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      While Bright exists as a beautiful town in Victoria, Australia, all of the characters from Bright in this book are completely made up, as is the holiday accommodation. As for the characters from the fictitious Myrtle Bay, they are my own invention and do not resemble anyone I know or have ever come across.
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      ‘Hold this right here, Ruth.’

      Doris pointed at an old wooden fence post and then shoved the end of the tape measure into my hand. She was giving me no choice but to crouch down beside the barbed wire fence and hold the tape measure in place. The grass was thick and damp, and there was a faint odour of dog pee, the ground underneath my boots boggy. I felt myself sinking a little. This stretch of the walking trail was always a soggy spot, the creek prone to flooding even after just one inch of rain.

      ‘It’s a waste of time, Doris,’ I said, watching her stretch out the tape measure as she left my side. It was certainly a waste of time me saying that. She was never going to take any notice. I heard her mutter, ‘Nonsense,’ under her breath. As far as she was concerned, someone needed to do something about the long row of thistles which she termed Thistle Row, and she intended forcing the issue.

      ‘Just be quick in case anyone comes.’ I could picture the catastrophe, a cyclist bombing down the slope from the street, not seeing the tape measure until it was too late, toppling off the bike.

      Doris, decked out in a bright red tracksuit, ambled across the paved concrete of the Wattle Creek trail, headed into the long grass on the other side, and on past Thistle Row to the creek bank. The thistles were about a metre high, unattractive, and a weed. The guy who mowed to either side of the trail made sure to mow as close as he could to the barbed wire fence on my side but left much of the strip of ground beside the creek unmown. And where the edge of his mower met that unmown section, there was Thistle Row. I waited, anxiously keeping an eye on both directions of the path in case anyone approached, ready to let go of my end of the tape measure to prevent a catastrophe.

      ‘There,’ she said at last. ‘Ten metres. Now, we need to measure the distance between Thistle Row and the creek bank. Come over here.’

      I obliged, keeping hold of my end of the tape measure as I got to my feet.

      On Doris’s side of the trail, I had to crouch down between two tall thistles, scarcely managing to avoid getting spiked while she took an age fighting her way through a patch of dense shrubs, then threading the tape measure between two woody trunks in amongst a tangle of low branches.

      I waited, anticipating the pull at my end of the tape measure. When I felt it, I looked over at Doris, decked out in black joggers and a blue and white striped hoodie. Toned-down attire, for her. I guess this was her way of being incognito.

      ‘Three metres,’ she said, standing up.

      I let go of my end a little too soon, and she yelped as the tape measure rocketed back into its casing.

      ‘Oops,’ I said with an inward chuckle.

      We went and stood on the concrete path. A cool breeze blew up from the south and I shivered despite the thickly lined jacket I had on. I rearranged my scarf and pulled the jacket zip a little higher. It was May, and autumn was never warm in Myrtle Bay, even in the middle of the day. This part of Australia, thanks to the cold waters of the Southern Ocean, cooled down quickly at the end of March and didn’t warm up greatly again until late December. Anyone would think I would be used to the climate having grown up here, but my body had other ideas.

      A shrill ring, and we stepped backwards off the path as a cyclist whizzed by.

      ‘Him again,’ Doris said, eyeing the cyclist critically as he disappeared around a bend. ‘We timed this poorly. A few minutes later and we would have had him. Would have served him right, the speed he goes. What do you reckon that was? Forty kilometres an hour, I bet.’

      Not quite, but he was definitely going much too fast. It was an ongoing issue. Cyclists shouldn’t be sharing trails with pedestrians. As president of Friends of the Trail, or FOTT as some liked to call us, Doris had taken up the matter with the local council many times, and the only result was a few small and easily missed signs at the various entrances to the trail.

      A gust of wind and I thrust my hands in my pockets as we stepped back on the path.

      ‘You’re cold?’

      I was hoping that small recognition would mean she’d start heading back. Instead, she extracted a small black notebook from her jacket pocket and wrote down the measurements.

      ‘If I’m right, the water authority is not responsible for this outrage and the local council is. Which means that lazy oaf Carl Carter needs to pull his finger out and mow closer to those lovely dogwoods the school children planted.’

      ‘Yes, Doris.’

      ‘Stop with the sarcasm. You need distractions, and now you have one.’

      ‘I do?’

      She gave me one of her raised-eyebrow looks as if to say she couldn’t believe I could be that dim-witted.

      ‘As secretary of Friends of the Trail,’ she said a touch pompously, ‘you’ll have to draft the letter.’

      She was right on both counts. It was my responsibility to write that letter. I began to regret taking on the role of secretary after Delia Simmons had decided to stand down. And life in Myrtle Bay hadn’t been the same since I got back from Phillip Island to find my dear father had passed away in his sleep that very morning. The aged care home said I had missed him by two hours. The only comfort was knowing he died on a full stomach, having made short shrift of a large slice of my lemon and almond tart, which I had taken to Peaceful Rest along with a three-day supply of culinary delights before I set off. Those two things were a comfort. He had also lived a rich and interesting life and reached a good age. What more could anyone ask? Those left behind had a simple answer. They, like me, wanted to turn back the clock and have their loved ones alive and kicking, at the very least to be able to say goodbye.

      The walk back was pleasant. Once we rounded the first bend, the path meandered on its way between tall gum trees. We had the creek to one side of us and the grand back gardens of large houses on the other. The owners of those houses kept the grass along the trail mown right to the creek bank. It was all very charming and pleasant.

      That section of the trail ended at Amber Street. We left the trail, passed by the tennis courts and then headed up the steep section of road beside Myrtle Bay Park to Boronia Street. We had both used the same route to and from the trail just about every day for years. We knew every paving slab, every tree, every fence paling.

      The park had a timeless feel, the towering trees, mostly cypress and pines, elegantly arranged in clipped lawns, the pond near the bottom with its pretty stone bridge and its ducks, the fountain in the park’s top corner, the rotunda in the middle of a sweep of clipped lawn. The park even had a fernery. Nothing represented the kind of place Myrtle Bay was better than this park, with its marked lack of native plantings, the whole given over to what Australian horticulturalists would call the exotic. Doris and I were fortunate to own houses that looked out over this terribly European feeling park and the low hills beyond. Neither of us could imagine living anywhere else.

      The moment we reached our respective homes, Doris headed straight down her driveway to her back door. Normally, she would find a reason to join me for coffee, but she was a woman on a mission. I felt relieved to a degree, but mostly disappointed as she was the only person in my life right now who could fill the hole that Dad had left inside my heart. It was a need I felt most strongly whenever I opened my front door.

      In need of a bigger distraction than a letter to the local council, I went straight to my office and checked my inbox. Along with the usual junk, there was an email from my editor Sharon sending me on another assignment for Southern Lifestyle. This time, she wanted me to head to Bright.

      Bright?

      It would be a terrific chance to get away from it all and move on, she wrote.

      Thanks, Sharon, I thought. You don’t move on from the death of a loved one. It wasn’t like that.

      Still, geographically speaking, Bright would involve getting away. The pretty town was a good eight hours drive away, nestling in Ovens Valley in Victoria’s High Country on the fringes of two national parks. The parks were popular among skiers and bushwalkers alike, thanks to the spectacular mountain views.

      Sharon was right about something else. As far as destinations in Victoria go, Bright was an excellent spot and so different from Myrtle Bay that the two towns might just as well be in different countries. If Myrtle Bay spoke to the senses of northern Europe, Bright was quintessentially Australian without being the outback.

      Attached to the email was the budget. My eyes widened when I saw the amount. Either Southern Lifestyle was enjoying a boom or Sharon was being generous. Thinking of what I could do with all that money, I didn’t care which was true. I would be able to enjoy a very pleasant all-expenses paid week in Bright and receive a handsome payment for the piece. I replied to Sharon’s email accepting the offer and started exploring accommodation options.

      It was getting dark when Doris called out to me from the back patio. She always entered my house through the rear. She had probably tried the kitchen door and found it locked. I hadn’t got further than my office since getting back from the trail, there being so many luxurious accommodation options in Bright. The town was beginning to feel to me like its own ray of sunshine filling my head and heart with light and warmth. For the first time since I lost Dad, I felt excited.

      I left Bright sitting there on my computer screen. As I headed through the living room to the kitchen, I decided Doris must be hungry. I was feeling that way myself. I opened the back door and found her standing in the autumn chill in a yellow ochre fleece covered in tawny red splodges over burnt-orange culottes, her hair wrapped in a matching burnt-orange headscarf. She looked like maple leaves in autumn. I stepped aside to let her in and crossed the room to the fridge.

      ‘I’ve still got some of that pumpkin soup you liked yesterday,’ I said, reaching into the depths of the top shelf.

      ‘Ruth.’

      ‘Although that’s more a lunch thing,’ I said, more to myself than my neighbour now sitting at the table facing me.

      ‘Ruth.’

      I closed the fridge door. ‘I can make a creamy pasta dish with mushrooms and slivers of chicken breast. How does that sound?’

      ‘Great, but will you shut up and listen.’

      ‘I’m all ears.’

      I started pulling what I needed out of the fridge.

      ‘I need you to be all eyes.’

      ‘Then you need to hang on a bit.’

      I set a large pan on to boil for the pasta. Nothing could be simpler than this Italian-style meal and I even had some fresh basil sprigs needing using. I went out onto the patio and came back in with a few tips of thyme for an extra lift. Fresh cream, sliced mushrooms, the chicken, plenty of garlic, a little condensed chicken stock and lashings of freshly ground black pepper and shaved parmesan. As I went about the preparations, my tummy started waking up in anticipation.

      Behind me, Doris had given up. Whatever she wanted to tell me could wait another fifteen minutes.

      When at last I set down pasta bowls filled with my aromatic concoction and took up the chair opposite, Doris let out a long sigh.

      ‘Finally,’ she said without picking up her fork.

      I stabbed my own fork into the pasta. ‘What could possibly be so pressing?’ I said, leaning forward and opening my mouth wide to accommodate a rather large amount of my meal.

      Doris watched me chew and swallow. She still wasn’t eating. ‘I have a proposal for you,’ she said. ‘A trip away, in fact. It’ll do you good.’

      ‘I’m already planning a trip away, as it happens.’

      ‘It won’t be anywhere near as good as this, I assure you.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘No.’ She bored into me with her gaze.

      ‘Must you be quite so emphatic? You don’t even know where I’m going.’

      ‘Where are you going, then?’ She picked up her fork and stabbed at the food in her bowl.

      ‘I’m heading to Bright.’

      There was a sharp clang as her fork bounced off the side of her bowl and fell to the floor, spraying pasta sauce on the table and on herself. I reached down and picked up the fork and gave it a quick rinse. As I handed the utensil back to her, she gave me a gaping stare.

      ‘Yes, Bright,’ I said. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

      ‘Why are you heading to Bright?’

      ‘It’s a beautiful town and a gateway to the snow. Sharon has asked me to write a feature.’

      ‘I don’t believe it.’

      ‘What’s not to believe?’

      ‘This is what I wanted to show you.’

      She slapped a pamphlet down on the table in front of me. It was advertising accommodation. In Bright.

      ‘Quite a coincidence, don’t you think?’ she said.

      I leafed through the trifold. It was promoting a summer getaway. And the tagline was A Bright Holiday.

      ‘What is all this?’

      ‘The Mah-jong Club. But then half of us couldn’t go what with appointments, and I personally vetoed Megan after her hypo on the bus to Port Fairy. Rather than let the opportunity go, we then cobbled together a motley group of stragglers. We leave next weekend, and it turns out we are still one short.’

      ‘And you thought I could make up the number? I was going to ask you to keep an eye on my house.’

      ‘We can both ask Ciaran to keep an eye on things. Besides, we won’t be gone long. This is just a long weekend.’

      Which did not gel at all with my original intention of a week away.

      Seeing I wasn’t exactly taken with the idea, Doris started eating. Not wanting my food to go cold, I picked up my fork. We ate in silence. I wasn’t at all pleased to have my dream getaway turn into what would no doubt be a fiasco, knowing Doris. But she wasn’t going to be deterred. When we had both emptied our bowls, she leaned back in her seat and said, ‘You’ll fit right in.’

      ‘I will?’

      ‘Ruth, there are only seven of us, you will make eight. We can all kick back and relax on the journey there because Phil Chung is doing the driving.’

      ‘Phil Chung? My word, you have been canvassing the locals for bums on seats.’

      ‘Don’t be like that. He’s a good musician.’

      ‘I’m sure he is if you like Bruce Springsteen.’

      ‘He does a great version of “Born in the USA”.’

      ‘With a backing track. And which is exactly the same as the original bar the vocals.’

      ‘What have you got against Phil Chung?’

      ‘Nothing at all. I hardly know him.’

      ‘The point is he’s used to driving long distances to gigs and he has a van.’

      ‘A van?’

      ‘A Kombi and it seats eight. I personally think that makes him an asset.’

      ‘Anyone else on the trip I should know about?’

      ‘No one,’ she said breezily, leaping out of her seat and crossing the room. As she opened the kitchen door, she turned back. ‘You’re coming?’

      I fingered the brochure for a moment. I thought about all I would be forgoing, all the luxury, the freedom, the independence. Then, I thought of all the time I would have on my hands, time most likely spent missing Dad. I looked up at Doris, dear sweet Doris, and smiled. ‘Might as well.’
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      ‘Don’t kick there.’

      Doris had her head bowed, staring intently at the spot where she had booted some twigs. She ignored me and kept shuffling the dry leaf litter with the toe of her shiny pink running shoe. We were standing beneath an isolated cluster of stringy barks in the grounds to the east of the chalet that the Mah-jong ladies had booked for the long weekend in Bright. Two of the stringy barks were towering giants with stout trunks, the others much smaller.

      The property was situated on the northern outskirts of the town and the chalet had been cut into the hillside. The land, mostly lush green fields peppered with wooded areas, rose up behind the chalet where it met the dense forest at the point where the hill steepened. Below the chalet, the land had been transformed into a tidy and simple garden that sloped down to meet the road. The property overlooked Bright and enjoyed a sweeping view of undulating fields and forested hills, and the mountains beyond. It was a beautiful spot in one of the most desirable parts of rural Victoria.

      The mid-May, early morning sun sent ripples of light through the tree canopy, making the zebra-print jumpsuit Doris had on glisten. With her hair enveloped in a satin headscarf that matched the pink of her shoes, Doris looked like she belonged on Eurovision and not in the Australian bush.

      The cold air stirred. I folded my arms tightly across my chest and shivered. Dressed inadequately in a lightweight jacket over a thin grey top and pants, I was keen to head back indoors. What began as a quick breath of air was turning into a test of my endurance. The morning carried the icy chill I associated with winter, and we’d been standing out here for at least two hours. I wanted to run back to the house for a jacket, but Doris didn’t want to be by herself. Not for a single second.

      At least we were alone. The others had risen before dawn and headed off down to Bright for breakfast followed by a grocery shop. It was an arrangement made after we had arrived yesterday to discover the hamper the chalet owner had provided was insufficient, especially as Vanessa and Di had both forgotten the provisions they had promised to bring.

      I was glad to have the rest of the party out of the way. Glad that Doris and I had reneged on the breakfast outing. Not so glad that the only other member of our group who had chosen not to go out for breakfast was now dead.

      Poor old Burt.

      I kept my eyes on Doris who was still shuffling the leaf litter about with the toe of her shiny pink shoe.

      ‘Please, stop,’ I said, putting on my pleading voice.

      ‘Why?’ she said at last. She had her back to me, and she carried right on shuffling about.

      ‘You could be interfering with a crime scene.’

      It had no effect. Not that the police would have been that bothered, judging by the way they had handled the situation when they were here.

      

      Two uniformed officers arrived with an ambulance a whole hour after I called. I couldn’t understand what had taken them so long this early on a Saturday morning in Bright. When they finally appeared, they were in no particular rush. The paramedics attended to the body, slumped over the fallen trunk of a tree, while the officers had a brief glance around and muttered to themselves as the younger one took a few notes. No taping off of the area, no forensics, nothing. Thanks to a presumptive verdict on the part of the paramedics, the police were happy to conclude that Burt Braithwaite had died from natural causes, the result of some sort of accident or a heart attack. I did manage to extract from the burly officer in charge that there had been a suspicious character lurking around these parts for some months now. Gone feral, apparently. And two bushwalkers had disappeared without a trace not so long ago. When the officer mentioned that, Doris went right up to him, hands on hips. ‘Doesn’t that suggest a serial killer?’ He took a long and amused look at her zebra-print jumpsuit, shiny pink headscarf, and shoes, and just scoffed. ‘Have you any idea how many bushwalkers go missing around here? Practically daily. They turn up eventually, with long beards.’ He winked at his sidekick and laughed. We did not laugh as well. ‘Nah, your old boy here just came a cropper, that’s all. Probably tripped and fell. Did he have a weak heart, do you know?’ Doris and I both shrugged. He ignored Doris and gave me a patronising smile. ‘Don’t you worry your pretty head over it. Go enjoy your getaway.’ And with that, the officers got into their car and headed off.

      

      Maybe that officer was right. Maybe Burt Braithwaite had died of natural causes. Besides, the police had good reason to believe the death was an accident. They had smelled the alcohol on him just as we had.

      We had found poor old Burt by chance after Doris persuaded me to have a brief stroll around the grounds before I cobbled together some breakfast out of what was left of that hamper. We had found him slumped forwards over that fallen tree trunk, his arms hanging limply, hands balled into tight fists. Doris had tried to rouse him, thinking he had either passed out or fallen asleep. We had both seen the amount he had drunk the night before. We discovered he was not the worse the wear from drink when she checked his pulse. I had wasted no time making the emergency call.

      I was beginning to feel hungry and in great need of coffee. My fingers and toes and the end of my nose were in great need of blood supply. Doris didn’t feel the cold. She continued scrutinising the ground where Burt had died. I had to summon all of my will not to abandon her. Then she straightened and started examining the fallen tree trunk, leaning against it, and pulling back, only to lean against the trunk a pace to the left.

      ‘I wish to goodness I had brought my tape measure.’

      ‘What on earth?’ I said, unable to contain my exasperation.

      She stood back, hands on hips.

      ‘It’s just a hypothesis, but I cannot see how Burt had keeled over that trunk. It’s too high off the ground. Pity the body isn’t still here. I should have thought of it before.’ To prove her point, she leaned forward against the trunk again, her torso pressing against the girth. Then she straightened and turned around. We exchanged glances.

      ‘You mean?’

      ‘Burt was short. I would say only a few inches taller than me.’

      I tried to picture the man I’d been introduced to in the Kombi van, but it was a struggle. He had sat in the seat behind the driver, and I had opted for the backseat, which I had had to myself. From what I had seen then, he was a rotund man with balding grey hair and an unremarkable face. I recalled nothing more. He had scarcely spoken during the entire trip from Myrtle Bay to Bright. And I hadn’t taken much notice of him or anyone after arriving here. The next time I had noticed him, he was dead. That all meant I had to take Doris’s word about his height.

      I should have paid more attention, but then, from the moment I agreed to come on this trip, I regretted it. I wanted to fade into the background. The last thing I wanted was to be included in any group activities. If that meant the others found me rude, so be it. That was going to be my attitude. Or so I had decided. Already, before breakfast on the very first day of our stay, Burt Braithwaite had undermined my plan. Why couldn’t he have died a normal death, whatever that might be. Why did he have to go and die suspiciously, right here in Bright. Why did the police have to be so cavalier about it. And why did Doris have to be so tenacious. She was still puzzling over how high the trunk was off the ground.

      ‘You see, Ruth, if he had slumped forwards, he wouldn’t have been able to slump right over it.’ She demonstrated again and added, ‘Not unless he was standing on something.’

      ‘Not very likely,’ I said, looking around for a large stone or a sawn log in the leaf litter and the clipped lawn. There was nothing of that nature anywhere around.

      ‘How long do you think he’d been lying like that?’ she said. ‘He was still warm when I touched him.’

      ‘Then, I would say only a few hours at most.’

      The next instant, Doris was on her knees reaching for something completely invisible to me.

      ‘Here it is!’ She grinned and held up her hand. ‘I saw something glisten when they removed the body, but those officers had managed to bury it.’

      ‘What is it?’

      She held out her hand.

      ‘A paperclip?’ I said doubtfully.

      ‘A brand new, shiny paperclip. Now what would Burt have been doing with a paperclip in his hand in the early hours of the morning out here in the dark?’

      ‘Or in his pocket.’

      ‘No, no. When I last saw him, he was wearing a sweatshirt, and trousers with zipped pockets. No jacket. And they were the clothes we found him in.’

      The reason for her eagerness to take the early morning air after the others had left for breakfast suddenly became clear. She had seen him leave the chalet.

      ‘Unless he had a fetish for paperclips,’ she added, ‘he must have been holding documents of some kind.’

      She was right. He would have been holding documents. But, ‘Oh, goodness,’ was all I could manage to say.

      There was a long pause. We both knew what this meant. I waited for her to speak.

      ‘This, dear Ruth, is murder.’

      And I saw the triumph on her face. She wanted Burt to have met with foul play because she wanted to be the one to discover who did it. Ever since we uncovered the truth about the death of my old tennis coach, she had become an armchair enthusiast, watching crime series eager to figure things out before the detectives and beside herself with glee when she did. She had even taken to musing over the obituary column in the local newspaper, contemplating if or how the deceased had met with foul play. Solving that initial crime had awakened in Doris a zest for sleuthing to the point of obsession. I entertained her newfound passion as it meant she wasn’t in the doldrums over her only daughter’s decision to return to London where she had been offered a new job. Doris missed her terribly and I was missing my father. What harm was there in doing a spot of investigating if it meant Doris could hone her craft? It would do her good to add another success under her belt.

      I wasn’t sure sleuthing was going to do me any good though. I needed to impress Sharon with the feature. I couldn’t let my standards slip. In the highly competitive world of freelance journalism, I was only as good as my last piece.

      We wandered back to the house. When we got to the front door, Doris turned to me and said, ‘No chance of a fingerprint on a paperclip. You keep it somewhere safe.’

      She deposited the item in my hand and made to head upstairs to her room saying something about not being seen dead in a zebra-print jumpsuit.

      I looked at the object in the palm of my hand. Our one solitary clue. A paperclip.
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      Doris wasted no time taking on the role of sleuth. I had only managed to put the kettle on and pop some bread in the toaster when she joined me in the kitchen, sitting herself down at the table in a chair with her back to the wall, all fidgety.

      Anticipating this reaction, after she had taken herself off to her room, I half-expected her to make a grand entrance in trench coat and fedora. Perhaps even a monocle. But she wasn’t garbed as a dark and mysterious sleuth. She sat waiting for coffee resembling an aerobics instructor from the 1980s in a loose, rainbow-print hoodie over vivid green leggings, much of her wiry grey hair dangling in a ponytail, the rest held back by a yellow headband. For a woman of her age, she carried the look well. She had a great physique. Little wonder those clothing boutiques in Byron Bay kept sending her freebies. Her TikTok now enjoyed over two million followers thanks largely to a trendy YouTuber who got wind of her and did a feature. Her Instagram continued to burgeon as well.

      I turned my back to her and sorted out a couple of good mugs, ones without chips or stains, cringing at the prospect of instant coffee. Before long, she started tapping her fingers on the table. Then she began muttering under her breath while I fixed us some toast and jam. It was as though she was hellbent on solving the mystery before the others came back from breakfast.

      As I waited for the kettle to come to the boil, I smiled to myself, but I soon filled with unease. This newfound passion was going to her head. Ever since we had solved the murder of my old tennis coach, she had been lording it over anyone who dared to contradict her. She overlooked the fact that we were a team and that I had made a substantial contribution to unravelling the case while she had fixated on her nemesis Bob Machin as the culprit. I was hoping with time she would settle back into her former more genial self. She had never been the demure, retiring type, but she was my dear neighbour and friend, and I was very fond of her.

      The kettle boiled and the toaster popped. It was the most basic and unappealing breakfast I had ever made.

      ‘I thought I heard the van,’ she said, taking the coffee mug I handed her with two hands.

      I went and glanced out the window at the empty drive and shook my head. ‘No one out there.’

      As I handed her a plate of toast, she gestured at the chair closest to the sink.

      ‘You should sit opposite me, I think.’

      I hesitated, not relishing the thought of sitting in that particular spot.

      ‘That way we can both observe the others when they join us.’

      ‘They might not want to sit in those other seats.’

      ‘Oh, they will.’

      For a chalet that slept eight, the kitchen was a surprisingly small rectangle, made to feel even smaller thanks to the large round pine table that occupied most of the floorspace, forcing anyone wanting to get from the fridge to the cooker to squeeze behind whoever was sitting in the chair Doris had decided I should occupy. And as I sat down before my own toast and coffee, I knew that this most undesirable seat would now be mine for the duration of our stay.

      The silver lining, if a silver lining were possible in the circumstances, was I had my back to that awful countertop. Who in their right mind would choose the colour mulberry for a countertop? It showed every mark and crumb, and every chip and scratch, of which there were plenty.

      The glossy pamphlet promoting the chalet had displayed luxurious and appealing accommodation that shone pristine freshness. Such a lie. All of the crockery, cutlery, utensils, pots, pans, trays, and bowls, in fact every single item in the kitchen down to the corkscrew needed scrubbing in hot soapy water, a task I had started on not long after we arrived, when I reached for a glass to taste the tap water and found the outside of the glass sticky. Perhaps I was too fastidious, but I had to have whatever kitchen I used as clean as if it were my own. Grubby kitchenware turned my stomach.

      The others couldn’t have cared less. On arrival, they had all barrelled upstairs to choose their rooms. The online brochure included photos of three large rooms with gorgeous views and naturally everyone wanted one of those. I listened to the chaos that ensued, smiling to myself after having thrown my backpack on the single bed in the small room to the right of the front door on my way in the chalet.

      By the time the issue was settled and one by one they had made their way downstairs, I had emptied the washing up water three times and covered the table in dishes stacked on tea towels. Seeing that the group were bent on taking downstairs the issue of who had got which room, I made myself a sandwich out of the hamper supplies and took my leave, preferring to spend the evening alone in my room. After all, they had come on this trip to enjoy themselves, apparently, and I had come to work. My solitary behaviour meant I had hardly interacted with any of the tour party. During the whole eight-hour drive to Bright, I had managed to ignore the other passengers by listening to music on my phone and pretending to read. Now, I regretted not bothering to get to know my companions, for it was fairly apparent that one of them could have murdered Burt. Meanwhile Doris, who knew everyone here in varying degrees of depth, was already musing over that very matter.

      ‘My money’s on Vanessa,’ she said, setting her coffee mug down on the table with a definite thump.

      ‘What makes you say that?’ I said with a frown, unable to identify the woman concerned.

      ‘I’ve never liked her.’

      I was glad I hadn’t taken a mouthful of coffee when she said that.

      ‘Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?’ I said, wishing she would relax.

      ‘How so? Someone has to solve the crime. The police are going to be useless. They have already decided Burt died of natural causes.’

      ‘But we don’t know it was one of us. He might have met with foul play on his walk. The police said some guy around here had gone feral and two bushwalkers had gone missing. Maybe this feral guy is the culprit.’

      ‘Do you really believe that’s the case? Do you really think this so-called feral guy had somehow seen Burt wandering around in the grounds of this private property in the early hours of the morning holding a swatch of paperwork, decided he looked like sure prey, took those papers for no particular reason, and killed him, just like that?’ She gave me one of her scoffing looks, eyebrows raised, lips pinched together. I had no answer because she was probably right and that made me uncomfortable. She made light finger stabs on the table. ‘It’s as clear as day to me that the perpetrator is one of us.’

      I let a few moments of silence pass before I spoke. ‘Someone could have followed us here. Lurked in the bush. Lured Burt outside and then killed him.’

      ‘What, followed us all the way from Myrtle Bay? Why go to all that trouble when the killer could have lured him to anywhere and done the deed? And you are overlooking the paperclip.’

      I thought for a moment, whatever caffeine there was to be had in instant coffee at last stimulating my thinking. ‘You mean whatever Burt had in his hand caused his death.’

      ‘Most likely.’

      ‘I still don’t think we can rule out other possibilities.’

      ‘Ruth, when it comes to someone feral in the bush, there isn’t a chance you and I can track down that sort of killer. That really is a matter for the police. As for someone following us from Myrtle Bay, again, we would be hard-pressed discovering who that might be.’

      ‘You mean, all we can do is try to figure out if indeed the killer is one of us.’

      ‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that, but yes.’

      ‘As long as you don’t get fixated on one person like last time. Poor Bob Machin.’

      ‘Poor Bob? You have got to be kidding me.’ She reached into her pocket and unfurled a small notebook. ‘I’ve made a list.’ She shunted the notebook across the table. I reached from my side and started reading.

      ‘It’s in no particular order,’ she added as I saw the first name: Vanessa Angelopoulos.

      ‘Jacob Swirl,’ I said, my gaze moving on to the end of the list. ‘Which one is he?’

      ‘I introduced you.’

      I strained to think then shook my head. ‘I wasn’t paying that much attention.’

      ‘Where’s your head, Ruth? You don’t seem your usual self.’

      ‘I came here to write a feature,’ I said weakly.

      Doris frowned. We both knew that wasn’t the reason for my lack of focus, but she played along.

      ‘There’ll be plenty of time for your feature,’ she said.

      ‘And Jacob?’

      ‘Jacob Swirl is an artist. He’s the one with the curly red hair pinned back in a bun. Youngish guy. He’s new to Myrtle Bay and the Mah-jong ladies only know him because he was giving a class on origami, and we all went thanks to Megan’s enthusiasm and a Senior’s discount. The class included morning tea; I think that was what attracted Megan. Turned out she was quite useless at folding paper.’

      I stifled a laugh. ‘Anything else I should know about Jacob.’

      ‘He stands out like the proverbial. He was sitting up the front next to Burt. You must remember him.’

      ‘I was at the back.’

      ‘By yourself. I know. No need to say it; you came here to work. I hope you’re not planning on keeping up that cool distance the whole trip. They are good people.’ She paused. ‘At least, four of them are.’

      She took a large mouthful of toast, and I reached for my phone. It didn’t take long to find Jacob Swirl’s website. I scrolled through the works he had on display on his home page. Even at a glance I could see he was a talented artist. The thing that struck me the most was not his passion for black, white, and grey, but his obvious lack of affection for anything other than straight lines. I wasn’t sure if his artworks could be described Cubist. My knowledge of artistic movements didn’t extend that far. The paintings were astonishingly angular and also striking. I got up and showed Doris.

      She took a single glance at my phone and then nodded sagely as she leaned back in her seat. ‘Family issues. Rebelling, I would say. He’ll mature eventually.’

      I let out a gasp. ‘How can you say all that? You hardly know him.’

      She raised both hands, palms upturned. ‘With Swirl for a surname, nothing could be more obvious.’

      I went to his About page and studied his photo. With his large brown eyes and cheerful smile, he didn’t strike me as the killer type. He had a pleasant face, and a high forehead that gave him a powerful and intelligent air. He looked strong too, strong enough to kill a man, with broad shoulders and muscular arms, visible in the image thanks to the tight-fitting T-shirt he had on. What possible reason could he have to kill Burt Braithwaite?

      ‘How long did you say Jacob has been living in Myrtle Bay?’

      ‘About six months. He moved down from Melbourne, but he is originally a Ballarat boy.’

      ‘Which means he could have quite a few links to Myrtle Bay.’

      ‘I dare say.’

      ‘What about the others?’

      She was about to answer when the sound of tyres on gravel caught our attention.
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