detail. She shifted in her seat, more discomforted by his serious demeanour than the hard chair beneath her. The austere room put her further on edge, but she blocked out the blank walls pressing in on her and concentrated on telling him what had happened.

      He pulled out his phone and showed her a photo. ‘This yours?’

      She recognised the purple notepad in the image. ‘It is.’ The violation of her privacy stung. Her scribbles were personal: ideas for articles, random sentences or phrases, vivid descriptions, observations and to-do lists. They’d make no sense to anyone else and could make her seem quite odd. Hopefully, he wouldn’t check her internet history because if he did, he’d find information about estate planning, mental health and domestic violence.

      Detective Hammond flicked to another photo showing a page from inside the notepad. ‘What’s this list?’

      ‘Last night’s guests.’ Jade wished she could rip it up and with it, the whole night, leaving Charles alive and this nightmare a figment of her imagination.

      ‘Do you write lists for all your parties?’ he asked.

      Jade hesitated, unsure where he was leading. ‘I don’t host many dinners, but this was for work.’

      ‘What’s your job?’

      ‘I’m a journalist.’

      He raised his eyebrows. ‘I hope you’re not planning to publish anything about this while our investigation’s ongoing.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘You know the drill. It can influence potential witnesses and sway people’s memories.’

      ‘I get it.’ Jade didn’t want to mess with his investigation, and she didn’t bother trying to negotiate for early access to information about the case because she knew the police had their own media channels. ‘I write about the arts, not crime.’

      ‘A cushy job if you get to throw dinner parties.’

      ‘I’m pulling together an article about the local theatre company. My mum’s involved with the group, so she introduced me to people from all aspects of their latest production.’

      ‘Why is Charles Roi crossed out?’ He lifted his phone to show her.

      Jade’s eyebrows shot up. Did he really think she’d be dumb enough to keep a hit list in her notebook?

      She kept her explanation short. ‘I didn’t want to interview him.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Jade sighed. Where to start without a complete character assassination? ‘He refused to go on the record.’

      ‘And now he’s dead.’ Detective Hammond spoke without a trace of irony.

      ‘Well, yes, but that has nothing to do with me.’ Jade flushed. She might have a healthy dose of ambition, but she wasn’t a monster.

      ‘Why’s this other name crossed out?’ Hammond shoved the phone in front of her. ‘Stella Hanson.’

      Jade sat taller, hoping like hell Stella didn’t turn up dead, or Jade would be firmly in Hammond’s crosshairs. ‘Stella wasn’t involved in the production. I invited her because she’s Darcy’s girlfriend.’

      ‘And why was Darcy at the party?’

      Hammond irritated Jade, even though she understood he was only doing his job. ‘Darcy’s a photographer and is taking photos of the cast. I hope to use some of their shots in my report.’ Darcy had invited Jade to look at the stills they’d taken so far, and Jade was keen to see their studio.

      ‘Their?’

      ‘They’re non-binary.’ Darcy had androgynous appeal with long dark hair, midnight-blue eyes and a disarming grin. ‘They’re also Frieda’s child, Charles’s stepchild. I explained all this to Sergeant Ali.’

      ‘What about Udena Kumari?’

      ‘He’s a fire investigator.’ Jade had loved chatting to Udena about his job as well as his experience as a professional diver. ‘I invited him because he’s involved in set design. He lives two doors down from Mum and Dad’s place, and is married to Ivy, who runs the local bookshop. And before you ask, she’s an actor.’

      ‘Okay, so it was you and Brett, Charles and Frieda Roi, Darcy Vee and Stella Hanson, Udena and Ivy Kumari. Eight all up?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why wasn’t your mother there?’

      Jade told him about Keith and Gina’s vacation. As the family drama queen, Gina had almost sacrificed her Port Douglas holiday for the chance to meet Charles, the town recluse. Thank goodness she hadn’t, or she’d have added more fuel to a volatile situation.

      ‘When can I get my notebook back?’ Jade asked. ‘It’s got my life in it.’

      ‘When we’ve finished with it.’

      Jade figured she could kiss the book goodbye. She’d have to get another one, pronto.

      ‘You told Sergeant Ali you saw the body and ran to it, but the house is a good three hundred metres from the dam. How could you see what it was from so far away?’

      Jade winced at the memory. ‘I saw something in the dam and went to the telescope in the dining room to look more closely. That’s when I realised it was a body.’

      ‘If you knew he was dead, why’d you haul him out of the dam and mess up the crime scene?’

      She was supposed to be a witness, not a suspect, but she felt mentally strip searched. Bitterness flared at the injustice of it. ‘I’m not accustomed to finding murder victims. I panicked. I … I recognised Brett’s top and thought it was him, so … it was a shock, that’s all.’

      Hammond continued in this vein for another ten minutes. By the time she’d completed and signed her statement, she half-expected him to whip out the handcuffs.

      He passed her a business card. ‘If you remember anything else, no matter how trivial, please call.’

      Jade tucked it into her pocket.

      On her way out, she exchanged a few words with Brett, who was sitting on the small couch in reception. They agreed to meet in The Produce Store after he’d finished. Wishing him luck, she left him to face the inquisitor and escaped.
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            We Didn’t Start the Fire

          

        

      

    

    
      Jade headed along High Street. The sun had muscled to the top of the sky, and Jade’s weather app said the CFA, Country Fire Authority, had declared a total fire ban.

      How had a simple job about The Importance of Being Earnest turned so dark? Once again, she’d landed the role of amateur sleuth. Did she subconsciously gravitate to these situations, had her mother’s dramatic tendencies bled into her, or was it simply a coincidence?

      Stomach growling, Jade realised she’d skipped breakfast. A quick check of her watch, thankfully still working after she’d dunked it dragging Charles from the dam, showed ten past one. She strolled past a pub, an art shop and a few real estate agents to reach The Produce Store – The Proddy, as Gina said the locals called it. Besides operating as a café, it stocked gourmet products from providers in the region: jams, honey, olive oils, wine and cookies.

      All eyes followed Jade when she entered, and hushed conversations sparked. She wasn’t sure how they knew who she was, but rumours must have spread through the community faster than COVID. No doubt, she was at the centre of the most dramatic event the town had seen since the filming of The Man from Snowy River. One woman glared, another sniffed and turned away. Jade groaned. Until the murder was solved, she’d be the town pariah. At least she could escape back to Melbourne after her week here, but her parents would suffer the fallout until she’d proven her innocence.

      Jade didn’t expect to see anyone she knew, but as if to demonstrate the benefit – or drawback – of a small town, she spotted Ivy and Udena next to a shelf of olive oils and balsamic vinegars.

      Apparently unperturbed by infamy, Ivy took off her glasses and waved. Udena beamed too.

      Fresh and energised, not a hair out of place in her blonde bob, Ivy made a sharp contrast to Jade, who carried the weight of the day on her shoulders. Jade guessed Ivy was about ten years her senior, late thirties, while she put Udena at mid-forties.

      As Jade made her way over, a server dropped a glass, fracturing the hum of conversation. Udena, unshaven and decidedly less perky than his wife, flinched at the sound, and Jade recognised the telltale signs of his hangover. He’d been in fine form the night before, telling tales about arson and underwater exploits, roaring with laughter at his own jokes. Jade and he had further bonded over talk about his home country, Sri Lanka, where Jade’s mum had grown up.

      ‘How’s your head?’ she asked.

      ‘Sore. You?’ Built like Thor, he had thick thighs and a chest to match. Despite his hangover, his intelligent brown eyes seemed to miss nothing.

      Jade grimaced. ‘I’ve had better days.’

      Ivy gestured to a chair. ‘Please, join us.’ She replaced her glasses to peer at the menu, giving her a sexy librarian vibe.

      Jade grabbed the chance to avoid lunch alone with Brett. She knew they needed to talk about his proposal, but she wasn’t ready. Being with others would give her more time. She hung her jacket across the back of the vintage chair and sat.

      Ivy put down her menu. ‘I can’t believe what happened to Charles. And you found him. How awful. Are you okay?’ Her eyes glinted with a hint of schadenfreude.

      ‘My head’s gone to mush. Detective Hammond grilled me, and I had to sign a statement. It was badly written, but he wouldn’t let me fix it.’ Used to editing her words before relinquishing them to the world, the messy, imprecise statement had made Jade uneasy.

      ‘It’s okay. It won’t be published. They don’t care about the creative use of language, just facts.’ As an amateur actor, Ivy would understand the need for rehearsal. ‘Have you seen Frieda? She must be distraught. Her husband … murdered.’ She dwelled on the word with the same theatrical flair as Jade’s mother and reached for Udena’s hand. Jade wished for the same ease in her relationship – that Brett hadn’t complicated things, and she hadn’t pushed him away.

      Udena dropped Ivy’s hand. ‘Steady on. You’re enjoying this a bit too much.’

      ‘It’s one of those situations where you either laugh or cry. I choose not to cry.’ Yet as Ivy spoke, her eyes welled. ‘Charles could be difficult, but Christ … he’s dead.’

      Jade averted her eyes to the native flower paintings on display: banksias, bottle brush and protea so vivid she could almost hear bees buzzing around them and catch a waft of summer air. Was it coincidence so many Australian blooms were the colour of flames?

      Strumming his fingers on the table, Udena asked, ‘What did you tell the police?’

      Ivy put her hands over his to stop his nervous tick as the server arrived to take their order of baguettes and coffee. Jade chose for Brett so the food would come together.

      Once the server left, Udena asked again, ‘What did you say in your statement?’

      Jade flagged his anxiety. ‘They wanted to know why I invited each person, how I knew them, what time everyone arrived, what we talked about, when people left. The whole night. It was endless. Have they contacted you? They said they’ll ask all my guests to give a statement.’

      ‘They came to our house this morning.’ Udena cleared his throat. ‘Did you tell them we left with Charles?’

      Was that why he’d been acting shifty? Jade hoped he wouldn’t think she’d tried to implicate them. ‘I … well, I said Frieda left early, then Darcy and Stella drove home, and you two walked with Charles about half an hour later.’ Udena and Ivy lived two doors down from Jade, while Charles’s house was past theirs, at the dead-end. Stella’s farm was about twenty-five kilometres in the opposite direction. ‘Why? What happened after you left?’

      ‘We’—Udena gestured to Ivy and himself—‘got stuck talking to Charles at the bottom of the driveway. Totally plastered, he wouldn’t shut up about The Importance of Being Earnest, banging on and on about lies, sincerity and double lives. Then Stella drove back. She wound down the window and said she’d left something behind.’

      ‘Yeah, her phone.’ Jade recalled the awkward moment when Stella had knocked on the door in the aftermath of Brett’s ill-fated proposal. He’d already stormed off to the spare room, and Jade, reeling with shock, had dealt with Stella. She must have looked a fright.

      A young boy at a nearby table let out an ear-piercing wail and his red-faced mother shushed him. After he settled, Udena continued. ‘We were still there when Stella came back down the drive. She pulled over and offered to take us home. We said no but took the opportunity to escape from Charles, leaving him talking to Stella. Charles said he wanted to walk to sober up, but I’m not sure what they did.’

      ‘So, you saw him leave my place?’ Jade asked.

      Udena ran a hand through his thick ruffled hair. ‘Well, yeah. I mean, he was at the bottom of the drive. He hadn’t actually left.’

      The server approached with their meals, and the salty bacon aroma made Jade’s mouth water. She thanked the server profusely and cut into her egg and bacon baguette, avoiding spilling the yolk. As she chewed the yeasty bread, she discreetly watched Udena.

      He greedily sipped his coffee, as if it could satisfy his thirst for information. ‘You know, I don’t want to point fingers, but if anyone has a motive, it’s his kid.’

      Ivy and Jade exchanged puzzled glances.

      ‘Darcy?’ Tension between Charles and his stepchild had spilled over when Frieda had apologised about leaving early because of her migraine. Charles had rolled his eyes and said, ‘That woman’s old before her time,’ while Darcy had leapt to their mother’s defence. Jade was pretty sure she’d caught the word ‘arsehole’ under their breath, and she’d silently applauded.

      ‘Right.’ Udena lowered his voice. ‘Or their partner, Stella. Or both.’

      Jade had enjoyed Stella’s company, who’d suggested a tour of her working cattle farm to give Jade a proper taste of country life. In the face of Charles’s death, Jade wasn’t sure the offer would stand, and felt it tasteless to ask, so she’d have to wait and hope. ‘Why do you think they have a motive?’

      Udena’s jaw twitched. ‘Is this on the record?’

      Jade’s profession often made her friends and acquaintances wary. Most people didn’t want to find quotes from a personal conversation in the news, but excessive concern could be a sign they had something to hide. ‘Would you like it to be?’

      Udena toyed with his baguette. ‘I’d prefer it stay between us if that’s okay. This is speculation, not fact.’

      ‘No problem.’ Jade could always revisit the discussion if needed.

      ‘A few months ago, my company sent me to a fire at Charles’s place. Turned out to be an electrical fault, nothing suspicious, but while there, I heard Charles and Frieda arguing. Seems Darcy and Stella have a cash flow issue with the farm, and Frieda wanted to help them. Charles was having none of it. Said he wasn’t a bank, and they needed to sort out their own issues.’

      Jade pushed her baguette away. She’d eaten too quickly, and indigestion twisted her stomach. Or maybe Udena’s talk of motive had given her indigestion. It raised questions about Charles’s legal will and who would inherit his estate. His property had lake frontage, but even from Jade’s dad’s boat, all she’d ever seen was native forest. Around here, most houses were positioned to capture the view, making them visible from the water, but this house had been tucked out of sight. When Jade had walked to the gate, hoping for a glimpse of the recluse’s hideaway, all she’d seen was a winding pine-tree-lined driveway. ‘You’ve been to his place? What’s it like?’
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