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      I pressed my lips together and tried hard not to cough. My throat burned as much as it itched, my head felt fuzzy and my muscles weak. Doris had left me standing beside the luggage while she headed off in the direction of a shop on the next corner. I made sure to watch her enter. Not the best start to our trip. Not with her propensity for disappearing. But she was buying me a packet of cough lozenges. Surely, this early on our trip, she wouldn’t do one of her disappearing acts. If she did, I knew I wouldn’t be up to mounting a search with two suitcases and two backpacks. She knew where I was. She could come and find me.

      The air on that sunny, late-August day was unusually warm and still, the ocean a resplendent sapphire, the water in the bay almost glassy. With the sun behind me warming my back, I took in the neatly landscaped foreshore, the expanse of coastline beyond, the hilly hinterland. Apollo Bay was such a pretty town.

      Somewhere in that hinterland, the road we had just travelled coursed through farmland of vast green fields blanketing the barely undulating land all the way back to Myrtle Bay. Here in Apollo Bay, the setting was tranquil, orderly, pleasing to the eye. As though to reinforce that sense of order, the bus had dropped us off near the Anglican church. Not a grand church but old, its walls of white weatherboard having withstood every storm the Southern Ocean had thrown at it during its lifetime.

      I was already regretting catching that bus. Ciaran, my handyman-turned-boyfriend, had offered to drive us, but I had refused his offer with a kiss and a smile. He had a lot of work on, and the bus took us straight to Apollo Bay, and in not much more time than it would have taken to drive.

      We were joining an organised hiking tour of the Great Ocean Walk, which followed the coastline back towards the Twelve Apostles, where Ciaran would be picking us up in ten days. That meant ten days with Doris and the eight other tour participants, plus the guide and driver of the minibus. Just ten days. What could go wrong?

      I was only on the tour after the success of my Yackandandah feature last month. My editor Sharon was keen for another. I was keen to address a cutting letter to the editor that Sharon had received but hadn’t published, a letter accusing me of shallow research after I had failed to include any Indigenous history in my piece on Cape Bridgewater. On this tour, I planned on addressing the matter. I knew if I was to do the theme justice, I needed to lead with an appreciation of trauma, trauma occurring not all that long ago, trauma that demanded some kind of remembering. Trouble was, I had no clear idea how I would go about summarising something as weighty as that, especially in my current unwell state, even if this was the perfect opportunity.

      But really, I was in Apollo Bay with a stinking cold about to embark on a hiking tour thanks to Doris.

      

      Two days before, I was sitting at my kitchen table sipping a chai latte when Doris burst into my kitchen, all flushed with excitement and waving a brochure. She was garbed in a shiny, lurid green tracksuit with matching headband. She looked like a beetle.

      ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ she breathed, plonking herself down opposite me. She cast a sceptical look at my cup. ‘Is that chai?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Not coffee, then.’

      ‘Not coffee. I have a sore throat.’

      ‘What has that to do with chai?’

      Not a lot, I thought, but I wasn’t about to get up and make her a coffee, no matter how disappointed she decided to be.

      ‘Are you going to tell me what this is about?’

      ‘Oh, yes, yes. Our neighbour, Winnie Wilson, has just been told that her elective surgery has been brought forward due to a cancellation. She’s been on the waiting list for carpal tunnel surgery for so long, the poor thing, that she’d all but given up having the operation.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘The surgery clashes with a tour she’s booked. Here.’

      She passed me the brochure she was clutching for the Great Ocean Walk.

      ‘Unfortunately for Winnie, two days is not enough notice of cancellation, and she is having to forfeit the entire cost of the tour. So naturally she asked me to take her place, and I agreed after she said I might as well have the ticket for free.’ She paused. ‘Well?’

      ‘You have a free ticket for a hiking tour. I don’t understand how this involves me.’

      ‘Because I phoned the company about changing the name on the booking, and they asked if I knew of anyone else who might want to come along, as they had one place left.’

      I wasn’t sure I quite believed her. She would never go on a hiking tour without a companion. It was not in her nature.

      ‘Is that slot also free?’

      ‘Of course not, but they’re offering a ten per cent discount.’

      ‘Ten per cent? How generous of them.’

      ‘Come on. It’s perfect. It’ll be a win from Win.’ She let out a chuckle.

      A win for Doris, I thought sourly, not me. But then again, the tour did take in the world-famous Twelve Apostles, which meant I could write a feature and invoice the magazine for the costs. Keep Sharon happy. It made a lot of sense, but for my sore throat.

      Doris gave me one of her expectant looks. ‘It’s all-inclusive.’

      ‘Sausages and shop-bought quiche, then.’

      ‘No, it won’t be like that. They’re promising gourmet food all the way. They’re even throwing in the beverage.’

      She swung round in her seat, readying to stand up.

      ‘Give me the number and I’ll make the booking,’ I said.

      Her face broke out in a grin. ‘Already done. You can pay by credit card. The number’s right there.’ She pointed vaguely at the brochure and left.

      As I browsed through the material in the brochure, I realised Doris had presented me with an unexpected opportunity that was much too good to pass up, sore throat or no sore throat. Given the locations, it was possible that I would have enough material for two, possibly even three magazine features, not one.

      I had no way of knowing, as I sat at my kitchen table sipping my chai, that the unexpected would dominate the whole tour.

      

      The least unexpected thing to happen was that the sore throat turned into a rotten cold overnight. Or worse, influenza, given I was running a temperature and ached from head to toe. My nose was blocked, my throat felt like sandpaper, and I had a tight feeling in my chest. I was doing my best not to cough too much in case it made things worse. Standing in Apollo Bay surrounded by luggage, I needed those lozenges at the very least, and Doris was taking an age. I scanned down the street and across the road at the park. She was nowhere to be seen.

      Doris!

      Exhaustion began to bite. Spying a bench in the park near enough to the corner shop where I thought I would be highly visible to Doris, I heaved the two backpacks onto one shoulder and wheeled the suitcases across the road.

      It had been a few years since I was last in Apollo Bay. Not a huge amount had changed, as far as I could tell, the main drag in front of the park containing a long parade of shops that both serviced the town and catered for the tourists. The back blocks housed the townsfolk, although many were probably holiday homes these days. With a population of around two thousand that swelled to goodness knew how much in the tourist season, the area had become something of a Mecca for Melbournites.

      I sat and waited, shooting glances at the corner shop. No Doris. I tried not to curse her as I struggled to repress another impulse to cough. I would have phoned her, but she always switched off her phone when she wasn’t using it.

      A whisper of a breeze blew in off the ocean. A seagull landed nearby, examining me with its circumspect eye before deciding I had nothing to offer its belly and flying off.

      I’d bought a newspaper on my way to catch the bus. I fished it out of my backpack and turned to the crossword. I was struggling with ten across: Gloomy and dismal. I had none of the letters and no word sprang to mind. I’d have given up, but I had already done the Sudoku.

      Above the puzzles, the synoptic charts for the next few days caught my eye. The forecast had changed since I looked the day before thanks to two stronger-than-anticipated cold fronts set to bring with them a pool of icy Antarctic air that would dominate the weather for a full four days of the tour. Should prove to be an exhilarating experience, then. Or ghastly.

      Ghastly? Seven letters. Yes, it fitted ten across.

      Still no Doris. I gave up on the crossword and gazed absently at the parade of shops. There was not a soul in sight.

      The others on the tour had rendezvoused in Melbourne. The tour guide had told us to meet them at Bayview House. I put away the paper and extracted the information pack Doris had given me. Inside was a street map of Apollo Bay with the accommodation clearly marked. I traced a finger back to where I was sitting and my insides sank. I needed to cross back over the road and head all the way down past the shops and then make a left turn at the other end of town and head up a side street. The accommodation was a couple of blocks further on. In all, it was a distance of about two kilometres. Much too far with all this luggage. I would need a taxi. Were there any taxis? I thought not.

      I looked at my watch. It was also time to get going. I stood and tossed the backpacks over my shoulder and proceeded to wheel the suitcases—jam-packed with hiking gear that seemed to weigh a ton. Worse, what was downhill from the bus stop was now uphill to the road.

      When I reached the kerb, I caught my breath before crossing the road as fast as the suitcases would allow. Why were the wheels on suitcases as belligerent as those on supermarket trolleys? They seemed to want to shoot off in all directions at every bump.

      Arriving safely on the other side, I went over to the corner store and peered through the window. Inside, goods were displayed around the walls. A central display unit of no more than waist height occupied the floor space. A man pottered about behind the counter. Otherwise, the shop was empty. Definitely no Doris, not unless she was crouched down behind that centre display unit and I very much doubted that.

      Where was she?

      I gritted my teeth and struggled on past all the shops, stopping every now and then to catch my breath, ignoring the curious and sympathetic gazes of onlookers. No one offered to help.

      When I reached the next corner, I groaned. The rest of the walk was up a rise. I stood, dithering and struggling to breathe without coughing. The strap of Doris’s backpack was cutting into my shoulder. I was starting to wonder if I was fit enough for this hiking tour when I saw a minibus approach.

      The bus slowed and indicated right. I caught the hiking tour logo and started waving madly. The driver saw me, pointed and pulled over after making the turn.

      A trim and perky woman with cropped blonde hair framing a somewhat weather-beaten face was standing with the side door open as I rounded the back of the vehicle. She introduced herself as Susan. After a brief exchange, she ushered me in and hurled my luggage in behind me. I perched on the first vacant seat I saw, aware that I had become the object of scrutiny.

      The woman sitting beside me smiled, but that was about it because the bus lurched forwards and everyone held on.

      The tour group seemed preoccupied and maybe a little surprised by my appearance, and they even seemed put out to have to stop for this new passenger who’d only needed to walk another block. Or perhaps I was imagining things.

      First on meant first off and I stood on the pavement outside the guest house as the others decanted, my jaw dropping as the entrance door opened and out walked Doris in the beetle-green, snug-fitting tracksuit she was so fond of.

      ‘Where the hell did you get to?’ she said before I could ask her the same question.

      ‘I was waiting for you.’

      ‘You were?’ she said, handing me the cough lozenges. I ripped open the packet straight away. The aromatic sweetness filled my mouth, the relief instantaneous. She tilted her head to the side and frowned. ‘There was no sign of you at the bus stop, so Mrs Fisher ran me up here. Very kind of her as it’s quite a walk.’

      It sure was.

      ‘Mrs Fisher?’

      ‘The owner of the corner store. Turns out she used to live in Myrtle Bay.’

      Lucky for Doris. She could not possibly have missed me while I was standing at the bus stop, but after I had crossed over to the park she could have. For once, it was me who should have stayed put.
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      The others on the tour were all from Melbourne. There was an even mix of men and women by the look of it, all in their forties or fifties, and they seemed to have already formed alliances. Since Doris and I knew no one, we were at a disadvantage. I could have done with some time to assess and make a decision as to whom I liked the look of. Unlike me, Doris had no qualms about whom she interacted with. She was already chatting away with one of the women. I realised in a flash that if I wasn’t careful, I would end up saddled with the person no one else much cared for. I was wondering who that might be when a man sporting a salt-and-pepper stubble beard moved closer and introduced himself as Steve.

      ‘They said you’d be joining us in Apollo Bay. Welcome, Winnie.’

      Winnie? They hadn’t been told.

      ‘I’m Ruth,’ I said, shoving the cough lozenge into my cheek pouch. ‘Winnie couldn’t make it.’

      He seemed confused. Then he gave me an appraising look. ‘Ruth,’ he said. ‘A biblical name.’ He emitted a short laugh as though the story of Ruth had suddenly come to him, and I suspected it hadn’t and he had a close relationship with his Bible. This Steve had to be the oddball of the pack. Just my luck. I was about to ask him how he came to be on the tour when he turned abruptly and walked away.

      Blonde and perky Susan was busy assigning rooms. Seeing me on my own, she came over. ‘You’ll be in Room Six, according to my sheet. The key’s at reception. They’ll have you down as Miss Wilson. We’re assembling in the lobby in half an hour.’

      Room Six turned out to be the honeymoon suite, a self-contained one-bedroom apartment with a private balcony overlooking the garden. This was hiking in style. I pictured a tour replete with sumptuous dinners at outdoor tables covered in white linen tablecloths. For lunch, there would be cane picnic hampers filled with the finest cooked meats and cheeses, gourmet salads and crusty bread, and delicious pastries. All served with lashings of champagne. I filled with virus-induced, delirious anticipation. Who cared what the other hikers were like. I was planning on having a meaningful and enjoyable time and I would make the most of every luxury. Including the soap, which smelled of fresh roses. Well done, Winnie. And Doris, too, for she must have forgone all this.

      I used the interlude before dinner to extract from my suitcase what I needed to put on in the morning. There seemed little point unpacking as we were due to set off early. I went to the bathroom mirror, ignored the dark rings under my eyes, and decided I looked fine in my jazzy red-patterned jumper over dark brown trousers. I ran a comb through my hair and applied the faintest smear of lipstick to my lips. I downed two paracetamol tablets, hoping to ease the symptoms.

      I checked the time. I had more than ten minutes to spare. With my first feature already forming in my mind, I inserted a hand into the main compartment of my suitcase, rummaging through a wall of socks and then on in between my neatly folded underwear, my fingers searching, probing until they landed on cool, hard leather. I grasped the book and ever so carefully extracted it from its fabric cushion.

      It was a diary, a very old diary belonging to an ancestor on my father’s side. I discovered its existence three days before when I finally managed to prise open a little old chest that had been in my attic for over a decade, relocated from the attic of the old family farm.

      My ancestors hailed from the northwest of Scotland. They were among Australia’s early settlers, having left their homeland for a possibly better and certainly warmer life in southern Australia. Leaving behind hunger and unemployment and all the culture and family they had ever known back home in the Highlands, they’d braved the long journey around the world, their hearts filled with hope, their minds with trepidation. And the moment their feet touched Antipodean soil, they acquired many acres and ran sheep.

      Acquired. That was an indifferent word, when really, all the land had been stolen from the Indigenous peoples and divvied out among the whites. I really should have mentioned that in my piece on Cape Bridgewater.

      The diary in my hand had been put in the little chest along with some old photos and newssheets and lace doilies. Doilies never used, newssheets never read, a diary I had never even opened.

      I was about to dip into the pages back in Myrtle Bay when Doris had called round with the invitation to go on the tour. I had been in two minds whether to bring it in case it got lost, but then I thought I would use the opportunity to read what it had to say. It would give me an occupation, an excuse to withdraw from the others. Noticing the time, I put the diary on my bedside table, wrapped a scarf around my neck and grabbed my jacket.

      The tour group was already congregating in the small and modern lobby. Doris was yet to appear. I hung back, observing the others.

      A tall and thin man was talking to the man with the stubble beard who had introduced himself as Steve. They both looked fit. Another pair of men stood near a large pot plant, one big and burly with scruffy brown hair, the other lean with a buzz cut. They all looked like stereotypical Anglo-Saxon Australians and they all looked fit as well.

      The women were sitting in pairs on the two small sofas. One was slender with long black hair. She had classic southern European features. Another was pretty, with thick and wavy brown hair and a nose piercing. One had to be Irish with those green eyes and wavy black hair, and the last one reminded me of an old schoolteacher and I pictured her behind the lamington stall at a country fundraiser.

      Everyone was wearing a shade of beige which made them all merge to the point of being interchangeable, at least that was how they appeared to me as I struggled to take them all in. There seemed to be a range of ages but no one looked much under fifty. And everyone looked in shape. You would have to be to do this hike.

      Just when I thought I should make the effort and talk to these people, Doris breezed into the lobby in the same lurid green tracksuit, the one that made her look like a beetle. It was a perfect foil for that desert of beige, even as she risked rejection. In jazzy red, I was taking that risk, too, not that I minded, at least, not until Susan came along, called us to attention and gave us a lecture about the importance of sticking together as a group.

      She then went on to describe the arduousness of the hike, the dangers, and the rules. She spoke in a bored monotone and I thought she would lose half her audience, but I was wrong. The entire group took an avid interest, eager to absorb everything she said. The slender woman with the long black hair even unfurled a small notepad.

      ‘You’re not looking forward to this, are you?’ a voice beside me said.

      Was that remark really directed at me? Confused, I turned to find the tall and thin man who had been talking to Steve standing beside me. He had pale blue eyes set close together in a long and narrow face. His lips spread in a crooked smile.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, suddenly embarrassed. ‘Have I spoken out of turn? It’s just that you seem as disengaged as me. I assumed…’

      The only word to describe how I felt at this point was flummoxed. I’d been put in a box I didn’t care to be put in and certainly didn’t belong in, and I had no idea how to respond.

      ‘I’m Martin,’ he said, offering me his hand.

      I had no choice other than to shake it. ‘Ruth,’ I said, endeavouring to rein in my reaction as I suppressed a cough.

      ‘We all know each other,’ he said, gesturing at the rest. ‘I gather you must be a local. What drew you to the tour?’

      ‘My neighbour asked me to come,’ I said with a nod in the direction of the green beetle.

      ‘You could have refused.’

      ‘I could have,’ I said, wondering where this man was going with his questions.

      ‘It’s quite a challenge. The hike, I mean.’

      ‘I suppose I fancied a challenge, then.’

      ‘But you’re not well.’

      Was it that obvious?

      I was saved further probing when Susan started leading the group outside.

      Dinner that night was at a nearby hotel. The sun was setting but, since the day was still fine and the wind light, we agreed to walk the two blocks. As my unwelcome companion and I were the stragglers, Martin chose to walk beside me. I cast around for Doris, hoping for an escape, but she had linked arms with the woman with the nose piercing as though they were long-lost friends.

      I asked this Martin where he came from, as I detected a hint of an English accent, and he told me he was from Kew. He meant Kew in Melbourne, one of those leafy inner suburbs with a lot of history. He said all those on the tour came from the inner eastern suburbs and attended a programme run by a local community centre for survivors of various kinds of trauma.

      ‘I doubt the tour would have got off the ground at this time of year otherwise,’ he said.

      I had no idea what he meant. Had they used their trauma as some kind of leverage to persuade the tour operator? How? It made no sense.

      As I took in the picture Martin was painting, I thought Winnie would not have taken to this company. Had she known about this survivor group? She must have. Then why had she chosen to withhold this one fact when offering Doris her ticket? Then again, it was probably Doris withholding the information from me. Perhaps she hadn’t thought it mattered.

      Walking along beside Martin, I thought Winnie had had a lucky escape. I, as it happened, had not. I had all the sympathy in the world for people who had suffered. But I felt like an intruder, someone who didn’t belong and had no right to be here. I was reminded of that awful experience in Bright when I was ostracised by the entire group I was travelling with, and dearly hoped this would not be a repetition.

      I wondered how Doris would handle hiking with a bunch of trauma survivors. I was more compassionate, I thought, whereas she was apt to be not at all understanding when it came to the suffering of others. Put up and shut up was her motto. Then again, seeing her chatting away with her new friend up ahead, I was probably wrong. It was my health affecting my mood. As the hotel came into view, I told myself to lighten up.

      The bistro staff had arranged a long table opposite the bar. I put myself at the end of the row of seats facing the windows. Susan took up the table’s head and the driver, whose name was Dave, took up the foot by me. Once everyone was seated, I found I had Martin on my left and Steve opposite. Next to Steve was the burly man. I had no idea how that came about, but they posed an obstacle to me getting to know anyone else.

      I glanced down the table at Susan.

      ‘We should all introduce ourselves for the benefit of our Myrtle Bay companions,’ she said.

      By the look of it, Doris already knew everyone. I was the one who had to do all the nodding and smiling and taking in of names. Cora, the woman with the lamington-stall look, was sitting across the table on the other side of the burly man, and the very beautiful and almost sultry Myra with the nose piercing was on the other side of Martin. The rest was a blur.

      Everyone soon started talking at once and they clearly all knew one another very well, as Martin had said. Menus were passed around and options discussed. It was the usual pub fare and I went for the risotto.

      After we’d ordered, Susan dominated the conversation, not because she wanted to; she was being quizzed by the group, especially by Martin, who wanted her to tell all when it came to the tour, the business, her life altogether.

      I found the barrage of questions intrusive but Susan didn’t seem to mind, and it meant I was saved from having to make small talk. Martin was still interrogating her when our food came, but then she did furnish him with detailed responses, especially when it came to the tour. The time an influencer from Byron Bay nearly fell off a cliff trying to take a selfie, the time a teenager from Cockatoo wandered off into the forest and got lost, and the time a lawyer from Daylesford fell in a river and almost drowned. The whole table listened, open-mouthed, gasping and laughing in equal measure. I appeared to be the only one present to question, inwardly at least, Susan’s capacity for duty of care. She wasn’t exactly inspiring my confidence. Everyone else found her vignettes a hoot. Not one of this trauma group from Kew displayed any kind of concern whatsoever. Bizarre.

      When the group’s attention swung down to Dave the driver, a good-looking sandy-haired man with a goatee beard and a down-to-earth manner, I felt relieved.

      He launched into a long, meandering story of his time working in the lead mines in Broken Hill. He had a drawling way of speaking, all elongated vowels, that together with the flat tone of his voice evoked the Australian bush like nothing else could. I was waiting for him to utter that quintessentially Aussie phrase, “She’ll be right, mate”. But he never did.

      As I listened, I concentrated on my risotto, hoping not to spill anything down my jazzy red-patterned jumper that needed to go the distance when it came to evening wear, as I doubted that we would have a chance to wash and dry clothes. Not that I was in the habit of spilling food down my front, but I was so tired, I could barely hold my body upright.

      Over dessert — everyone chose the tiramisu — I saw I wasn’t the only one who didn’t feel like chatting. The man with the buzzcut on the other side of Cora was avoiding all eye contact, and remained hunched and withdrawn. So much so that I hadn’t even spotted him sitting there until now.

      With the quizzing of the guide and driver over, the woman on the other side of the buzzcut man proved the loudest of the party. She had a deep voice and a throaty laugh, and I soon learned her name was Shannon. I couldn’t see much of her until she stood up. Then I took in the feisty, big-boned woman that went with that voice. She was the one with the short curly hair and green eyes that sparkled when she laughed. I imagined her serving behind the bar of a thriving pub. I couldn’t imagine her as a survivor of any sort of trauma, but you never could tell. People put on a front. In the absence of a waiter, she went and fetched a jug of water from the bar and reclaimed her seat.

      As Shannon carried on entertaining the table, Cora tried to best her every chance she had. They clearly had great rapport. I took the opportunity to observe Cora more closely. She had an open face, and eyes that flashed warmth and kindness. Her dark brown hair was neat and straight and thick, and she wore a crystal pendant that rested halfway down the chest of her dark beige top. The crystal was pale blue and pretty and would look good against black.

      Even though neither of them looked my way, I warmed to both women. I just wished Martin or Steve would budge out of the way so I could engage them in some conversation. As it was, Shannon and Cora directed their words at Myra and Doris and the other woman at that end of the table.

      The man with the buzzcut kept his head down. Martin had pushed back his chair to join in the banter. Steve looked as though he felt on the outer, cut off from the fun. Which he was. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t pick up his chair and sit with Martin. Better still, we could swap places. I thought of suggesting it but didn’t want to embarrass him.

      After dinner, on my way up to my room, I caught Susan on the stairs.

      ‘Did Winnie know she would be tagging along with this particular group?’ I asked.

      ‘It was why she made sure she had a room to herself along the way. But otherwise, she wasn’t bothered.’

      ‘I guess she wouldn’t have come if she had been.’

      ‘Are you glad you came?’ Susan said with concern.

      I said I was and headed down the corridor to my room. I wanted to be alone, suck a throat lozenge, get into bed.

      A nice relaxing evening in the luxury of the honeymoon suite, alone and untroubled by anything other than a pesky virus — any expectations of that were dashed before I crossed the threshold. I didn’t even manage to unlock my door before there was a blood-curdling scream down the corridor. Doris appeared, a beacon of green, running towards me.

      ‘You better come quick,’ she said, stopping a few feet away. She looked pale and distraught.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘That woman I’ve been talking to since we got here.’

      I pictured that lovely woman with the abundance of dark hair and the nose piercing.

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘She’s dead.’
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      The next morning, we were provided breakfast in our rooms at seven. When I opened the door and was handed the tray, it felt as though nothing had happened. As though that woman Doris had spent the best part of last night talking to—Myra was her name—had not been found lying face down on the floor of her room, dead. That panic and mayhem hadn’t filled the guest house corridors. That an ambulance hadn’t come and gone, and the police hadn’t come and gone either.

      Perhaps the stillness of the morning was the result of an assumption made by all concerned that there had been a terrible tragedy, that Myra Burman, a nurse in her late forties, had suffered a heart attack.

      Everyone, that is, with the exception of Doris and therefore me.

      She had burst into my room after everyone else had gone to bed last night. ‘There was nothing wrong with Myra’s heart, nothing at all,’ she’d said, all staunch and determined to stress her point, to me, the only one who would take her seriously, the only one she trusted. ‘She told me she’d had a complete health check before coming on the tour. Her husband had insisted. He even made her have an ECG.’

      ‘Did you tell the police all this?’

      ‘Of course I did, but they wouldn’t listen. They treated me as though I were some batty octogenarian. I am neither of those things, obviously.’

      ‘Obviously.’

      She was there in my room all dishevelled and overwrought in her beetle-green tracksuit with matching headband, and I didn’t need to add two and two together to come up with why the police had taken no notice of her.

      Which meant they had gone away satisfied that they had nothing further to do about the matter. And we were about to embark on a ten-day hike with a murderer.

      

      I’d been up an hour by the time the breakfast tray arrived and had already sorted out what to take in the backpack. As little as possible, although that still meant a large water bottle, a bar of chocolate and a couple of protein bars, just in case. I also had a small first aid kit, a large handful of tissues and my rainwear pants.

      I sat down at the table by the window, coughing and blowing my nose. I didn’t have an appetite but forced down the fruit and the yoghurt, and the cold croissant with jam, and then I drank the weak and tepid liquid that passed for coffee. The honeymoon suite I may have had, but the fare was standard. Or sub-standard, if I wanted to be picky. Which I did, for two reasons. One, I felt like rubbish. Two, I was burdened with a murder.

      We were due to leave at eight. After standing in the shower for longer than normal, I donned one of the pairs of motion pants I’d bought for the trip—stretchy and quick-drying—along with a snug-fitting T-shirt beneath a mid-layer fleece. My feet were tucked into thick hiking socks and my light hiking boots were ready to put on along with my hiking jacket. As far as my apparel was concerned, I was more than ready for a hike. As for the rest of me, I had no idea how I would go the distance. Fitness wasn’t the issue; I ran ten kilometres just about every morning. It was this virus, which now had the hallmarks of influenza. The body aches, especially. And the fever. How contagious was I? Should I be wearing a mask? I might have thought of that before. But it wasn’t Covid, I knew that much. Ciaran had come round with a test kit before driving us to the bus station.

      I shouldn’t have come. That was my loudest thought. What had I let myself in for? It was with a large measure of uncertainty and a sudden loss of confidence that I downed two painkillers, heaved the backpack onto my shoulder and grabbed the suitcase, and left the room to join the others.

      In marked contrast, Doris was as fit as a fiddle, and when it came to the tour party, she fitted right in. Gone the beetle-green tracksuit. Instead, she was standing in the middle of the lobby garbed head to toe in shiny cobalt blue. Everything, from her shoes to her headband, was the same strong and vibrant colour. Even set against the sea and the sky, you would see her. And thanks to her zany outfits, she drew all the attention. Everyone wanted to know everything about her. Judging by the phone scrolling going on, I had no doubt it had already come out that her Insta and TikTok followings were in the millions, and I knew that from then on, she would occupy the centre stage of everything, leaving me on the fringes, in the shadows, a nobody that no one could be bothered with. In my current unwell state, I didn’t mind. It would be easier to observe and easier to snoop, assuming I had the energy for either. Only, I had no idea how I would get her on her own to confer.

      Once more, I found myself standing on the fringes next to stubble-bearded Steve. It seemed I was doomed to endure the company of him or Martin.

      We were five women and five men now, instead of six and four, and when I remarked on the additional male, Steve told me that Anh had driven down from Melbourne to take Myra’s place.

      ‘He couldn’t afford to come, poor guy, so giving him Myra’s spot seemed the right thing to do.’

      I couldn’t help finding that reasoning ever so slightly off. Myra was murdered, Doris was convinced of it and therefore, so was I. Which meant everyone was a suspect, including Anh, who I suddenly thought had an obvious motive if he had been that desperate to come on the tour.
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