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      ‘The Tupperware’s upstairs,’ she said, pointing over at the long and low factory building. ‘Right at the back.’

      Doris was anxious to get going. She had it in her head someone else would beat her to the lid she was after. A lid for her plastic orange bowl. She’d phoned ahead to make sure the stallholder had one. The dear old thing always had to find a valid, to her, rationale behind everything she did. I humoured her. What good neighbour wouldn’t? But I was already regretting asking her along.

      ‘Just one more photo of the pergola.’ I tried to sound firm.

      The gardens were a core feature of the Goodfellow factory. We were standing at the western end, close to the main entrance to the market. The pergola comprised wooden beams painted bright red, sitting atop white Doric-style columns. Beneath, two rows of brightly coloured benches flanked a garden path.

      Doris went and leaned against one of the columns ‘Do you want me to pose?’ She put on her cheeky face.

      No, I don’t want you to pose. It wasn’t worth saying. She stood aside anyway.

      Click, click, click.

      It was a sunny day and I wanted to take advantage of the clear skies. Behind us to the east, the rooftop sculpture – a huge sheep looking out across Myrtle Bay – looked more iconic than ever against all that blue. Then there was the ornamental garden itself. It was late spring, and the flower beds were a riot of colour. The lawns were immaculate, the displays as neat as a pin, and there were water features, rockeries, and sculptures to enjoy. And topiary. I had to admit I was a sucker for a pretty garden. When Southern Lifestyle invited me to write a six-page feature on the factory, I pounced at the chance to write a piece in my own backyard. No need to research and no need to travel. Bonus.

      The factory used to make woollen trousers and suits, and it had quite a history, one I had begun to delve into, but I was there that day to focus on the present as a couple of decades after the factory closed part of it was transformed into an antique and collectibles market. A tourism drawcard. And if I was to do the place justice, I needed some great photos.

      I took a bunch more and then a wayward cloud slipped in front of the sun, taking with it much of the warmth I had been enjoying. Seeing that Doris’s patience had worn wafer thin, I slipped my camera into my bag. She looked impassive enough. But she was clenching and unclenching her fists. It was a thing she did when she was feeling pent up. I approached her and nudged her elbow.

      ‘Come on, then.’

      ‘It’s most likely gone by now,’ she said sourly.

      I couldn’t help letting out a short laugh. ‘But who would have bought it?’

      ‘Any of those people, just for starters.’ She waved her hand at a throng of tourists exiting the factory. ‘Not to mention anyone leaving via the back.’

      ‘I bet none of them are into Tupperware. This lot don’t look the type.’

      ‘How can you tell?’

      ‘Trust me. I know.’

      ‘You can’t tell.’

      I could tell. Almost no one in my generation had even heard of Tupperware. I gave her another nudge.

      ‘Coffee and cake, after. My treat.’

      That cheered her up.

      ‘At The Tarts?’

      ‘Where else.’

      I let her take the lead. She was lean for her age, petite and spritely, with long and thick silver hair tied up in a ponytail, the wisps around her face held back with a tie-dyed headband. She’d dressed for the occasion in baggy Aladdin pants and a thick black hoodie, the look rounded off with a pair of pale-turquoise runners. There was always a touch of theatre about Doris Cleaver.

      As we entered through glass panel doors, I noticed the sudden drop in temperature and began to covet her outfit. I had to stop and rearrange my scarf – I never went anywhere without one – tightening the fabric up around my neck before doing up all the buttons on my thin cotton jacket. I’d forgotten how cold the market could get even on a warm day and Doris had been in such a rush, I’d forgotten to don a cardigan.

      ‘Are you alright?’ she said with concern as she came to a sudden halt ahead of me and turned back.

      ‘I’ll be fine.’

      Although, already, my hands were feeling cold.

      Was it this quirk in my nature that predisposed me to appreciate the quirks of others? Maybe, it was. I did know it wasn’t easy being susceptible to the cold. Not on the southern coast of Victoria where the winds cut through you and the winter dragged on for twice as long as anyone cared for. Mum had always said I belonged in the tropics.

      We carried on down a wide, carpeted corridor to the front desk. The desk – large, old, and wooden – was positioned at the front of a small mezzanine area between the two levels of the building. Behind the desk the mezzanine was lined rear and sides with cabinets filled with drawers and open shelves, all of the furnishings no more than waist height, allowing whoever was working to survey much of the lower level. On the left of the desk, stairs led up to the top floor. Straight ahead, a ramp led down to the floor below.

      The factory was built in the 1940s after World War Two and was something of a hodgepodge. There were various buildings housing cutting areas, sewing floors and a canteen. A plain façade had been tacked on to the front of the main structure. The market was housed in the original building in what had been the offices above, and areas for machinists below. Behind what had become the market’s front desk, a central court allowed those on the upper level to survey the activity beneath. In all, it was the perfect location for a collectibles market. The place was cavernous, and the industrial feel set off the dense jumble of items on display in stall after stall after stall.

      A quirk of design meant the slope of the ramp began before the desk, meaning anyone standing in front waiting to be served felt a touch lopsided.

      Joe was on duty as he said he would be. All the stallholders did their stint, but Joe had more of an overseer role being a leaseholder as well. He was into guitars and vintage toys and all things 1950s. Seeing us approach he beamed a smile. He had a big round face that suited his physique and his personality, and I’d always liked him.

      ‘You picked a beaut day for it,’ he said.

      He passed me a large manila envelope, and I riffled through the contents and found it crammed with photocopies of press cuttings along with photos, old letters, and journal extracts. Background for my feature piece.

      ‘Let me know if you need anything else.’

      ‘Pretty sure I’ll be right, thanks.’

      I rearranged the contents of my bag to make room for the envelope. Doris was about to walk off up the stairs when Bob came lumbering up the ramp. He passed behind us and went and stood beside Joe behind the desk. A balding man in his sixties, Bob was a close associate of Joe, the sort of man always ready to lend a hand when there was a need.

      He placed both hands down on the desk, fingers spread wide, leaned forward, and said, ‘Hullo, Doris.’

      ‘Bob.’

      She gave him a cursory glance before turning to me.

      ‘Are we going?’

      I didn’t speak. I felt instantly embarrassed. She could be too taciturn when she wanted. Bob was a member of the walking track committee of which Doris was founder and president. They didn’t always see eye to eye. And Doris wasn’t one to hide her irritation. Plus, she was as eager as ever to get her lid. As far as I was concerned, none of that excused her abrupt manner.

      Doris directed her gaze at the desk and waited. Bob pulled back with apparent anticipation. Joe rolled a pen from side to side on the desk. No one seemed to know what to say next and an awkward silence descended. I broke it by suggesting to Doris that we go and have a browse downstairs.

      She didn’t move.

      ‘Might as well,’ I said. ‘There’s no one in here.’

      ‘There are a few,’ said Joe.

      ‘I’ll just go and grab it,’ Doris said.

      I touched her shoulder as she was about to head off up to the Tupperware.

      ‘Er, no. Better we stick together.’

      ‘I could meet you at the car. Better still, over by the other entrance since the car is parked around the side.’

      ‘Doris.’

      ‘You won’t be leaving that way, today,’ Joe said. ‘The back exit is closed. We’re short-staffed and we’ve been having issues with the door. In fact, Brad should be down there fixing the lock as we speak.’

      ‘You could meet each other right here,’ Bob said, delighting in Doris’s mounting agitation. He looked at me and winked. ‘We’ll look after her for you.’

      ‘I’m not a child,’ Doris said sourly.

      Joe looked a little bemused and Bob seemed on the verge of laughter.

      ‘If you head off, Doris, there’s every chance I’ll never find you,’ I said.

      Joe grinned. ‘We could always send out a search party.’

      At that, Bob didn’t hold back his laughter.

      ‘No, no. Ruth’s right,’ Doris demurred. ‘She has trouble finding me sometimes. Must be something wrong with her eyesight. I keep telling her to get it checked.’

      Doris had shifted the blame, but I didn’t react. More than anything, I felt relieved, remembering that day in Dumfries when I spent a full two hours searching for her.

      That day had been hot, and she had wandered into a similar market hoping for relief. She plonked herself down in an antique chair in one of the stalls to have a rest. Only, the chair she was sitting on had a high back and it was tucked in behind a wide display, and I couldn’t see her from the aisle. After a frantic search, I almost phoned the police. We ended up missing the coach back to Myrtle Bay and had to check into a bed and breakfast.

      ‘Let’s get going,’ I said. I thought my body would turn into a block of ice if we stood around any longer.

      I was about to steer Doris down the ramp when Brendan Taylor came striding up in something of a hurry. He breezed past us on his way out, all buff in work shorts and a high-vis shirt. I glanced back and watched him leave the building. Brendan, a local and one of the area’s prized plumbers, and not so much as a tilt of the head to acknowledge my presence.

      Brendan had been three years above me in school, only he’d attended Myrtle Bay High and I had gone to Siena College. Public and private, the great divide, but our paths had crossed every day on the way to and from our respective schools and his mum had worked for a while as my dad’s receptionist. Dad used to be a dentist. Which was why I felt a little bit offended that Brendan hadn’t said hello on his way by. He must have seen me. Although he did appear to be preoccupied.

      It was time for a major distraction, from the snub, from the friction and above all from the cold.

      ‘I promise you that lid will still be there,’ I whispered to Doris as we headed down to the stalls on the lower floor. ‘In the meantime, let’s have some fun.’

      I hadn’t been to this market in years. Looking around, I saw that the space, thanks to the open design of the factory, the white walls and good lighting, provided a perfect backdrop for photos. I ferreted about in my bag and took out my camera and we wandered from stall to stall, down first one aisle, then another, marvelling at what was a colourful jamboree of wares.

      Doris soon got into the spirit of things. She delighted in poking around the displays of vintage bric-a-brac, pointing at a trinket or ornament with, ‘I had one of those’, pulling old and rare books from shelves at random exclaiming, ‘I can hardly believe it’, and poring over the cover of an Enid Blyton hardback she’d read as a child. She donned the jewellery, new and antique, and handled the glass and ceramics and fine china. We both had fun among the retro fashion. We strolled by the LP records, vintage toys, clocks, and music boxes, eyeing off this and that. Neither of us were that interested in the paintings, pottery, and giftware, and we marched right on by the militaria. Still, there was something to suit every taste. The market was a treasure trove, and a place to get thoroughly lost in.

      We were heading towards the rear of the factory when Doris stepped backwards and bumped into Kathy Williams who let out a sharp cry. Kathy had been trying to squeeze past and Doris had managed to tread on her foot. Kathy did not look pleased. She was a brisk woman who wore her long sandy hair parted in the middle and never put on any makeup. Her face had that rugged if hale look of someone who had spent her whole life outdoors. Her family had the farm next to my grandparents’ place out at Bowerdale.

      ‘Hey, Kathy,’ I said. ‘Good to see you.’

      ‘You too.’ She offered no smile.

      ‘I didn’t mean…’ Doris said.

      ‘All good. I should have chosen the other way in.’

      ‘Bit crowded, this one,’ Doris said, looking around.

      ‘Sure is. But your stock won’t sell if it isn’t on display so…’

      ‘I wouldn’t have thought coloured glass was your thing,’ Doris said, eying the bowl in Kathy’s hand.

      ‘It’s for a friend. She’s got a thing about pink.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      We left her to it and continued on down the aisle.

      Kathy was the second acquaintance who had given me the cold shoulder that day. Why the coolness? Her foot couldn’t have hurt that much and besides, it wasn’t me who had trodden on it. Deep down, I suspected I’d become a tall poppy around town. Got too big for my boots. A journalist. Definitely not to be trusted. But I didn’t think that attitude at all fair and it stung a bit.

      We were nearing the back entrance. I was feeling chilled to the bone and Doris’s enthusiasm had started to wane.

      ‘Do we have to look at every single stall?’ she moaned.

      ‘Come on, then, Mrs D, let’s get you to the Tupperware.’

      We headed back to the ramp, past the desk and on upstairs. I raced ahead to get the blood circulating, hopefully all the way to my fingertips.

      ‘Which way?’ I said, once we had both reached the central court.

      ‘It’s right up the back.’

      She led the way.

      It was much lighter and brighter up here and the layout was markedly different. In the central court, glass cabinets were lined up shoulder-to-shoulder along the length of some of the walls. Beyond, a wide aisle cluttered with wares led to various office spaces given over to large displays. It was a confusing layout, haphazard feeling at first, and fun. Although the wares were not as photographically inviting as those down on the ground floor and I slipped my camera into my bag.

      At last, after much dodging and weaving, we arrived at a small stall filled with coloured plastic. There were containers of all shapes and sizes, many with lids, arranged by colour on shelves lining the stall and on a central display.

      Doris seemed to know exactly where to find the lid she was after. She waved it at me and grinned.

      ‘What luck.’

      I offered no reply. Luck had nothing to do with it. No one was going to come into the market on a mission to buy that very lid. Some things were so improbable they were impossible.

      ‘Are we done?’

      I thought we were. There was only the area on the far side of the Tupperware and then we could walk back down the other half of the upper level to complete the tour.

      We started wandering around the antique furniture. I was admiring a large dresser thinking of where I would put it when Doris murmured, ‘Ruth.’

      It was the low tone of her voice. It was the way she had said my name. It was the way she appeared frozen to the spot that made me turn straight away.

      She was standing between a cabinet and a dining table. I went over and found her staring down at her feet. As I grew closer, I saw that she was staring at a body lying face down on a Persian rug. Blood oozed from the back of the head. It was a man. I took note of the jeans, the blue shirt. His face was pointing the other way. I went around him and knelt down by his side to see if he was breathing. He was. But his face was contorted with pain.

      ‘You’ll be alright,’ I said. ‘We’ll get help.’

      He strained to speak. I leaned closer to him.

      ‘I didn’t do it,’ he whispered.

      Didn’t do what? I wondered.

      I sat back on my haunches and gave Doris a desperate look. ‘Go and get Joe.’

      She rushed away.

      I sat for a moment in disbelief. When I lowered my gaze back to the man’s face, he was barely conscious. Then he exhaled. It was his last breath.

      The journalist in me kicked in. While Doris was gone, I glanced around to make sure I was alone. I was. Seizing the moment, I dipped my hand in my bag, pulled out my camera and took a few discreet shots of the corpse. It felt macabre but also somehow vital.

      As I put the camera away my heart started pumping fast. I felt a rush of adrenaline course through me. It wasn’t the first time I’d witnessed a death. But the other time was different. It was in a hospital. And the person dying was Mum. Right now, I didn’t know whether to stay and guard the body or leave it and find Doris. After a few moments of indecision, I headed off.

      I arrived back at the desk as Joe was finishing a call to the police. Bob hovered nearby and Doris stood in front of the counter. Thinking quickly, I took out my phone. Better to voice record than rely on notes. Less obvious, too. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was doing as none of this would appear in my feature piece, but instinct had taken hold and I was curious, at the very least. Especially as I knew who that body belonged to: David Fisk.

      I tucked the phone in my jacket pocket with the microphone pointing at the desk.

      ‘It’s a terrible thing to have happened,’ I said, standing beside Doris. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

      ‘Doesn’t bear thinking about,’ Joe said.

      ‘I can’t help thinking that whoever did this was in here just now and unless they’re hiding somewhere in the building, they walked right past this desk on their way out.’

      ‘Could have been anyone,’ Bob said dismissively.

      ‘Not anyone,’ I corrected, in that moment finding him as annoying as Doris did.

      ‘Could have been Kathy Williams. Could have been Brad Taylor. They were here,’ she said.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘Who else was in here, then?’ I said, directing my question at Joe.

      ‘You sure you want to get involved in this, Ruth?’ He sounded sceptical.

      ‘She might as well,’ Doris said, rallying.

      ‘The cops won’t be happy,’ said Bob.

      ‘They don’t have to know.’

      ‘We won’t say a word,’ said Joe.

      I gave him a grateful smile. ‘Call it a bit of investigative journalism.’

      ‘You can call it what you like,’ Bob said, all haughty. ‘But it’s nobody’s business except the police if you want my opinion.’

      ‘We don’t,’ Doris snapped. ‘Anyway, what’s wrong with a bit of sleuthing?’

      No one had an answer, and the mezzanine went quiet.

      ‘We just need to know who was in here from about the time we came in,’ I said, my impatience rising. The shock of seeing David Fisk as he’d died of his injury coupled with the cool factory air had chilled me to my core and I began to fear I would start shaking.

      ‘There weren’t many,’ said Joe, no doubt relieved to be moving the conversation forward a fraction.

      He looked at Bob who shrugged. ‘You were the one at the desk. I was sorting out paperwork.’

      A reflective look appeared in Joe’s face. ‘There was that Melbourne couple, Angie and Hu.’

      ‘Tourists?’

      ‘Told me they were staying at a bed and breakfast in Moss Street. Wanted Bob here to drop off a table.’

      ‘It’s no bother,’ Bob said under his breath.

      ‘That the Franks’ place?’ Doris said.

      ‘There’s no other holiday let in Moss Street that I know of.’

      They were still at daggers. You’d think that sort of thing would have stayed in the playground, but those two had been at loggerheads since pre-school and there was no changing either of them now. I made a mental note to delete the voice recording once I’d harvested the nuggets.

      ‘Who else was in here?’ I said.

      Joe thought for a moment. ‘Only the girls from the bakery. Monica and Barb.’

      ‘From Betty’s Bakehouse,’ Doris said. It wasn’t a question.

      ‘You know them?’

      ‘They used to do a good custard tart.’

      ‘The business changed hands a couple of years back,’ Bob said. ‘Someone from Melbourne bought it.’

      ‘Monica and Barb left the market not long after you came in,’ Joe said. ‘And that would be it, from memory.’

      Doris wasn’t satisfied. ‘We saw a gaggle exiting on our way in. What about them?’

      ‘They didn’t make it past the desk. Not what they’d expected, apparently.’

      ‘What are you going to do now?’ Bob said. ‘I mean, the police will follow up with everyone, including you two. I can’t see what good it will do if you go quizzing people.’

      ‘Got something to hide, Bobby?’ said Doris.

      He bristled. Even I knew Bob hated being called Bobby.

      ‘Hardly,’ Joe said in his defence. ‘Bob’s been here with me at the front desk the whole time.’

      There was nothing more to say. As the key witnesses, we had to hang around until the police arrived on the scene. I’d reached my threshold when it came to the cold and suggested we waited outside in the gardens. Doris was out the door first.

      The sun was still beaming down, and I was able to thaw out on a park bench overlooking an area of sunken garden nearby. There were few people about.

      ‘Who on earth would want to kill David Fisk?’ I said softly, watching a bee navigate its way into a flower.

      ‘You recognised him too, then. He would have had plenty of enemies, I imagine.’

      ‘You think?’

      Before she could answer, two uniformed officers came striding through the gardens. We followed them into the factory and hovered near the desk. Joe was about to direct them to the body when Doris cut in with, ‘Please, if you don’t mind. Can we leave you our names and addresses and we’ll call into the station in the morning to give our statements? Only, I don’t think my legs will support me for much longer.’

      ‘She found the body,’ I said.

      The officers exchanged glances. One of them took out his notepad and took down our details.

      ‘Thank you for that,’ I said to Doris as we left.

      ‘Don’t mention it. Better coming from an old biddy like me. They would probably have kept you waiting until you turned into a block of ice.’

      I laughed but there wasn’t much mirth in it.

      We headed back to my car and went straight home. We’d both forgotten my invitation to have coffee and cake at The Tarts. Playing on my mind during the whole drive was the sickening fact that if I had caved in to Doris’s wish to visit the Tupperware stall first, in all likelihood David Fisk would still be alive.
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      Doris had her doubtful look on. ‘That’s an awful lot of suspects,’ she said.

      A cantankerous wind rattled the window in agreement.

      We were sitting in my living room the morning after the murder staring at the whiteboard I’d propped on the mantlepiece. On the whiteboard were the names I’d extracted from the voice recording – Brad the handyman, Angie and Hu from Melbourne, and Barb and Monica from Betty’s Bakehouse – along with the names of those we had seen: Joe Cousins and Bob Machin at the front desk, Brendan Taylor the plumber, and Kathy Williams who had literally bumped into Doris in one of the stalls.

      We stared and stared, neither of us knowing where to start. I was aware that I should have been working, but I told myself the feature for Southern Lifestyle could wait. This was much more pressing and, if I dared to admit it even to myself, deliciously intriguing. It was also a way of soothing my conscience over my decision to put photos for my feature piece before Doris’s Tupperware lid.

      ‘Nine?’ I said, humouring her. ‘We should be able to rule some out right away. I mean, as if Bob or Joe had it in them to kill anyone.’

      ‘And in their own building when they were on shift. That would be pretty stupid.’

      I got up and wiped Joe and Bob off the whiteboard.

      ‘Which leaves seven,’ I said, standing like a schoolteacher poised with her marker pen.

      Doris furrowed her brow. ‘Eight. You need to put Bob back on the list.’

      ‘Bob? Are you sure?’

      ‘Positive. You don’t know him as well as I do, and I’ve always found him a bit dodgy.’

      I put Bob back on the list with some reluctance. He’d always seemed to me an upstanding man. But there would be no arguing with Doris.

      I’d invited her over after we’d arrived home from the police station the day before to help kick things along thinking the investigation would be a lot more interesting with a partner. And besides, Doris needed a distraction. Her daughter Emily was going through a rough patch in her marriage and as she lived in London, Doris felt helpless.

      ‘Tell you what,’ I said. ‘If we group the couple from Melbourne together, and Monica and Barb, we end up with six. That satisfy you?’

      She stroked her chin. ‘Bit illusory, but much better.’

      ‘Doesn’t bring us any closer to knowing who did it.’

      There was a long pause. Doris put her hands on her thighs readying to get up out of my armchair. Right then, I didn’t want her to leave. Not while I had a bunch of thoughts running through my head.

      ‘Maybe we should leave it to the police,’ I said.

      She pinned me with her gaze and said, ‘You mean that bumbling detective, Ian Berry. He doesn’t know a thing about Myrtle Bay. He’s from Queensland.’

      I ignored her remark. Berry seemed perfectly fine to me.

      ‘During my interview,’ I said, ‘he kept saying it was a warren in that market with hundreds of hiding places. No one can argue with that. But from what I could glean, he’s pretty much fixated on someone who sneaked in and out of the factory unseen.’

      ‘Person X.’

      ‘And if he’s right, then we have no hope of finding out who they are. We really would be better off leaving it to the police.’

      Doris was having none of it. ‘I bet he thinks the murder was drug related. A mugging gone wrong. All he can think about when it comes to crime in these parts is drugs.’

      ‘They’ll bring in the homicide squad.’

      ‘They’ll have no local knowledge either.’

      My remarks had had the desired effect and Doris sat back in her seat. She deposited her elbows on the armrests and steepled her fingers. She was going all Miss Marple on me.

      ‘This sudden interest of yours doesn’t have something to do with the victim, by any chance?’

      She could be a bit too shrewd sometimes. An asset, but unnerving when she hit the mark. I pulled my scarf up to my face, keen to hide my reddening cheeks. As a teenager, I’d had a huge crush on David Fisk. And I couldn’t duck away from Doris’s scrutinising stare.

      ‘David Fisk taught me how to play tennis,’ I said. ‘I really liked him.’

      ‘Schoolgirls,’ she said with a wry smile.

      I recalled what he’d said to me as he lay dying on the floor. I didn’t do it. Didn’t do what? He was the victim, not the killer. I supposed I would never find out what he meant. I didn’t want to overload Doris right then, but I had to mention it if we were to be partners, so I told her.

      ‘Put it on the whiteboard,’ she said, making emphatic finger stabs in the air.

      ‘I’d rather not clutter it with incidentals.’

      ‘That’s not incidental. Whatever he said he didn’t do the murderer thought he had done, which is the motive, right there.’

      ‘You think?’ I said, playing dumb as I wrote the phrase down beside our list and stepped to one side, still the schoolteacher fronting her class of one.

      ‘It’s obvious,’ my rather strident student said. ‘And now I, for one, very much want to find out what David Fisk didn’t do.’ She gestured at the whiteboard again. ‘The other point is who out of that lot has it in them to commit murder? Because I really don’t think a so-called Person X is who we are looking for.’

      ‘My money’s on Kathy,’ I said, picking a suspect at random.

      ‘Oh, come on. Why does it always have to be a woman? Every crime show I watch these days has a woman murderer. It’s a bit farfetched when you think of how many women really commit such a crime compared to men. Political correctness has gone nuts if you ask my opinion. What a ludicrous way to achieve equality.’

      I suppressed a laugh. ‘Alright. What is your opinion, then?’

      A reflective look appeared in her face. I waited.

      ‘Brad is the most obvious.’

      Like minds, and all that. I hadn’t really thought it was Kathy. Besides, I was keeping an open mind.

      ‘He had access and the means,’ I said.

      ‘In his toolbox.’

      ‘Although we don’t know what sort of weapon we’re looking at.’

      ‘I’ll ask Sergeant Willis at the station. He owes me a favour.’

      Doris was already proving to be the perfect sidekick. No surprises there as she knew just about everyone around here and their history. Between us, our knowledge of the area was encyclopaedic. Even so, no one can know everything.

      I looked over at Doris. ‘But what did Brad have against David Fisk?’

      ‘I feel like a pie for lunch,’ she said in reply. ‘What say you?’

      

      We arrived at Betty’s Bakehouse a little after midday. Situated in Larkman Street at the west end of town, the bakery produced prize-winning pies and had served Myrtle Bay for generations. The door slid open on our approach, and we entered the cavernous interior decked out with rustic furniture. I breathed in the warm air, enjoying the homely smell of freshly baked bread and pies. Doris made straight for the counter where a young woman I didn’t recognise was serving. We waited in the queue and when it was our turn we ordered separately, she a coffee and a plain meat pie, and me a flat white and a chicken and avocado panini.

      There was no sign of Monica, but Barb appeared behind the counter and stood at the till. I would have liked to quiz her then and there, but the queue forming behind us was growing. Frustrated, we went over to a quiet corner away from the entrance and I sat with my back to the wall to avoid the draught from the forever opening door. The weather had gone back to winter.

      Our order arrived quickly, brought to our table by the young woman who’d served us, and we tucked in. Although there was no need to rush. We had to wait until things quieted down after the lunchtime rush and Barb was cleaning tables to make our inquiries.

      When she grew close, I beckoned her over. She was a tall and pretty, middle-aged woman a touch on the stout side, with thick black hair and an open, friendly face. I noted the dark rings under her eyes, the worried lines around her mouth and wondered if something tragic had happened in her private life. But I would never know. I wasn’t about to ask.

      ‘How can I help?’ she said, wearing her customary smile.

      ‘You heard about what happened at the factory,’ Doris said.

      ‘I was there with Monica.’ She glanced around to check on who was in earshot.

      ‘We were there, too.’

      She hesitated. ‘I didn’t see you.’

      ‘Big place.’

      ‘Did you see Brad, at all?’ I said, cutting to the chase. ‘I heard he was there fixing the backdoor.’

      She seemed relieved by the question.

      ‘We didn’t go anywhere near that part of the building,’ she said, launching into an explanation. ‘We were downstairs but only near the front. Monica wanted to buy her dad a record. Jimi Hendrix, I think it was. Or maybe Daddy Cool?’ She paused, her eyes filling with moisture. ‘I can hardly believe he was murdered right then as we were searching through all that vinyl.’

      ‘We had the same thought,’ I said quietly.

      ‘Where were you?’ she said, recovering her composure.

      ‘Downstairs. Upstairs. Pretty much everywhere.’

      A couple came and sat down at a nearby table. Barb moved forward and lowered her voice.

      ‘You have to remember that none of us know exactly when the murder took place. Like I said to Monica, we might have already left the building by then. Poor Monica was really shaken up about it. And we couldn’t find the record anyway, so we weren’t there long. They’re arranged alphabetically, you know. The stallholder does a good job…’

      ‘Poor David,’ Doris said, cutting in.

      ‘You knew him?’ Barb said with sudden interest.

      ‘Everyone knew David.’

      Barb returned to my first question as though her mind had gone full circle. ‘So, Brad was there too,’ she murmured, almost to herself.

      Doris pinned her with her gaze.

      ‘Don’t hold back.’

      Barb shifted her weight from one leg to the other. She took a deep breath and said, ‘It’s just that Brad and David weren’t exactly friends. Brad resented David’s success.’ She looked over at the counter, suddenly nervous. ‘I better go.’

      I watched her walk away as Doris drained the last dregs of her coffee. Then I leaned forward, keeping my voice low.

      ‘Is that a strong enough motive to kill someone?’

      ‘It is if there was an argument and he lashed out in a fit of rage.’

      Neither of us spoke while we contemplated that scene. An argument? A fit of rage? Someone would have heard something, surely?

      ‘We better go,’ I said. ‘This isn’t a conversation for a public space.’

      I’d parked the car in the street outside. The moment we exited the café, the wind took hold of an end of my scarf and hurled it into Doris’s face.

      ‘Oops,’ I said, clawing the scarf back around my neck. She laughed.

      ‘What did you make of Barb?’ I said once we were on our way.

      ‘Not sure.’

      ‘She seemed a bit off.’

      ‘We all had a big shock yesterday. It affects people differently.’

      I turned right at the next roundabout and headed towards the main road through town. The traffic lights were red.

      ‘I’m wondering why she would point the finger at Brad,’ I said, my mind still puzzling over Barb’s remark.

      ‘Is that what she was doing?’

      ‘Why else would she mention his issue with David?’

      ‘Maybe her mind was just wandering.’

      ‘I’m wondering if there’s anything to it.’

      ‘Seems a touch farfetched, don’t you think?’

      ‘I suppose. Brad’s a handyman, though, which is the bottom of the hierarchy when it comes to trades, but you can still earn a good living wage. And David is, was, a PE teacher. Not exactly a top job. No one is ever jealous of a PE teacher. They’d feel sorry for him, more like.’

      ‘Not just a PE teacher. He founded the Fit for Fitness centre. That’s quite an achievement.’

      ‘In a small country town. So what?’

      She didn’t answer. The lights turned green, and I concentrated as we passed through the staggered intersection with its very wide median strip.

      ‘If what Barb is saying is true,’ I said once we were through to the other side, ‘then why the resentment? Was it something Brad thought David had done? I keep coming back to David’s last words: I didn’t do it.’

      ‘This is something we’ll have to find out.’

      At the next roundabout, I pulled up behind a red Subaru. The driver wasn’t taking any chances, happy to wait for a stream of cars to pass by on their way into town.

      ‘What was David to Brad?’ I said, still puzzling over his motive. ‘They weren’t related.’

      ‘They were. By marriage. David’s wife Sarah Greatbatch was Brad’s wife’s cousin.’

      ‘That’s hardly a relative.’

      ‘It brought them together at family gatherings. And there are a lot of those, believe me. The Fisks are a large family, as are the Greatbatches. Brad’s wife Maureen is a Greatbatch.’

      ‘Brad isn’t.’

      ‘He’s a Dovey.’

      ‘I’m confused.’

      ‘There aren’t that many Doveys and they don’t major in making something of themselves. You might say they’re a humble lot.’

      ‘In Brad’s case, clearly not if he killed David.’

      The Subaru driver finally summoned the courage to pull into the roundabout and I followed.

      ‘We need to talk to Brad,’ Doris said as we approached our street. ‘See what he has to say.’

      ‘I need to visit Dad first,’ I said.

      I sensed her disappointment. But I couldn’t drop everything and devote all my time to figuring out who killed David, and neither could she. Besides, after spending half the morning on the puzzle of the murder, I wasn’t even sure how committed I was. Bob Machin was right; the police were the ones to find the killer. They were the experts. Perhaps we should leave them to it.

      One right turn and a hundred metres and I turned into my driveway.

      

      The Peaceful Rest nursing home was tucked away down a leafy side street backing on to the river. Dad had one of the better rooms at the front of the building. The room was a touch larger than the others and enjoyed the river view as well as a clear line of sight to the carpark, providing Dad with a satisfying pastime, watching to see who came and went. Old ducks mostly, according to him. And he wasn’t talking about the river.

      The air in the building generally felt sterile and stuffy. But not Dad’s room. He insisted on keeping a window open come rain or shine, even if only a crack. The wind would barrel in off the ocean and the staff would complain but he didn’t mind. His response was always the same. I’m the one paying for this, so I call the shots. Although there was no chance of changing the wall colour or the curtains or any of the fixtures and fittings. Dad had to resign himself to the bland cream walls and the institutional feel. He had done much to obscure all that, bringing with him as many family heirlooms as would fit in the space. He’d done well. He’d replaced their generic bedside table with the old oak cabinet that had sat on his side of the marital bed for as long as I could remember (he wasn’t allowed to replace the bed). A tall and wide glass cabinet filled with books and framed photos took up a large chunk of the opposite wall. Peaceful Rest had insisted he keep their solid, high-back armchair, but he had managed to squeeze in his two favourite armchairs for guests, arranged around the bow-legged coffee table that had always been in our lounge and reminded him of Mum as she was the one forever polishing it. Also in the room was the small dining table and two chairs that had been in our guestroom, and various accoutrements decorating the kitchenette. He’d even crammed in his old standard lamp which stood proudly in a corner beside the cabinet. Coming into the room from the featureless corridor, you would be forgiven for doing a double take.

      Most of the residents wouldn’t care about their surroundings. But Dad did. He cared very much. He was only there because he was eighty-seven and frail and incapable of looking after himself. I would have had him at mine, but he wouldn’t hear of it. I had my own life to lead and that meant holding onto my freedom, he’d said. I didn’t want an old codger like him getting in the way and making demands. He refused to entertain the idea that I wouldn’t have minded at all.

      I’d arrived with two slices of quiche Lorraine, a serve of creamy chicken curry with rice – last night’s dinner – and one of Doris’s Tupperware containers – blue this time – brimming with some bottled stewed apricots from last season’s crop, my back garden being blessed with a mature and highly productive tree. Dad loved stewed apricots. Reminded him of growing up on the farm. His mum had planted four apricot trees in the back garden, away from the wind and the frost. They were her pride and joy. Nothing made Dad feel more contented than a bowl of stewed apricots.

      And it had to be said that Dad was finicky with his food. For him, nothing was the way his mum and my mum did it.

      I found him sitting in the nursing home chair positioned by the window, so he could look out over the grounds. The sandwich that was his lunch was sitting on a tray on the coffee table with two bites taken out of one triangle. If it wasn’t for the provisions that I brought in every few days, I feared he would waste away. The staff had long since given up on trying to get him to eat their food. They knew I kept Dad’s kitchenette well-stocked and were happy to leave me to it.

      Dad was dressed for the day in a thin jumper of dismal grey over ill-fitting trousers. Oh, Dad. There wasn’t enough of him to fill his clothes. And he was more unkempt than usual. His wispy hair was untidy, and the laces of his left shoe had come undone. I kneeled down and retied them.

      He glanced at me, his face expressionless. When I stood, he waved a dismissive hand at the door and said, ‘Useless.’ He was referring to the long-suffering staff. I smiled. He still had his attitude, and he still had his teeth. His face was wrinkled but it was the same face it had always been with the same large mouth – a lot slacker than it was – and the same wide blue eyes, although the lids were a bit droopy. It was hard to think of him drilling into people’s teeth, but dentistry had been his life. I was his only child and his only remaining relative. His wife, my mother – Mum – passed away two years before.

      Heart attack. Unanticipated and sudden.

      That a robust-looking, active and energetic woman of seventy-five, busy enjoying a vast array of interests in retirement should disappear from our lives like that was a shock I had yet to recover from. My dear Mum.

      I went and put the quiche and the curry in his small fridge and organised his fruit.

      ‘What do you know?’ he said as I set him up with a bowl and a spoon and placed a large napkin on his lap. He could still feed himself. I was thankful for that.

      I watched him slurp and chew. I usually confided in Dad. But just then, restraint held sway. If I was going to pursue my inquiries, then too many loose tongues would be damaging. Tip off the killer. And it had to be said that Dad could be a bit of a gossip.

      I came in at an obtuse angle. ‘I bumped into Maureen Greatbatch the other day.’ It was a lie, but Dad would never know.

      ‘Laura’s girl?’ He shovelled down another apricot half before he spoke again. ‘She grew into a heffalump, that one. Married beneath her as well. Laura was not pleased.’

      ‘She wasn’t?’

      ‘Heavens, no. I remember the wedding. The Greatbatches all looking on and Laura was as embarrassed as hell. A Dovey would never be good enough for a Greatbatch. They’ve always been good Catholics, the Greatbatches. What was he? A proddy. But which sort?’

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘Baptist,’ he said, answering his own question. ‘Not even a decent Presbyterian. And his dad was a barfly. Got rolling drunk at the reception and embarrassed himself, swaggering all over the dance floor and trying it on with Maureen’s younger sister. Poor Laura. I think she’d have cried a river into her pillow that night.’

      ‘But Brad’s alright.’

      ‘He is? Never amounted to much. He still a handyman?’

      ‘Nothing wrong with being a handyman, Dad.’

      He was as bad as Doris when it came to petty prejudices. I changed the subject, and we spent the next hour playing backgammon. His reflexes were slower, and he had trouble placing his checkers on the points – I gave them a nudge to straighten them up – but he could still put up a good fight.

      On my way out of the nursing home, I narrowly collided with a smartly dressed woman breezing in through the entrance door with her diminutive husband trailing behind. I felt a pulse of recognition. They paused, she apologised, and then I remembered where I’d seen them before.

      ‘I should have been looking where I was going, sorry,’ I said, keen to seize the moment. ‘A lot on my mind after yesterday. I suppose you’ve heard.’

      They exchanged glances, plainly bemused that a complete stranger would speak to them so.

      ‘Heard what?’ the woman said.

      I held her gaze. ‘There’s been a murder.’ Cue shudder. ‘At the Goodfellow market. I was there.’

      Neither of them spoke. What on earth must they be thinking of me? Who the hell is this nutjob? But I couldn’t let them go, not until I quizzed them a little.

      ‘Sorry, I’m finding the ordeal a bit traumatic.’ Sigh with hand on chest. Face strained. ‘We discovered the body.’ I paused for further effect, relieved when I got the reaction I was after. I went on. ‘I swear I saw you there too unless I’m mistaken. In the garden. I was with a friend. An older woman in bright Aladdin pants.’

      The husband nodded. The wife shot him a censorious look through narrowed grey eyes. Then she saw me watching her closely. No doubt realising that she was left with little option other than to be incredibly rude, she spoke.

      ‘It was on the news,’ she said flatly. ‘We’d already left the factory when it happened.’

      She wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know.

      ‘It must be unsettling for you as well. I mean if you had only just been inside.’

      ‘We were on a different level,’ the man said, speaking at last. I noted the cultured accent. A professional of some kind. ‘We didn’t know anything about it until the police knocked on our door.’

      ‘You didn’t see anyone then?’

      ‘Scarcely a soul,’ the woman said, taking charge all puffed up and proud. ‘I was only just saying to my husband how empty I found that place. Not to mention cold.’

      ‘It does get chilly in there.’

      She didn’t reply and made to walk away.

      ‘I’m Ruth, by the way. Ruth Finlay.’

      She hesitated, her jaw set. She had the manner of a cornered cat. ‘Angie,’ she said. ‘And this is Hu.’

      So that was them, the other suspects.

      They headed off, Hu keeping up with Angie’s stride, and I was left wanting to know who they were visiting in the nursing home.
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      I hadn’t managed to insert my front door key in the lock when Doris appeared in her garden. She rushed over to the side fence, beaming, and said, ‘See you around the back.’ Then she dashed off before I could answer, and I was left to enter my house, put down my things, and see what she wanted.

      The previous owners of both houses had seen fit to insert a gate in the back garden fence. Doris had left it there. I moved in some years later and after we had got to know each other, she suggested I fix the hinges and the rusty barrel bolt which were on my side. Why enter through the front where all the sticky beaks can see you when you can nip through the side gate, and no one need ever know. Who that might be, I couldn’t fathom. Our houses overlooked Myrtle Bay Park, mine more than Doris’s as there were a couple of large trees blocking her view. Beyond the gardens was a school, our beloved walking track, a smattering of houses, and then the low hills in the distance. It was an idyllic borrowed view. Hardly anyone walked down our street and there was no through traffic as one end was blocked. The top end of the park was almost always devoid of human presence – no dogs allowed – and anyone down by the pond would need binoculars to really observe who was entering and leaving through my front door.

      Doris was already at my backdoor before I reached it. I let her in. She went and stood in my kitchen over by the table, placing one hand down on the back of a chair, and raising the other in a theatrical gesture as she said, ‘The interview is all arranged.’

      ‘What interview?’

      He’s swinging by after work. Sometime around five or six, he said.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Brad Dovey, of course. Took some doing, too. I got Ciaran onto it.’

      ‘I don’t follow,’ I said, unease rising.

      Ciaran was our handyman. He did everything for both of us from mowing lawns and pruning through to painting and changing a tap washer, along with carpentry, really, almost anything that needed doing.

      Doris grinned at me, clearly pleased with herself. ‘You know how I’ve been wanting to do something about my pond. Well, it turns out that water features are Brad’s specialty. Ciaran told me.’

      ‘And you told Ciaran what, exactly?’ My words had a harsher ring to them than I’d intended.

      She looked evasive. She inhaled to speak but didn’t have a chance to answer due to a light rap on the front door. I went to answer it and found Ciaran standing with his back to me. He was a lean man, medium in height, with a congenial face framed by a scruffy mop of sandy hair.

      ‘Hey, Ruth. You want me to clip back that Lilly Pilly?’ he said.

      I hesitated. It was a large shrub that blocked part of the view from the window of my home office, but on the other hand also screened my other neighbour’s driveway. In the end I thought he might as well give the Lilly Pilly a haircut.

      ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Hello, Ciaran.’

      I held the door open while he took off his boots. The sun, low in the western sky, breached the clouds, rendering the clipped lawns in Myrtle Bay Park the brightest of greens. A dog walker passed by. I didn’t recognise them.

      Ciaran stepped inside carrying his boots and went on down the hall to deposit them out the back.

      ‘We probably all need tea,’ I said on my way through to the kitchen.

      The living area extended across the width of the back of the house with the kitchen in an extension running off the dining side. Behind me, a central corridor led back to the front door with what was originally a bedroom to either side. And a bathroom. It was a traditional home, circa 1930s with high ceilings and some Art Deco features and little diamond panes in the windows facing the street. The main bedroom, the one not overshadowed by the Lilly Pilly, even had a bay window. Doris’s house was nearly identical. We had the twins of Boronia Street.

      While I made tea, Doris and Ciaran sat at the dining table. They were having a conversation in low voices. I was acutely aware as I pottered in the kitchen that on the other side of the living room, propped on the mantlepiece, was my whiteboard with its list of suspects. The pair of conspirators both looked up at me a little sheepishly as I brought in the tea tray replete with teapot and bone china cups and a small plate of biscuits. It was the way my mother liked to serve tea, just as her mother before her. Seemed quaint to uphold the tradition, but what else was I going to do with the decorative tea cosy I had knitted when I was ten. Besides, Doris and Ciaran loved their loose-leaf tea.

      ‘Good of you to come round,’ I said to Ciaran.

      ‘He was the one who came up with the ruse to get Brad over.’

      I wasn’t sure whether to remonstrate Doris or thank her. A team of three was probably better than a duo and Ciaran was a solid-as-a-rock Irishman with an impeccable reputation. Neither me nor Doris would entertain the notion of hiring anyone else to do a thing around our respective premises. But it had to be said that Ciaran, who hailed from a rain-sodden portion of the Emerald Isle, was no good with water features.

      The trouble was, inviting Brad over meant for all we knew we were about to have a murderer in the house. Hadn’t Doris thought of that?

      As we sipped tea and munched on biscuits, Doris made sure the conversation travelled everywhere but the murder. She rattled on about the walking track – the council really did need to see to the edges, the grass was encroaching on the concrete and before long, according to Doris, there wouldn’t be any track left – the weather, a friend in hospital having a hip replacement, another in a hospice, and how marvellous my cooking was. On this last point, Ciaran agreed. They flattered me and I tried not to squirm. We were all on our second biscuit when the doorbell rang.

      ‘You told him to come here?’ I said to Doris, suddenly twigging why we were all seated around my dining table and not hers.

      ‘I don’t want Cynthia seeing a Dovey on my front porch.’

      Cynthia Young was Doris’s other neighbour, an imposing woman with a probing manner and a loose tongue, and one of Doris’s bugbears. A retired practice nurse, Cynthia didn’t have enough going on in her own life to occupy her busy mind. To fill the void, she took a keen interest in the lives of others. That wouldn’t have mattered were it not for the way she liked to embellish and twist and come up with falsehoods. Cynthia, as Doris knew to her cost, could do a reputation a lot of damage.

      There was another knock, more impatient this time, and I got up and answered the door. When I returned with Brad trailing behind me still in his work boots, I found the conspirators had made their escape. A quick glance at the mantlepiece and I found Doris had at least had the presence of mind to reverse the whiteboard.

      ‘Follow me,’ I said, and we went on outside, through the side gate and down Doris’s pretty if overgrown garden to her pond.

      ‘There you are, Brad. So good of you to make it at this hour,’ Doris said as though his presence was a welcome surprise.

      ‘All good, Mrs Cleaver.’

      ‘It’s Doris to you. Now, will you look at the state of this.’ She pointed at the pond with a flourish of her hand. ‘Ciaran can’t do a thing with it.’

      I thought I saw Ciaran cringe.

      The two men stood at the edge of the pond and surveyed the tangle of weeds, the haphazard arrangement of rocks, and the muddy pool in the centre.

      ‘I did think of pulling out these rocks here,’ Ciaran said, indicating which rocks he meant.

      ‘You don’t want to do that,’ said Brad, acting all wise. ‘Here’s what I would do.’ And he rattled off a string of suggestions, pointing this way and that and acting out his plan with sudden leaps and exaggerated gestures. He reminded me of a puppet handled by someone without skill. He was a balding man in his sixties, and he didn’t have Ciaran’s reputation for excellence. Instead, he had a reputation for propping up the bar at the Myrtle Bay Hotel, and it showed in his midriff and the slackness about his eyes. I wondered why Joe Cousins used him to do repairs at the collectibles market. Mind you, handymen were hard to find, and Ciaran was booked solid by people like Doris and I, so maybe it was a case of beggars can’t be choosers.

      I felt sorry for Doris when Brad said he could get stuck in next week.

      Judging by the expression on Doris’s face, she hadn’t reckoned on following through on the pond makeover.

      Ciaran made his excuses and left as Brad took out his diary and a pen. He told Doris he could be round at hers next Tuesday afternoon. Doris agreed, although not that enthusiastically. I smiled inwardly and made a mental note to reassure her that by the time Tuesday came around we would probably know one way or the other if Brad was the killer. And besides, she could always postpone it a day or two or even cancel.

      We all wandered back through the side gate and into mine. Doris went in first. Brad gave his work boots a good wipe on the backdoor mat, but I wished he would take them off. I didn’t have fitted carpet and could sweep up any muddy deposits but even so, he should have known better than to go traipsing through houses in his boots. Call it petty-minded but I liked him that little bit less.

      ‘We saw you at the Goodfellow market yesterday,’ I said, launching right in to the reason he was here while he was still in the kitchen.

      My remark caught him off-guard. ‘Fixing that old door frame,’ he said slowly. ‘They should replace it. I keep telling them. The wood swells in the weather.’

      ‘What an awful tragedy, though,’ Doris said, getting straight to the point.

      Brad’s expression morphed from congenial to evasive in an instant. He seemed troubled. ‘I don’t know a thing about it. I just fixed the door and left.’

      ‘You were fortunate,’ I said. ‘Doris found the body.’

      ‘Did she?’

      ‘It was quite a shock,’ Doris said.

      ‘Would have been.’

      ‘Especially as we know him,’ I said. ‘You know David Fisk, too. Didn’t you go to school with him?’

      ‘Not quite.’ He looked from Doris to me. ‘I’ve got to get going. The missus won’t be happy if I’m late for tea.’

      ‘Give Maureen my best,’ Doris said, and I saw him out.

      When I came back, Doris was sitting in my armchair, staring at the whiteboard now facing the right way. I sat down in the armchair beside her and contemplated the names: Brad, Bob, Kathy Williams, Brendan Taylor, Angie and Hu, and Monica and Barb. That the murderer was any of those people seemed improbable in the extreme. I’d known or known of almost all of those people my whole life. As for Angie and Hu, why would a couple of tourists enjoying a holiday murder a retired PE teacher of a high school? There was no connection there at all. None of the suspects were young enough to have been David’s students except for Brendan, and Monica who was in her thirties. Neither of them was the murdering type. Surely we could rule out that sort of grudge straight away. What was it that David was supposed to have done, and didn’t, according to his dying breath, that would cause one of those people to kill him?

      ‘Your thoughts?’ I said, my own having reached an impasse.

      ‘Brad could have done it.’

      ‘But what’s his motive? What did he think David had done?’

      Doris didn’t speak.

      ‘I had an interesting chat with Dad earlier. He shed some light on the matter.’

      She gave me a worried stare. ‘You told him about our case?’

      I found her remark a bit rich, considering she’d told Ciaran.

      ‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Relax. I managed to get him talking about the Greatbatch clan, though. He gave me the lowdown on Brad’s wedding.’

      ‘It was a fiasco.’

      ‘You knew?’ Of course she did. I could have asked her and not involved Dad at all, but then again, it didn’t hurt to get a different perspective on things.

      She ignored my remark. Her gaze was back on the whiteboard. ‘Brad has carried an enormous resentment over the success of the Fisk family and the way the Greatbatch mob like to rub his nose in it every chance they get. It’s possible that something set Brad off, and he has quite a temper when he gets going.’

      ‘He does?’

      ‘Ask his wife.’

      ‘Poor Maureen.’

      ‘Maureen can take care of herself. He’s never laid a finger on her. He tried it once and she locked him in the chook house for the whole weekend and fed him dog food.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘In a dog bowl.’

      ‘Why didn’t he escape?’

      He couldn’t. She’d handcuffed him to the fence.’

      I laughed at the image. ‘What a woman.’

      ‘No one messes with a Greatbatch.’

      ‘What was she doing with handcuffs?’

      There was a pause as we both contemplated the answer. It was Doris who changed the subject.

      ‘I think we can keep Brad as the number one suspect, for now.’

      ‘Meanwhile, we need to interview the others.’

      ‘Dinner then cards?’

      It was Friday night. Cards night. Our little tradition. We relocated to the kitchen.

      The kitchen had to be my favourite room in the house. It was roomy and sensibly laid out. A large round table to the left of entry faced the door to the back garden. Cupboards lined the far wall, with the cooker in the centre and the fridge at the end. And the sink was beneath the window that looked out on my paved patio and the garden gate into Doris’s. The room had enough space for a tall dresser between the fridge and the table. The dresser was full to busting with crockery and tableware and knick-knacks. There was enough bench space for three workstations. It was the sort of kitchen fit for a celebrity chef. And all thanks to the previous owner. An angel had beamed down on me the day I bought this house, for I couldn’t have anticipated how much cooking I would find myself engaged in once Dad had gone to Peaceful Rest and I got to know Doris, who up until I had started feeding her, existed on white bread dunked in cup-a-soup. And with two appreciative mouths to feed, I began to develop an interest in cuisine.

      Doris sat at the table. I poured us both a glass of Sauvignon Blanc and she watched as I prepared the usual fare; gnocchi with a creamy and piquant mushroom sauce served with lashings of grated Pecorino Romano cheese. It was a dish Doris couldn’t get enough of. We had it with a mixed salad. The whole meal was ready in half an hour. I had the process down to a fine art.

      We ate in the kitchen. As Doris speared her gnocchi, I filled her in on my brief exchange with Angie and Hu.

      ‘Angie said they didn’t see anyone when they were in the factory.’

      ‘We didn’t see them either.’

      ‘Not surprising. It’s a warren of a place and they’d already left before we went in.’

      ‘Doesn’t sound like they had anything to do with the murder,’ Doris said, ‘Not if they weren’t even in the building when it happened.’

      ‘I’m not ruling anyone out completely but you’re probably right.’

      ‘My money’s still on Brad.’

      And I wasn’t putting my money on anyone, not yet.

      We finished the meal in companionable silence. I took away our plates, and we relocated to the dining table. The cards were in a drawer in the antique dresser I’d inherited from Mum. I dealt. We only played rummy. An easy game that required little concentration. It was a game you could play and still chat.

      Doris sorted the cards in her hand. ‘I phoned Rick, by the way.’

      ‘Who’s Rick?’

      She didn’t answer, her attention firmly on her cards. My own hand was abysmal. Not even a pair. Good thing we didn’t keep score. My only hope with my current hand was adding on to whatever Doris put down.

      We each had ten cards. I watched as Doris picked up a card from the stock pile then withdrew three cards from her hand and set them down. A run of hearts. I had clubs, spades, and diamonds. No hearts.

      She laid a three of spades on the discard pile – which was no use to me – and said, ‘Rick? The policeman I told you about. He says the murder weapon was something heavy and blunt at one end.’

      ‘That isn’t telling us much.’

      ‘Could have been something pointy.’

      ‘I suppose.’

      A blunt instrument. Plenty of those at the market, I imagined.

      I picked up a two of diamonds from the stock pile and discarded a ten of that suit. Great. Doris then picked up that ten of diamonds and set it down with the eight and nine, along with a set of three kings, adding a seven to her run of hearts and discarding her last card. She was out. And she grinned like a cat.

      Then she looked up at me all wide-eyed and said, ‘A fluke.’

      Four rounds in and Doris stayed in the lead. I kept getting rubbish hands and discarding the wrong cards, cards she then snapped up with relish. On the fifth round I dealt again, anticipating another defeat.

      As I picked up my cards and sorted yet another dud hand, I realised the cause of my poor performance was most likely the niggle tugging at my concentration. I was unable to hold back any longer.

      ‘I’m still puzzling over why you involved Ciaran.’

      I watched her closely. She didn’t waver.

      ‘About the case? No choice,’ she said, studying her cards. ‘I was out in my garden picking some chard when I saw Ciaran cleaning your windows. Only, when I looked, he’d stopped cleaning and was looking inside. At that.’ She pointed at the whiteboard before setting down a run of clubs. ‘It was in that moment I decided Ciaran could very well be an asset.’

      There wasn’t a skerrick of contrition in her words. I began to wonder who out of the two of us was the sleuth and who the sidekick. Already, she seemed to have taken charge. Then again, I was the one with the investigative powers. We were a team, as hard as that was for Miss Independent me to accommodate, and I wasn’t going to let a little competitive friction spoil our friendship.

      It was my turn. I picked up a queen to go with the pair in my hand, holding onto them and discarding a five of spades which Doris didn’t pick up.
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      Later that night after Doris had gone back to hers, I transferred the photos I had taken of David’s body onto my desktop computer. It felt a little macabre. The knowledge that we could have averted the murder if I hadn’t overridden Doris’s wish to go straight to the Tupperware stall still gnawed at my conscience. I knew I couldn’t be blamed for my actions, but I still felt responsible. As I scrolled through the images, I felt the weight of the loss of my favourite tennis instructor, sitting on top of the earlier loss of Mum.

      One image held my attention. I sat back and gazed at the dead man’s face, the look of shock in his eyes, the disbelief. He was a good-looking man, even in death. Self-assured. I took in his clothing. He had on a navy-blue polo top over tan chinos. He’d kept himself trim. Not for him the expanding waistline so common as people aged. I couldn’t help but admire him. Yet there was nothing of the schoolgirl crush in my observations. My only feeling for the man was respect. He’d achieved a lot in the community and didn’t deserve to die in such a horrible way.

      I was about to close the image file when something gold about the collar of his top caught my eye. I zoomed in. It was an Axis Club lapel pin. Of course, he was an Axis man. He was the sort of man who prided himself on being a pillar of society, benevolent, helpful, caring. Always there to offer support and lend a hand. Poor David. If he had been the victim of petty jealousy and a long-harboured grudge by someone with an inferiority complex, then the act only served to accentuate the contrast between the murderous wretch and a highly respected member of the local establishment.

      I remembered I had been given a free ticket to attend an Axis-hosted fundraiser at the Bowls Club. A fashion show, and I wasn’t going to go, but now I thought I might if I hadn’t already missed it. I rummaged through my wallet and fished out the ticket and saw it was on next Tuesday at seven. I noticed it was for two and immediately thought of Doris.

      I closed all the photo files, created a folder on my desktop titled David Fisk, and popped them in. Next, I slid out the contents of the envelope Joe had given me at the market.

      There were old photos of the factory, including staff at work or lined up for a group shot. Some press cuttings concerning the death of Sir Martin Goodfellow, an obituary, an article concerning the economic transformation that Australia went through in the 1980s and the consequent challenges for the Goodfellow factory thanks to cheap overseas imports. And as I read, I composed a paragraph for the feature.

      The world was changing. Fashion was changing. The expansion that Martin Goodfellow had overseen gave way to contraction and eventually the Myrtle Bay factory site was sold. It almost felt that Myrtle Bay had lost its soul in the reading. For a few decades of the twentieth century, thanks to the innovations and ideals of one man, the clothing industry a la Goodfellow had been an exemplar of cooperative enterprise. Workers were also shareholders. They had a say in everything. Goodfellow made it his business to care about people and their welfare. The business ethic was revolutionary and quietly socialistic. But all that was later eclipsed by the economics of the free market and globalisation of the 1980s. And Myrtle Bay went into some decline.

      Wouldn’t have been easy losing your job, your whole way of life. While the 1980s were a boom time for many, they would have been a bust time for folk in Myrtle Bay. I was only a child back then and didn’t know any different. Looking back now, the decline seemed sad.

      I’d been sitting at my desk for a while, and it was getting late. I should be readying for bed. But there was one remaining item I had yet to examine. It was a whole page of a broadsheet, neatly folded once and again, and I was curious to discover what article had been kept for posterity. The date on the top corner of the page was 1975, my birth year.

      As I unfolded the paper, instead of finding a feature on Martin Goodfellow and his factory, an envelope fell out and landed on the floor. I set the newspaper page aside and I picked it up.

      The envelope was addressed formally to the factory’s head office and contained two notes. I extracted them both, anticipating staff memos, but they were anything but:

      
        
        Angel,

        This can’t go on! You know it can’t. It’s much too risky. Others are starting to look at me funny. They’re whispering behind my back. I don’t think anyone knows for sure but it’s only a matter of time. We came so close to being caught last time we were together. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest place to meet. But oh, I will never forget how it feels to be in your arms. Felt, I should say felt not feels because this has to be all in the past. We have to put it behind us. We just have to. I tell myself over and over and I can hardly convince myself.

        Know that I haven’t been able to sleep at night for thinking of you. I lie next to him listening to his snoring and all I can do is imagine I am in your arms. It’s like you are a part of me. An arm or a leg. My heart is broken. I love you to the Moon and back and always will, but we have to break it off. It’s no good. It isn’t right. We are both already spoken for and if my man finds out, he’ll kill me. I swear he will. He’ll kill you, too. He has a terrible temper as you know. How I wish I could turn back time. We could have been together forever. But it mustn’t be. Please forget about me in that way. I know it’ll be hard with us both working at the factory, but we have to put this behind us and move on.

        I’ll love you, always, S. P.

      

      

      My Sweet Pumpkin, you can’t be serious? How can you break both our hearts like this? I have to see you. I’ll die without you. You mean everything to me. You are the love of my life. You are what gets me up in the morning. You are what keeps me going through the day. You are my reason for living. I’m not sure I can go on without you. I’d be crushed. Please don’t do this. I beg you. As for those wagging tongues, take no notice. No one knows. I’m sure of it. You’re worrying about nothing.

      About the other night. I went back and checked and that noise we heard was a cat tipping over a bin. There was rubbish all over the place and the cat was having a great time feeding off the scraps. Feral-looking thing it was, too.

      If you’ll only reconsider, I promise I’ll break it off with the missus. All we do is row all day and she’s turfed me out of our bed. I now have to sleep on the lounge. I swear I’ll divorce her. We’ll be together. I’ll marry you. Don’t you worry about loose tongues. They’ll soon forget all about this and find something else to gossip about. Think about what is important. Us! We deserve some happiness. We were made for each other. Please, please change your mind.

      See you in the usual spot after work?

      I love you, D.

      

      I put the notes down. No names. Nothing to identify who these lovers were. No date either. I turned the notes over and saw the Goodfellow letterhead on the corner of the one composed by Sweet Pumpkin. Scrap paper then. One of them probably worked in the office. Or was a cleaner. Could have been anyone, I supposed, with access to the offices. I wondered which part of the factory the man worked. She had called him Angel, but he’d signed off as D. Was that the initial of his first name?

      I remembered a conversation I’d once had with Mum. She told me that back in the 1970s, lots of people had affairs. It was all part of the sexual revolution. The Pill. And divorce back then was hard to get and still shameful. You risked being ostracised. The Family Law Act came in in January 1976, allowing for no-fault divorces. That helped. But there was still a ‘Till Death Do Us Part’ attitude in society, especially in a remote farming community with a strong Catholic heritage. Those lovers were taking an enormous risk. She was right to break it off. I wondered if she did. Or did they carry on seeing each other.

      The factory took on a different hue as a place for secret lovers’ trysts. I wondered how the notes had found their way into that envelope. I would have thought both notes would have been destroyed. Was one returned to the other? The woman, perhaps, who didn’t have the heart to destroy the evidence and popped the notes in an envelope hidden at the back of her desk drawer. Or the man, after the woman returned his letter. And he kept them as keepsakes buried deep in his locker. Perhaps there was a third party, the person delivering the notes. Maybe they somehow ended up with them both. Or had someone else found those notes and dobbed the lovers in to head office? Why else would they be tucked inside such an official looking envelope? No postmark though. That meant someone who worked at the factory had delivered the envelope by hand.

      My mind began to reel with all those possibilities. Realising it was unlikely that I would ever find out the truth, I slipped the notes back in the envelope but instead of returning them to their hiding place inside the broadsheet, I popped them in my own desk drawer. This was not something I would be putting in the article or mentioning to Doris. She’d make too much of it. I needed her focused on the present.
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      That Saturday morning, I’d risen early after a restless night, the romantic in me having latched on to those love letters from the 1970s, and it was a short step from there to Eric and the collapse of our relationship after Mum passed away. I was still in the midst of all those thoughts and moody feelings as I set off for my run, cornering the end of Boronia Street and heading downhill beneath the spreading canopy of the row of giant cypress trees planted just inside the park.

      No cars meant I crossed the road at the bottom without having to wait and headed past the tennis courts. Before the culvert, I veered onto the Wattle Creek Trail. There was no one about on this lonely and pretty stretch that zigzagged beside the overgrown creek. On my left, the back gardens of a row of large properties provided an array of screen plantings, shrubs, and trees. The owners all mowed their strip of grass to either side of the trail, too. On the creek bank tall eucalypts gave an abundance of shade. It was the best kept portion of the entire trail.

      I’d brought Eric along here one time, to impress him, but he found it claustrophobic and said he preferred Albert Park in Melbourne. Well, you would prefer Albert Park if you grew up in Cobden Street two blocks away. Where, if you got bored with that swathe of green, you could head up to the Royal Botanic Gardens and be in the heart of the city in a flash. A small country town can’t compete with the city and shouldn’t have to. But it wasn’t about that. Eric wanted me to stay in Melbourne and I needed to be with Dad after Mum died. Eric, a graphic designer, was a man of straight and narrow plans when it came to his private life. Which meant if I came back to Myrtle Bay, I would be doing it without him. My heart did a squeeze remembering that day I had packed up my things and left him standing by the front gate looking morose.

      Two bends and the land to my left opened out and I passed a small flood plain that met more back gardens and fine suburban houses, some old, others new. The creek obscured by an overgrown tangle of native shrubs and weeds. This entire stretch of the trail was about a kilometre in length and ended before it reached the river, one of the many bones of contention for FOTT – Friends of the Trail – a small committee founded by Doris, of which I was a member. What would it take for the council to continue the path to its logical destination, the Ockerby River, and then all the way on to Paxton Bridge? It was only a few squares of concrete, after all. Well, maybe a lot more than a few.

      Not given to running in mud – we’d had a lot of rain in recent weeks – I turned and went back the same way. It was my usual route. I would keep following the trail as it meandered past the primary school, and then on to the Crestwood Road culvert and all the way to Paxton Street. I would turn back again and keep going until I reached the school. From there, I would cut through the park and arrive home. I found it a terrific way to start the day and there was almost always someone to nod and say hello to.

      I’d made it back as far as the pretty and lonely stretch of the trail where the tall trees cast deep shade and the rear gardens of large houses backed on. It was the only section of the entire trail that was hidden from view. Up ahead, a man was walking. His pace was much slower than mine and I soon began to gain on him. Before long, I saw it was Bob Machin from the collectibles market. I was about to break into a sprint and catch him up when he stopped in his tracks and stepped onto the grass. Just then, a pair of cyclists came up behind me and I stepped off the path as well, finding myself tucked behind a large shrub. The cyclists disappeared. I was about to carry on when I saw Bob look furtively up and down the path. His manner appeared suspicious. Instinctively, I drew back. Then curiosity had me peering around the shrub, just as Bob walked over to the creek bank and tossed something in. I took note of the red wrapping. Seemed to be heavy; I thought I heard a faint splash. Although considering the distance between us, that wasn’t likely. Guessing that Bob would take another look back and forth, I withdrew. When I chanced another look, he was hurrying away.

      I ran over to the spot where I thought he had tossed the package and approached the edge of the creek.

      ‘Searching for something?’

      The voice gave me a jolt. I didn’t need to look to know who the voice belonged to: Doris’s other neighbour Cynthia Young. Cynthia wasn’t the type to let anything get past her, and I was instantly on my guard. I scrambled for a response.

      ‘My hair tie came off and caught on the wind.’

      ‘What wind?’

      It was true, incredible as that was for windy Myrtle Bay.

      ‘My own.’ I gave her a cheesy grin. ‘I was running.’

      I was saved further awkwardness by a man approaching with two kelpies, off leash. Seeing them as well, Cynthia’s jaw set.

      ‘The council should do something about these law breakers,’ she said to me before marching off to remonstrate the man.

      Whose kelpies were well-trained and adorable.

      There was a brief altercation before the man stormed off in one direction and Cynthia the other.

      Alone at last, I stepped cautiously down the creek bank. The water scarcely flowed, trapped by debris and clumps of thick and tall weeds, and tree branches. I tried to recall the size and shape of the package Bob had discarded. I had been too far away to see it properly, although whatever it was had to be heavier than an empty plastic bottle or a chip packet. And Bob didn’t seem to me to be the type to litter.

      I scanned the area looking for something red. As there was nothing resting on the surface of all the debris or tangled in the weeds, I decided I was looking for something reasonably heavy, a blunt instrument perhaps, the murder weapon.

      The weeds and debris were too thick to see much. I stepped further down the bank, taking great care where I trod, using one foot to spread and splay open the weeds at my feet. Then I looked around for a stick, something sturdy and long, something with which to have a good poke and prod around. I found what I was looking for a few paces upstream and returned to where I was sure Bob had stood.

      I went further in, standing on a large clump of debris that had gathered against a tree branch and poked about. Surely, that package was here somewhere?

      There was a soft rustle. I’d startled something. A frog or a lizard, I thought.

      I carried on poking and lifting, eager to find what Bob had thrown.

      There it was again, a definite rustling sound that went on for longer this time.

      Must be a lizard.

      That was the assumption I stuck to until I saw the golden stripes and the long body.

      Tiger snake!

      And not a metre from where I stood.

      A very grumpy looking tiger snake it was. I must have prodded it.

      Not wanting to take my eye of the snake, I launched myself backwards, scrambling up out of the creek bed. I’d got one foot onto the flat grass beside the path when I lost my balance and landed flat on my bum. Terrified the snake planned on pursuing its interloper, I got up on my feet straight away, my eyes glued to the creek, my heart pounding in my chest.

      The pungent stink of dog poop rose with me. I looked down at my feet. On the ground where I’d landed was the squished-flat poop of a very large dog.

      And it reeked.

      I reeked.

      I backed away, my eyes pinned to the creek. There was no sign of the snake. Maybe the smell was keeping it at bay. I wasn’t about to hang around and find out.

      I ran the whole way home, my heart fit to burst in my chest as I powered up the hill beside the park.

      I raced down the side of my house and, not caring who saw me, I peeled off my running pants outside the backdoor before going inside.

      I made a beeline for the shower, removing the rest of my running gear and tossing it in the laundry on my way by.

      I couldn’t get clean fast enough. I used scented soap and shampoo and, after I was dry, I gave my neck a spray of the expensive Tom Ford perfume Eric had bought me before we split up, but I could still smell the odour of dog poop on my skin as I made my way to the kitchen in a baggy jumper and loose pants. It was probably my imagination. Before I had a chance to deal with the soiled pants outside, I heard Doris exclaim, ‘What on earth!’

      ‘Coffee?’ I called out, opening the backdoor for her.

      ‘It’s that time.’

      It was. Doris always came over to mine for morning coffee on Saturdays. She always came over to mine, full stop. She preferred it that way and so did I. Nothing wrong with her place but mine was that much further away from Cynthia. At hers Doris felt she couldn’t hold private conversations, couldn’t relax and be herself. There was always the ‘spy next door’ eavesdropping every chance she had. And for Doris, nipping over to mine was an outing.

      ‘I need to deal with that,’ I said, pointing behind her at the pants.

      ‘Please do,’ Doris said, pegging her nose.

      I passed by her and pinched my own nose as I picked up the offending apparel. In the laundry, it was all bleach and disinfectant and a lot of scrubbing, followed by a hot wash. I exited the room relieved that the soiled item would soon be fresh and clean and hanging on the washing line.

      Doris was sitting at the kitchen table when I returned. She eyed me quizzingly and said, ‘My, how that smell lingers.’

      ‘Should I open a window?’

      ‘You’ll catch a chill. I’m sure it’ll fade. What have you been up to?’

      ‘The usual run.’

      ‘Hardly. You don’t make a habit of landing in dog mess.’

      I laughed. ‘I had a tumble.’

      ‘Obviously.’

      Her gaze didn’t leave my face.

      ‘I’m dying for a coffee,’ I said.

      I went and filled the kettle and set about warming milk in cups for our brewed lattes.

      ‘Must be a day for bad luck,’ Doris said grimly.

      I turned and found her toying with a coaster. It was square. Had it been round she would have spun it like a coin.

      ‘What’s up?’

      She put down the coaster.

      ‘I’d nipped down to Whyn’s Foodmart early to beat the rush and when I came back, Brad was parked in the street.’

      The rush? In Whyn’s Foodmart?

      ‘What did he want?’

      ‘He said he was doing a job around the corner and thought he would drop off some rocks.’ She straightened in her seat and got all expressive with her hands – palms open, fingers splayed – as she spoke. ‘The nerve of the man. I haven’t even agreed to let him fix my pond. I might be getting other quotes. But, oh no, he has to barrel in, all cocksure. I wish I’d never come up with the idea in the first place. But it seemed like the perfect way to conduct the interview. How else were we to track him down?’

      I thought for a moment. There was really no need for this pond renovation, no need for Brad to go traipsing about in her garden.

      ‘You can still call it off. Make him take his rocks away or buy them off him.’

      ‘I had considered that. But he did sound like he knew what he was doing, and I do need that pond fixing. It’s just that…’

      ‘He might be the killer.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      I didn’t know what else to say.

      The kettle boiled. I warmed the coffee pot and spooned in the grounds. Doris watched and I waited. Brewed coffee needed to brew. After removing the skin off the milk, I poured the coffee through a strainer, an equal amount in each cup. Best coffee in town, according to Doris, and I thought it wasn’t half bad, too. And a good cup of coffee always seemed to make a bad situation seem that little bit better, especially when served with delicious biscuits or cake.

      I handed Doris her coffee and cut her a slice of the French apple cake I’d taken out of the freezer before my run. Then I brought my own cup and plate to the table. I made to sit down, thought better of it, and fetched a cushion from the sofa in the lounge.

      ‘This tumble,’ Doris said between sips, returning to my mishap. ‘Not once have you ever fallen on a run. Are you alright?’

      ‘I’m fine. I saw Bob near the Amber Street culvert.’

      ‘That could make anyone fall over.’

      ‘Oh, Doris, Bob’s okay. Only he did something strange. He tossed something in the creek. A package. And he looked furtive about it, too.’

      ‘Did you confront him?’

      ‘He didn’t see me. I’d only just cornered the bend and had to get off the track to make way for some cyclists. As it happened, I stood behind a bush.’

      ‘You’re a natural.’

      ‘I don’t know about that. I want to get back down there though.’

      ‘I wouldn’t bother,’ she said, setting down her cup. ‘Brad said there’s rain on the way.’

      ‘Really?’ I looked outside at the clear blue sky.

      Doris took a large mouthful of cake. After chewing and swallowing she took a swig of coffee and said, ‘Brad also mentioned something interesting. I got him talking about the murder again and he reckons we should be looking at Bob.’

      ‘Why Bob?’

      ‘Apparently, he had a big beef with David Fisk.’

      Bob and David? I wondered what that was about.

      ‘You still haven’t told me why you went for a tumble.’

      That’s because you keep wandering off topic, I thought with an inward smile. Was that the nature of the ageing female mind or just Doris. Either way, I didn’t mind. We always got to the point in the end.

      ‘I tried to find out what Bob had tossed in the creek and that’s how I landed in the dog poop.’

      Doris raised her eyebrows. ‘You need to watch where you’re walking.’

      Everyone on the walking track needed to watch where they walked. It was a bane of Doris’s committee: dog mess.

      ‘Doris, I was avoiding a snake.’

      ‘A snake!’

      ‘A snake.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Positive.’

      ‘I’ve never seen a snake along there.’

      ‘I know a tiger snake when I see one. I was stepping away from it when I slipped and fell on my behind.’

      There was a brief moment of silence. Then Doris broke out in a fit of uncontrolled laughter. I laughed too, although my backside didn’t join in. Already it felt stiff, and I knew I would pay the price for that fall the next morning.

      While Doris worked her way through her coffee and cake, I looked up the weather report. Chance of a shower, the website said. Sounded like Brad was exaggerating. I reached for my phone to send Ciaran a text and then changed my mind and went through to my study and called him.

      He took a while to answer.

      ‘Hey Ciaran, I have a favour to ask,’ I said without any preface. ‘Can you come over?’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Right away.’

      ‘As it happens, I’m finishing a job around the corner. Be there in five.’

      After another peak out the window to check the sky – it was all tufts of light-grey cloud coming down from the south – I pocketed my phone and returned to the kitchen.

      Doris showed no signs of leaving so I broke out the biscuits before finishing my cake.

      ‘I’ve something else to tell you, Doris.’

      She leaned forward in her seat and gave me a conspiratorial grin. ‘Oh, yes?’

      ‘David was wearing an Axis Club lapel badge when he died.’ I edited out the bit about me photographing the corpse in case she thought it in poor taste or, worse, wanted to pore over the images.

      ‘Doesn’t surprise me. He was the president and no doubt as proud as punch about it.’

      Of course, Doris would know a thing like that. Funny, she hadn’t brought it up. Maybe she thought it inconsequential.

      ‘I’ve no idea if it’s relevant,’ I said, ‘but I’ve a free ticket for two to the Axis fundraiser fashion show next Tuesday. I thought you might like to come along.’

      ‘Time?’

      ‘Seven.’

      ‘I can be free.’

      I suppressed a smile. Doris never had anything on in the evenings. She said the stimulation meant she couldn’t get to sleep.

      There was a short pause. I finished my coffee. Doris nibbled on her second biscuit. They were homemade and a bit too moreish if not outright irresistible, but she needed fattening up. It was the main reason I baked them. Although despite consuming my bakery treats with relish, she never seemed to put on a single pound. Hollow legs. That’s what Mum would have said.

      Doris had gone all reflective. ‘I guess we could scope the terrain,’ she said, her mind still on the fashion show. ‘See what Axis are up to. Maybe there’s been some tension among the office bearers. A tussle over who should be the new president.’

      ‘Definitely worth investigating.’

      ‘Definitely.’

      Brad was right, after all. Doris was yet to finish her second biscuit when the world outside went dark and that chance of a shower turned into a cloud burst. We sat for a while in the kitchen until the rain pounding on the iron roof became too much and we relocated to the living room where it was quieter. The main part of the house had higher ceilings, the roof cavity packed with insulation, muting the otherwise near-deafening thrum.

      Doris picked up an old issue of Southern Lifestyle off the coffee table, plonked herself down in her preferred armchair in the living room – the chair nearest the window overlooking the patio – and flicked through the pages as though she were sitting in a doctor’s waiting room. Leaving her to her own devices, I went and sat at the dining table and opened my laptop to clear my inbox.

      The rain poured and poured. An hour ticked by, and it felt like Myrtle Bay had received inches and inches of the wet stuff. Eventually, the rain eased, Doris took herself home and I went to my study.

      I should have known that Ciaran’s five minutes would mean three hours. He had never been all that reliable when it came to time keeping. Mind you, on this occasion, he may have been held up by the deluge, that job he had on around the corner most likely on the other side of town. When I saw his vehicle pull up, I grabbed a coat and dashed outside.

      Pity he hadn’t been true to his word. When we arrived at where I’d seen Bob toss the package, the creek had swollen up almost to the level of its banks as stormwater raced along on its way to the river. A search seemed pointless. Still, since we were here, we might as well try. At least, that was Ciaran’s view.

      ‘Describe it to me again.’

      ‘A package wrapped in red. Plastic probably. I was too far away to tell. It looked about a foot long and not so wide. I’m not all that sure.’

      Ciaran went over for a closer inspection. I didn’t bother leaving the path. Not because I feared treading in dog mess or confronting a snake but because I had stupidly failed to change my shoes. I wasn’t about to muddy my new beige flats.

      He found a long stick and poked around a bit and found nothing. Whatever Bob had tossed in the creek was either long gone or it was so heavy it remained lodged in the creek bed beneath that fast-flowing water and debris.

      ‘We could come back later when the water has subsided,’ Ciaran said, joining me on the path.

      ‘Something tells me that package is on its way out to sea.’

      ‘Still worth a look. I’ll come down here tomorrow morning when no one’s about. See what I can find.’

      ‘You’re a legend, Ciaran.’

      ‘Think nothing of it. Happy to assist.’ He paused, his expression grave. ‘There’s no room in Myrtle Bay for a murderer.’

      We went back to his car and in the few minutes it took for him to drive me home, I’d made up my mind to ask him to join our little sleuthing team. When he pulled into my driveway and sat with his hands on the steering wheel waiting for me to get out, I invited him inside.

      ‘Sure,’ he said and killed the engine.

      On our way to the front door, I made my request.

      ‘Three minds are better than two and we could do with your skillset.’

      ‘I’m flattered.’

      Once inside, I phoned Doris. She was over in an instant and the three of us sat facing the whiteboard, Doris in her favoured armchair and me in the other, and Ciaran on the dining chair he’d moved over and positioned between us. It was like a council of war. We mulled over Brad’s suggestion that Bob had an axe grind with David Fisk.

      ‘He’s insinuating that Bob might be the culprit,’ I said.

      ‘Likely as not he’s deflecting,’ said Ciaran. It was a good point and already, I viewed him an asset.

      ‘The more I think about it, the more I think Brad is right,’ Doris said. ‘Pardon me for contradicting you both, but Bob has the more compelling motive out of the two of them.’

      I observed her sitting there all staunch in her view. ‘We don’t know what this beef with Fisk amounts to.’

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong. I did some fishing when you were out. Turns out David jilted Bob’s eldest daughter. At the altar.’

      ‘He did, right enough,’ Ciaran said. ‘I was at the wedding.’

      ‘How old were you then?’ Doris said, shifting around in her seat to catch his eye.

      ‘Admittedly only ten but I remember it.’

      The conversation needed saving, fast. I looked from Doris to Ciaran. ‘This doesn’t make any sense. I mean, it isn’t something David would tell me using his dying words that he didn’t do.’

      It took a few moments of me pointing at the phrase on the whiteboard and explaining to Ciaran for my point to sink in.

      ‘True,’ he said. ‘David jilting Bob’s daughter has nothing to do with David’s last words.’

      ‘Even so,’ Doris said. ‘That’s one whopper of a grudge.’

      ‘But that was ages ago,’ I said. ‘Who holds onto a grudge for that long?’

      ‘Lots of people.’

      ‘I’m not sure I can go along with this line of reasoning. Sorry, Doris.’

      ‘Ciaran’s right. The motive has to fit with David’s last words, surely?’

      ‘Not necessarily. David might have been referring to something else.’

      She had a point. But what?

      ‘Did he have the opportunity?’ Ciaran said, leaning forward in his seat, hands on thighs, his gaze passing between us.

      ‘Not as far as we know,’ I said. ‘Joe gave us the impression Bob was up at the counter the whole time. He can’t be in two places at once.’

      ‘Yes, but you’re assuming it all happened after we arrived,’ Doris said. ‘We have no idea how long David was lying there.’

      ‘Not long, I imagine.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Ciaran said.

      ‘I’ll find out.’

      Rather than look up the information online, I phoned my friend Marion who worked as an intensive care nurse at the hospital. I was lucky. She wasn’t on shift. When I hung up, I said, ‘No more than five minutes.’

      ‘That rules Bob out,’ Ciaran said.

      Doris folded her arms across her chest. ‘Only if Joe is telling the truth. For all we know he could be covering for him.’

      ‘An accomplice?’ It was the most unlikely thing I’d ever heard. But Doris wouldn’t be deterred.

      ‘And what was it exactly that Bob threw in the creek?’ she said.

      I wanted to know the answer to that as much as she did. But it could have been all manner of things that had nothing to do with the murder.

      ‘Look at the time,’ I said. It was gone one. ‘Have you two had lunch?’
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      I awoke on Sunday morning feeling frazzled. The prospect of visiting Dad at the Peaceful Rest nursing home had never felt pleasanter. A much-needed reprieve from the intensity of sleuthing. Two whole days and two suspects under consideration and scarcely a clue to be found. I would have suggested giving up were it not for the awful knowledge that we could have prevented the gruesome event, if only I had let Doris head straight for the Tupperware. The trouble was, we had more questions than answers and the more we explored the possibilities the more confusing things became. Doris was stuck on Bob, and I had my doubts about Brad, but we still had a list of other suspects to consider.

      I’d spent the rest of Saturday up to my elbows in domesticity – cooking for Dad mostly – with Doris popping over intermittently with another recollection about Bob. At least she was no longer dwelling on Brad, which made the situation with her pond much easier to handle. It was one thing having an eccentric maverick in your garden up to goodness knows what, but a maverick with murderous blood in his veins was something else entirely.

      With the exception of Angie’s husband Hu, we were entirely focused on the men. And I was troubled by that. Mind you, it wasn’t all that surprising as neither of us thought a woman would be tall enough or strong enough to cause blunt force head trauma, although as Doris pointed out, Kathy Williams was a tough one, and Monica and Barb were not exactly delicate. There had been moments through the course of the afternoon and evening when my head felt it would explode with possibilities.

      Now, behind the steering wheel of my car, with every metre that I put between me and my home, the lighter I felt, as if I were shedding all my niggles one by one.

      Almost all. As anticipated, I had woken up with a stiff butt. The pain wasn’t bad enough to warrant a doctor or a physio, but the bruising was surely making itself known the longer I sat in the firm car seat.

      My reprieve from sleuthing was short-lived. I pulled up in the Peaceful Rest carpark as a blue Maserati backed out of the next parking bay. In the passenger seat I glimpsed Angie. Behind the wheel was her husband Hu. They’d been visiting someone again and I badly wanted to find out who.

      I let them disappear up the road before getting out of the car with Dad’s supplies crammed in a cooler bag. It was a breezy spring day, and in Myrtle Bay that meant a cool and persistent ocean wind was dragging with it sprawling cotton-wool clouds, blowing away any offering of warmth from the sun when it did manage to breach through the gaps. Knowing this, I had knotted my scarf and put on a snug jumper beneath my blazer.

      On my way in, I wondered how best to prise an answer to my question out of whoever was at the reception desk. I hoped it would be Bethany who always came across as open and friendly. I felt confident I could talk my way into getting the information I wanted if it was Bethany’s turn at the desk.

      But it wasn’t Bethany. Instead, behind the counter, head tilted down a fraction as she viewed her computer screen, sat Cynthia’s daughter Janet. A principled bulwark of a woman with a 1950s schoolmarm manner. What hope did I have of getting anything out of her? But I had to try.

      I straightened my jumper and adjusted my scarf, and then approached the counter wearing a nonchalant expression. With a quick greeting to gain her attention, I pinned her with my gaze and started rabbiting on about the weather and the parking. She looked at me impassively. No joy there then. Adopting a more direct approach, I asked her how many visitors the home got on Sundays, that sort of thing. Her response was noncommittal, her gaze drifting back to whatever she had on her computer screen. Seeing my ploy wasn’t working, I asked her if she enjoyed working on the weekends. Her response was to shrug.

      ‘What is it exactly you want?’ She eyed me with suspicion. ‘Are you writing an article about nursing homes?’

      I told her I wasn’t, but the more I rambled on, the more she regarded me as though I was undercover or the paparazzi.

      ‘That couple who just left, for example,’ I said, refusing to give up. ‘Are they your typical visitor? Do you get many coming down from Melbourne? And if so, who do they tend to visit? The old. The frail. The disabled? Dementia patients?’

      ‘You know I can’t give you an answer to that.’

      It was hopeless. I needed a diversion. Something to get Janet away from her desk so I could check the sign-in register.

      Luck arrived in the form of a commotion down the hall. A very distressed Bethany came running up to the desk crying for help. Cliffy had pinched Agnes hard on the arm and she’d fallen over. He’d then tried to kick her.

      Bethany was frantic. ‘I can’t settle Cliffy and see to Agnes at the same time. Please come.’

      Janet eyed me mistrustfully, pulling away from the desk and pushing in her chair before hurrying up the corridor with Bethany. Wasting no time, I ducked behind the desk and scanned the computer screen for an icon indicating the register. Nothing looked obvious. I clicked on icon after icon but nothing came up. After much searching, I found the register in a dropdown list and was about to open the file when a door slammed not too far away, and footsteps clicked their way closer.

      Damn!

      I clicked on the screen to close the list, grabbed my bulging-full bag, and rushed off in the direction of Dad’s room. I only just managed to turn the corner into his corridor before Janet reappeared and I felt her eyes boring into my back.

      I found Dad sitting by the window all chipper. A family of magpies foraging for tasty morsels in the lawn outside were keeping him entertained. Dad had donned the jazzy jumper I knitted him the winter I was confined to the house recovering from a nasty bout of glandular fever.

      I would never forget that winter. I was sixteen and Mum nursed me back to health with hearty soups and oodles of loving kindness. Dear Mum. The only thing I was capable of doing was knitting. That would have been 1991 when there was no such thing as Tablets and smartphones, and computer games meant sitting up at a desk. Mum gave me a bag of leftover wool from all the jumpers she had knitted over the years, and I went to town on stripes. I even managed to master a diagonal pattern across the front and back, under Mum’s instruction. The result was a riot of blues, reds, oranges, and greens, with a splash of yellow here and there. If only all that yarn could speak it would tell the story of my mum better than I could ever hope to.

      I wondered what had made Dad put that jumper on. It was too big for him, not that it mattered. Before I dealt with the cooler bag, I took my phone out of my pocket and took a photo.

      ‘What’s news?’ Dad said.

      ‘I’ve brought you some treats.’

      This time, stewed apple accompanied by creamy yogurt, slices of a cheesy vegetable frittata packed with goodness and that he could eat cold from the fridge, two serves of fish pie made with lashings of parsley, and a cinnamon tea cake. I knew he would give away most of the cake but if that meant putting the deliciously buttery affair in the tummies of a few of his mates, so be it. They were all as thin as sparrows.

      I sorted out the contents of his fridge to make room, popping the empty containers lying on the counter into the cooler bag. Then I grabbed a bowl from one of the cupboards in his kitchenette and spooned in some of the stewed apples and yogurt. I pushed the narrow table on casters up to his chair and set him up with a spoon and a napkin.

      ‘You see who comes and goes, Dad,’ I said while he prepared to take his first mouthful. ‘Who have you seen today?’

      He paused, spoon mid-air, all thoughtful. ‘I saw Brendan Taylor. Came in his work gear.’

      In went the apple and yogurt. I got so much joy watching Dad eat. It was like he was swallowing mouthfuls of life with every bite. After he swallowed, he added, ‘I thought plumbers took Sundays off.’

      ‘Must have been an emergency.’

      ‘Came to see his brother.’

      ‘He has a brother?’

      I never knew. Must be a lot older than Brendan, I thought. I was suddenly curious, but Dad was fixed on his own mental train.

      ‘He’s done alright for himself, that one. Plenty of money in trades these days. They charge like wounded bulls according to Cliffy.’

      Was that the same Cliffy who had assaulted that poor woman moments earlier? I didn’t like to ask.

      I let him eat for a bit, wondering what else he would tell me.

      He surprised me when, between mouthfuls, he said, ‘I saw Joe Cousins, too.’

      ‘Joe was here as well?’

      ‘Came to see his mother. She must be pushing ninety. They were chatting for ages out in the carpark. Him and Brendan Taylor, I mean.’

      I wondered if they had been talking about whatever had brought Brendan to the market the day of the murder. The event had shaken the town. David Fisk was a much loved and respected member of the community. The local paper had run several stories commemorating his memory. I was so wracked with guilt I could scarcely read the eulogising. And then there was the anticipated funeral. But none of this was on Dad’s mind. Ever since he’d entered Peaceful Rest, he’d become obsessed with the interrelationships of the locals, many of whom he knew through growing up here and then through his dental practice.

      He scraped the last of the apple and yogurt in his bowl, set down his spoon and said, ‘Lovely.’ Then he pushed away the table, looked at me through rheumy eyes and added, ‘You do know that Joe is Brendan’s mother’s sister’s husband.’

      I struggled to take in the complexity. My role when Dad went on one of his rambles was to listen. This time though, I wished I had the temerity to whip out a notebook.

      ‘I suppose you could say they are related,’ he said.

      Like everyone else in Myrtle Bay.

      ‘And of course you wouldn’t know Dora Hobbs.’

      I didn’t. My mind was still scrambling to make sense of the family connection.

      ‘Dora married Joe around the time that her sister Cora married Brendan’s father Kevin Taylor.’

      ‘Cora and Dora?’

      ‘Flora, that’s the mother, did have a ripe sense of humour.’

      I was instantly grateful Mum had named me Ruth.

      ‘After she lost Kevin, I think Cora felt jealous of Dora. Understandable. Especially as his life was cut short so suddenly. A cutter at Goodfellows. Here one minute, gone the next. They never found out what happened. And there was poor Cora with a teenager and baby Brendan to look after. Joe and Dora bent over backwards to help. Even took in young Brendan so Cora could work. Those were hard times. I suppose you could say Joe played a father role in Brendan’s life.

      ‘I’ll never forget the day Joe stormed up to that teacher David Fisk and gave him a serve over the way he treated Brendan during a footy match. Joe tore strips off him, he did. And he never forgot it, either. He’d bring it up whenever I had him in the chair. Joe loathed David. I’ve never seen loathing like it.’

      I listened as Dad recalled the time he’d extracted one of Joe’s wisdom teeth. It was a funny story, but I struggled to pay attention, my own mind fixated on the present, on David Fisk, on his killer.

      I didn’t do it.

      Whatever David did back then to Brendan was a certainty in Joe’s mind. Had Joe been mistaken? Even if David hadn’t done what Joe thought, Joe wasn’t a killer. I was sure of it. But who out of the list of suspects was? Or were the police on the right trail with Person X?

      

      Back at home, I wiped the whiteboard and started over, this time with smaller writing and including the emerging family relationships: Joe Cousins’ connection by marriage to Brendan Taylor, whose mother Cora Hobbs was the sister of Joe’s wife Dora; and David Fisk’s wife Sarah, who was Brad’s wife Maureen Greatbatch’s cousin. I added under Bob’s name the revelation that David Fisk had jilted his daughter at the altar.

      Satisfied, I made myself a cheese and salad sandwich for lunch and went into my office to work on the Goodfellow feature. There were a couple of good photos of the market in the camera roll which I saved on my desktop. I drafted the opening paragraphs and sketched out the content for the rest. I already had that paragraph on the factory’s closure. I needed a brief overview of Martin Goodfellow, the man and his achievements, a description of the factory itself, and then a potted account of the market, talking up the atmosphere, the wares, the people, focusing on what makes the place special. An interview with a former employee would be nice. And a quote from Joe to wrap things up.

      I downed tools at two as Doris had called an irregular annual general meeting of the Friends of the Trail committee, FOTT. Irregular, as she had chosen a Sunday afternoon to host proceedings.

      Those meetings were the only time she threw open her own front door and let people in, although there were only six of us: officer bearers Doris (president), Bob (treasurer) and Delia Simmonds (secretary); along with James Rose, Hannah Handley, and me. I used to be secretary until it was discovered that Delia knew shorthand and as my minute taking left a lot to be desired, I was happy to relinquish the role.

      Doris was not one for entertaining. Left to her, the committee would be graced with a generic brand of plain biscuits not even arranged on a plate, and teabag tea. I deposited the remaining slices of French apple cake into a container, grabbed my tea caddy and teapot and went over to Doris’s through the side gate, taking note of the rocks Brad had left near her pond on my way by.

      I sung out as I entered through the backdoor which led into a short and narrow hall. Her house had not been modernised as much as mine. On my right was her bathroom. On the left, the hall opened into the kitchen – vintage 1950s with an old-fashioned sink and a freestanding kitchen cabinet that had its own Formica countertop. Little wonder she didn’t cook. I left the cake container and tea things on the table pushed up against the wall under the window and went through to the rest of the house to find Doris.

      Various rooms were accessed off a wide central hallway: dining room, living room, utility room and two bedrooms at the front. It was the sort of house that had you leaving a light on all day. She’d had the place painted cream throughout which lent some brightness but not enough. Her furniture was old-fashioned, tasteful, and eclectic. I thought her place had charm and I wouldn’t knock it, even though I knew I couldn’t live in it. I found her in one of the front bedrooms, looking out the window.

      ‘Oi, missus,’ I said.

      She came away from her lookout and came with me to the living room without a word. She was on edge. She wouldn’t sit down. Before long she started clenching and unclenching her fists. She wasn’t normally anxious before a FOTT meeting. Something else was upsetting her. I thought it wise not to inquire. It would only stir her up more. And I refrained from telling her what Dad had said about Joe and Brendan. That could wait. Instead, I related a funny little tale I’d read on social media about someone’s missing cat. She wasn’t listening. After a while, I took to scrolling on my phone.

      Committee members finally started turning up half an hour after the scheduled time. First to arrive was Hannah Handley, a middle-aged primary school teacher with a passion for health and wellbeing, and one of Doris’s walking buddies on the trail. She sung out at the front door and, seeing that Doris wasn’t about to get up, I went to welcome her. She had only just sat down in the chair opposite Doris when James Rose arrived. He rang the doorbell. He was a retired accountant with a passion for vintage cars and horse racing. An upstanding fellow, always of good cheer.

      Hannah and James chatted with Doris now sitting bolt upright in a hardback chair. I stood in the doorway ready to greet the next arrival.

      Who turned out to be Bob Machin.

      As I ushered him in, I succumbed to the same unease evident in Doris. He was an imposing man, more so in a domestic setting. Not that I shied away from imposing men. It was the combination of his stature and his suspicious-looking deed on the trail. Tossing a package in the creek; you just wouldn’t expect it of him. I was about to follow him down the hallway when the doorbell rang again, and I opened the door for the last FOTT member Delia Simmonds. She was once a legal secretary and the oldest of the group; a precise sort of woman with wire-framed glasses.

      ‘Sorry I’m late.’

      She handed me a plate piled with sandwiches. I took it to the kitchen.

      When I entered the living room, Bob was standing beside James as though the two men were in need of an ally. Delia was sitting next to Hannah and Doris occupied the centre of the room.

      ‘I thought it best we relocate to the dining room,’ she announced, and everyone filed across the hallway to the room backing on to the kitchen. It even had a service hatch.
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