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      We were standing at the head of the Wattle Creek trail gazing with broad smiles on our faces at the meandering concrete path in the crisp morning light. To one side, a flat field served as a flood plain. Houses fringed the more elevated land on the field’s perimeter. On the other side of the path, a thicket of native shrubs and small trees obscured the creek from view. Between those shrubs and the path was a wide strip of mown grass. It was right there at the point where the thicket met the grass that a row of tall thistles had stood. To our immense pleasure on that chilly morning in June, there was not a thistle in sight. Doris had been concerned that the row of tall thistles she had called Thistle Row would grow back after Carl Carter finally took his lawn mower to them. But he kept his promise that he would keep mowing the thistles, and it had made a remarkable difference to the look of this section of the trail.

      Doris rested her hands on her hips. She was triumphant. Another successful campaign of the Friends of the Trail or FOTT committee, and as president, she took all the credit. There she stood in her livid blue, figure-hugging sportswear, the picture of youthful vigour at seventy-six years of age, an exemplar of what a defiant attitude can do for a woman throughout her life.

      It was early and no one was about. As we headed back down the path on our way home, I started to wonder what other issue she would insist the committee address.

      I didn’t have long to wait. Doris announced as we turned into Amber Street and passed by the tennis courts that she had rescheduled our usual FOTT meeting for later that same day.

      ‘But today is Friday,’ I said, thinking no one would want to attend a meeting on a Friday.

      ‘I’m sure no one has anything on, and I can’t do this Sunday.’

      She was probably right. Everyone else on the FOTT committee was retired. And it was no use me telling her that I had something on. She knew it wasn’t true. Not exactly. Yes, I had a job, but I was a freelance journalist and worked odd hours. She also knew I was between projects.

      All the way up the hill past Myrtle Bay Park, I strained to come up with a reason why I couldn’t make the meeting, but it was no use. I needed to be there. I was the secretary.

      She came to a sudden stop as we approached our houses, which sat side by side in Boronia Street.

      ‘Two o’clock, on the dot.’

      ‘Fine.’

      I arrived at Doris’s back door on the dot of two, laden with a tray of freshly baked scones keeping warm beneath a clean tea towel, a pot of delicious raspberry jam, and a jar of whipped cream. I called out and entered without waiting for a response, as was our custom. Doris had laid out the tea things and boiled the kettle. I went straight through to the front of the house with my contribution.

      In her dining room, Bob Machin was already seated at the foot of the table, and Doris was at the head. I set down the tray and took up the chair at Doris’s end of the table. Bob acknowledged me with a nod. Doris gave me a quick smile. No one spoke. We were waiting for former secretary Delia Simmons to appear, along with the other committee members James Rose and Hannah Handley.

      Time dragged by. Bob had his arms folded firmly across his chest. His gaze was fixed on the table in front of him. Doris kept looking at her watch. My thoughts wandered.

      I began to imagine what it would be like to go on a date with Ciaran, someone I had only known as a gardener who also did home repairs, although he had become a lot more than that since Doris and I had found ourselves investigating local deaths. After we had returned from that awful long weekend in Bright, Ciaran had even managed to pluck up the courage and ask me out on a date sometime, which had ended up as an invitation to an exhibition opening at the local art gallery.

      We were meeting in town at six the next evening. That was almost twenty-eight hours away, and it was already triggering in me an internal scuffle. Part of me felt strange accepting his invitation. Another part of me dismissed that feeling as outright snobbery. He was a genuinely good-natured man who had many talents. He was bright, we could talk about anything, he had helped Doris and I out many times with our sleuthing, and I really liked him. He also made me happy. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life single and lonely, especially after losing Dad. I needed a different sort of company to that which Doris could provide.

      My reverie was interrupted when Bob let out a long, dissatisfied sigh.

      ‘Why don’t we make a start?’ he suggested tentatively and without lifting his gaze.

      Doris frowned. ‘We’ve an important matter to deal with and we need everyone here to form a quorum.’

      ‘Another one?’

      ‘Thanks to some youngsters flouting the law, yes.’

      ‘The graffiti,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘The very same.’

      I looked from Doris to Bob. Both wore steadfast expressions on their faces. ‘The committee does have a duty to raise this matter with the council and get them to do something about it,’ I ventured, playing intermediary.

      ‘Which is why we need that quorum,’ Doris said quickly.

      She started drumming her fingertips on the table. It wasn’t long and Bob started turning in his seat to throw glances out the window.

      I started checking messages on my phone. A new email from my editor Sharon had landed in my inbox. I grew curious but set my phone down on the table after hearing a soft tut from Doris.

      ‘Perhaps changing the scheduled meeting from a Sunday to a Friday afternoon was not such a good idea,’ Bob said under his breath.

      ‘They all agreed,’ Doris said indignantly.

      I shifted in my seat. ‘I expect they’ve forgotten.’

      Doris raised her eyebrows.

      ‘Well?’ I added with a shrug. After all, Delia Simmons was in her eighties, James Rose wasn’t much younger and had plenty of interests outside of FOTT, and Hannah Handley was a busy sort of woman, too, although out of the three, I would have expected her presence being as she often walked with Doris on the trail, and they were both in the crochet club. Perhaps there had been some sort of emergency.

      ‘I can ring around if you like,’ Bob said, reaching for his phone.

      Doris was beginning to look explosive.

      ‘I suggest we start on the scones,’ I said. ‘It would be a shame to let them go completely cold.’

      Doris gave the tray a sideways stare. ‘They’re still warm, then?’

      Bob’s face lit up at the thought.

      I needed no more prompting. ‘Help yourselves,’ I said, removing the tea towel. ‘I’ll go reheat the kettle.’ I hadn’t left the room before Doris and Bob were both out of their seats and reaching for the scones at once.

      Scones and tea and more scones, and in the absence of the others, we scoffed the lot.

      Bob left the failed meeting as soon as he had swallowed the last mouthful of his third scone, muttering something about having somewhere else to be and it was already getting late. Doris didn’t bother seeing him to the door. Instead, she gave him a cordial wave and said she would be in touch.

      ‘Is there more tea in the pot?’ she said once we were alone. I obliged. It was no doubt stewed, but Doris didn’t mind that. She was engrossed in keeping hold of the final half of the final scone which she had ladled sky high with jam and cream.

      There was not a scone crumb remaining on her plate when I checked my phone, curious to see what Sharon had to say in that email. We’d been discussing my next feature since I got back from the weekend in Bright, Sharon wanting me to head off to Yackandandah, a tourist town in north-eastern Victoria, while I kept insisting on somewhere closer to home. I read her email with trepidation, but instead of the usual arguments and tempting expense budgets, she told me to do as I pleased. Head west, she said, but for heaven’s sake not the Mallee. I laughed under my breath, the Mallee being due north from Myrtle Bay. Although Sharon was based in Melbourne which made the Mallee somewhat west for her. Yet it was still very much north. Her sense of geography had always been wanting. For me, west took me through farming and tree plantation country, an area of few towns and pristine coastal beauty. It was an area known for the Great South West Walk. Even a portion of that landscape was worth featuring in Southern Lifestyle. Best of all, I could produce a whole article out of a single day trip.

      ‘What’s news?’ Doris said, staring at me all wide-eyed curiosity.

      She never missed a beat.

      I hesitated. I had no choice but to tell her, but I was beginning to wish I had opened that email in the privacy of my own home. Then I could have hopped in my car on a bright and sunny day of my choosing and headed off alone. Doris would have been none the wiser. Now, I knew that was not going to happen.

      I put down my phone. ‘Another feature.’

      ‘Where is that Sharon sending you off to this time?’

      ‘Nowhere in particular. I thought it would be nice to visit the Petrified Forest and Shelly Beach.’

      ‘Cape Bridgewater, you mean.’

      ‘I thought a day trip would be nice.’

      ‘You think you can write a feature based on a few hours in a place?’

      ‘I’ve been there before.’

      ‘And I’ve been there before.’

      ‘Then you know there’s not much out there.’

      She gave a little shrug. ‘You usually spend a few days in a place, that’s all.’

      ‘All the holiday lets are booked out,’ I said.

      It was a lie. I hadn’t even checked. But it was the long weekend in June which meant I was probably right. And I didn’t fancy finding myself cooped up in some draughty bed and breakfast with poor heating, not with winter closing in.

      ‘Besides, if I need more detail, I can always drive back,’ I added. ‘It isn’t that far.’

      ‘Mind if I tag along, then?’

      ‘I didn’t think coastal wilderness was your thing.’

      ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me,’ she said reproachfully. ‘Besides, I have nothing on I can’t cancel, and I could do with some fresh air and scenery after our failed FOTT meeting. There are times being president of the committee is a real strain.’

      Which you bring entirely on yourself, dear Doris, I thought but didn’t say.

      I knew there wasn’t any way of stopping her from tagging along. She had made up her mind and that was that.

      ‘When do we leave?’ she said, looking at me intently.

      I reached for my phone and checked the weather report. Tomorrow would be bright and sunny before a late afternoon change. I did have that date with Ciaran but if we set off early, we would be back in plenty of time.

      ‘We’ll leave tomorrow at eight in the morning, if that’s alright with you?’

      And with that I stood up, took the tray with what was left of the cream and jam, and left Doris to deal with the washing up.
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      ‘Just watch where you’re putting your feet,’ I yelled, reaching out to grab a handful of her pale-pink puffer coat.

      My whole body had grown tense with fear. One more step and she would have fallen off the cliff.

      ‘There’s something down there,’ she said, pointing as she took a reluctant step back.

      I came up beside her and tentatively peered over the edge.

      We were standing on Bishop’s Rock, an outcrop of low cliff that protruded towards the ocean at the far end of Shelly Beach. At the other end of the beach was the tiny town of Cape Bridgewater. It was a terrific location for photos, especially as there was little wind, the ocean shimmered sapphire beneath a blue sky, and the light was perfect.

      In all, the whole day had been perfect. We couldn’t have wanted for better weather. We had already visited the blowholes and the Petrified Forest, an impressive series of limestone tubes clustered together along a low coastal cliff which was also known to be Victoria’s highest coastal cliff. I had managed to take some great photos of those tubes thanks to the angle of the sun. We had then walked a kilometre of a cliff-edge portion of the Great South West Walk, arriving at the Green Pools, two hollows of turquoise water large enough to bathe in – only for the brave – situated in a gnarly basalt platform at the base of the cliff.

      Further west, beyond the Green Pools, was about sixty kilometres of unspoilt beach.

      Sixty kilometres.

      Unspoilt.

      That was something of a marvel in a world dominated by tourism and Instagram. A world in which just about every single site of natural beauty had been discovered and captured and posted online. A small voice within had even begun to question the wisdom of writing about this special place of exquisite natural beauty. A voice that wanted to keep Cape Bridgewater a secret from the world of Instagrammers.

      On our way back, we stood beneath one of the towering wind turbines that were spaced out in the hinterland nearby, some close to the parking area. I counted eighteen on Google Maps. Wind turbines that somehow formed part of that landscape as though they belonged there, although no doubt some would disagree with that. I tried to photograph one but the angles were all wrong. I decided to give them a mention and leave it at that.

      We got to appreciate more of the coastline as we stood together on the grassy path of the seal colony lookout. We didn’t see any seals but the view from there was tremendous.

      We had also found a forested stretch of the Great South West Walk and strolled along a short distance just to get the feel of it and take more photos.

      The sense of emptiness, of pristine wilderness of the whole location, was exhilarating. I thought there could be nowhere like it on earth, nowhere else that had that special atmosphere of southern coastal wilderness, no coastline on the planet sitting on the thirty-eighth parallel that remained remote and unspoilt by development or tourism.

      After soaking in the view and taking scores of photos, we then explored the town of Cape Bridgewater, an old farming settlement dating back to the 1840s.

      There was only the one place to stop for lunch, a restaurant strategically located overlooking Shelly Beach. Doris had a hamburger with the lot, and I tried the fish. We both agreed the food and the service were excellent and I gained permission from the owners to take photos and grab a few quotes for the feature.

      Bishop’s Rock was to be the last stop before heading home.

      I looked over the cliff with Doris right beside me, finger stabbing the air in the direction of what she had seen.

      Down below, at the bottom of the rocky outcrop that descended some twenty metres to the beach, down below, only a few feet from the cliff base in the middle and most secluded of the three little bays, right there where there should have been nothing but sand was a grey lump. In the glare of the sun, I thought it might have been a beached seal or dolphin or baby whale. But when I looked closer, a chill went through me as I realised the grey I was looking at was a coat. Which meant the lump itself was a body, lying face down.

      I shivered again, this time thanks to a rush of cool southern wind that augured the beginnings of a change in the weather. On the horizon, I spotted a bank of cloud.

      Doris gave me a nudge with her elbow. ‘You better get down there.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘I don’t see anyone else around. I’d go, but I need to take care of my knees.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Do the right thing, Ruth. You’re a lot younger than me.’

      She was right. I paused and looked down into the middle bay. There was only one mode of access thanks to the steepness of the cliff and the arms of rock that stretched out and descended into the ocean past the waterline to either side of each of the three bays. All three were tidal.

      ‘Is the tide coming in or going out?’ I said.

      I really didn’t want to get caught down there.

      Doris glanced down. ‘Out, I think.’

      I wasn’t so sure.

      ‘Call the police,’ I said.

      She was already extracting her phone.

      I hurried off as fast as I could, heading east, and taking a narrow and rocky path that followed the outer arm of the last bay. I then bolted across the hard white sand, looking for a way over or around the next rocky arm that descended into the ocean, at last spying a gap between two boulders, each about the size of a wheelbarrow, where the sand was damp and spongey underfoot.

      As I made my way through the gap, the wash of a small wave curled around the outlying boulder before pulling back. I didn’t pause to examine the state of the tide before racing across the second bay heading straight for that lump of grey tucked at the base of the cliff.

      I knew not to disturb the body but there was nothing preventing me from having a good look and taking photos of the scene. I acted fast, not pausing to look up at Doris and certainly not looking behind me at the ocean. Another rush of cool wind on my back, and I knew that the predicted change was on its way. The weather changed fast here. There was nothing to slow it down. And that ocean which had been millpond calm this morning was beginning to sound agitated.

      A minute later, I pocketed my phone. I had carried out my examination as fast as I was able but not quite fast enough. With a wary glance at the ocean, I bolted back across the beach to the rocky arm. I was about to make my way between the two boulders when a rogue wave came barrelling towards the shore, breaking some way off, the wash surging into the bay and soaking me up to my knees. I held on tight to the penultimate boulder as the wash pulled back out again ready for the next onslaught. As soon as the wash was gone, I sprinted across the last bay and managed to make it up onto the path before another of those large waves got me.

      I reached the top of the cliff in my sodden joggers and jeans somewhat out of breath to face a grinning Doris, all dry as you please in her pink puffer coat and headscarf, congratulating me on a job well done.

      I was about to show her the photos when a car pulled up in the carpark. It was the police.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Why is it police officers always assume someone jumped when they find a body at the bottom of a cliff?’ Doris said as we headed over to my car.

      I had no answer. I couldn’t even be sure she was right. Although in this case, perhaps she was.

      The moment the two police officers had arrived and taken a look over the cliff edge, the one in charge had said to the other in thick Aussie drawl, ‘Took her own life, I reckon. Or the wind got her. The winds out here sure pack a punch.’

      ‘Is that right?’ Doris had said in a voice loud enough for the officers to hear.

      The one who had spoken – stocky with greying hair and a thickening belly – swung around and looked her up and down with scorn, clearly rattled that he had been overheard as well as judged, especially by an elderly woman in a pale-pink puffer coat and matching headscarf.

      ‘Yes, that is right,’ he said sarcastically. ‘You wouldn’t know being as you’re from Myrtle Bay.’

      I had to suppress a laugh, Myrtle Bay being not one hundred kilometres further east on the same stretch of rugged coastline known for its fierce winds. Besides, I very much doubted there had been any wind, not when she fell to her death. The wind came later, greeting those officers as they exited their car. Maybe they had been shut inside the police station all day and hadn’t noticed the weather. Although I shouldn’t be making excuses for them. Above all, I shouldn’t be doing their job.

      The younger officer, who was too fresh faced to have been in the force more than a year, took our details. The older one then shooed us away.

      ‘Shouldn’t we wait for a pathologist?’ Doris said to me once those officers were well out of earshot. ‘Might be able to ascertain a time of death.’

      ‘No need.’

      I had already felt the body. It was cool to the touch but not cold, and rigor mortis had already set in. In that beach location on a sunny but cool day in June, the cooling would have been more rapid than if the body had been indoors. Based on my limited knowledge, I calculated that the deceased had met their fate at least six hours before we found them, and I estimated no more than twelve. That meant the individual was most likely killed between three and nine in the morning. I told Doris.

      ‘You must be frozen to the bone,’ I added. I was really referring to myself. I was the one in soggy joggers and jeans wet to the knees. Doris, all dry and snug in her pink puffer coat, did not feel the cold.

      We bundled into my car. Doris fastened her seatbelt.

      I glanced at her. ‘I just need a minute.’

      ‘Right, you are.’

      With the windows wound up tight against the gathering wind, and the heating going full blast and the vents pointing into the footwell, my calves began to warm up. My feet were soaking wet, but I wasn’t going to take off the joggers and drive in bare feet all the way back to Myrtle Bay. I had nothing else to put on instead, and it was unlawful to drive without shoes.

      The nose of the car was pointing south at the cliff. Which meant we didn’t need to turn our heads to observe the two officers. The older one was making a call. He looked irate, all arms waving. No doubt whoever was on their way was running late. The officer would know just as I did that the tide would soon swallow that little bay if it hadn’t already, and all the evidence would be lost.

      Beyond the two officers, the bank of cloud that I had seen on the horizon was now halfway across the sky. The ocean was no longer sapphire but a bluish grey and looked more agitated than ever.

      Seeing that weather, I was keen to get going, keen to make it back to Myrtle Bay before the cold front swallowed us. I buckled my seatbelt and slipped the key in the ignition, ready to start the engine and put the gearstick into reverse. Doris didn’t move. Instead, she started nagging to see the photos.

      ‘We can’t drive all the way back to Myrtle Bay without me at least looking at them.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I think you’re being selfish, Ruth. It’s all right for you. You’ve already seen the corpse up close.’

      I sighed. ‘And you are not going to give me any peace.’

      ‘Certainly not.’

      I took out my phone and scrolled through the images until I found one of the face.

      ‘Here.’

      Doris took the phone, stared at the screen, and took a sharp intake of breath. She had recognised the body straight away. She swiped through all of the shots and left the phone in her lap.

      ‘And?’ I said, holding out my hand.

      With some reluctance she passed me back the phone. ‘That’s Meryl Savage.’

      ‘I thought it was a man,’ I said softly. The police had assumed as much as well.

      ‘Meryl always was a bit boyish in appearance,’ Doris said.

      ‘Do you know if she was a night owl?’ I said with sudden curiosity.

      ‘Meryl?’ She let out a sputtering laugh. ‘That girl could sleep for Australia. Nothing but nothing would get Meryl Savage out of her bed at night. You would have to put a bomb under her.’

      ‘As a child, yes, but as an adult?’

      ‘She was still a sleeper. Only last month she refused to go on our trip to Bright because it meant an early start. She’d told Di that if she didn’t get her full nine hours sleep, she couldn’t function the next day.’

      ‘Meryl Savage was in the Mah-jong club?’

      ‘Goodness no. This was all part of Di’s attempt to make up the numbers.’

      The image of that deceased woman travelling to Bright passed through my mind and made my thoughts swirl. If Meryl had gone, I wouldn’t have. Doris would have been stuck solving two murders on her own. Although she had proven herself perfectly capable of doing so. Even so, Kelvin Butters might well have gotten away with his crimes and Thistle Row would still exist. And yet if Meryl had gone to Bright in my stead, perhaps she would still be alive.

      We would never know what might have happened in Bright with Meryl there, but I did know Doris’s comment had a bearing on the time of death.

      ‘If Meryl needed her sleep that badly, then I would say she died between eight and nine this morning.’

      ‘That makes sense. She would have come down to watch the sunrise.’

      The sunrise? From Myrtle Bay all the way to Bishop’s Rock? That didn’t make any sense at all. It wasn’t only that it was too far.

      ‘Then where’s her car?’ I said.

      ‘The killer must have taken it.’

      Killer? Then we were looking at another murder? How did Doris know that the police had got it wrong?

      I turned the key in the ignition. ‘Can we get going now, please?’ As I spoke, I felt myself sinking inside. I already knew where things were heading, and I had no appetite for another bout of sleuthing after all we had gone through in Bright.

      ‘I have my suspicions, in case you’re wondering’ she said, folding her arms across her chest.

      I hesitated, poised to release the handbrake. ‘Oh, Doris.’

      ‘Not, “Oh, Doris”, actually,’ she said, turning to me, looking a little put out. ‘I happen to know there’s been an ongoing dispute in that Savage family for decades.’

      ‘Over what?’

      ‘Inheritance of the family farm.’

      I might have known. Farm disputes was a topic my dear old dad often used to talk about. He had managed to glean quite a lot from his patients over the years despite the fact that they were sitting with their mouths open in the dentist’s chair while he quizzed them. It had always amused him and it amazed me just how many families had inheritance issues when it came to farmland.

      I released the handbrake, reversed a short distance, and drove very slowly towards the exit track. The Great South West Walk crossed the cleared patch of ground that served as the Bishop’s Rock parking area, and I didn’t want to run over or startle anyone emerging from the thick bush to either side. Not that there was likely to be anyone, not in June, not even on a public holiday weekend.

      The parking area meant walkers could leave the trail and admire the view. This section of the trail cut through swathes of dense, low-lying coastal bush, taking walkers from Cape Nelson Lighthouse all the way to the Petrified Forest and beyond. Much of the Walk also involved traversing long stretches of beach.

      The track to the main road was narrow and I crawled along thinking of my tyres. When we got to the intersection, I indicated right.

      ‘Turn left.’

      Left?

      ‘That’s not the way home.’

      ‘We’re not going home.’

      I gripped my hands on the steering wheel. What was she saying? There was nothing to be gained by staying in Cape Bridgewater a moment longer. I for one was not planning on going door to door like a police officer asking anyone and everyone if they had witnessed anything untoward out at Bishop’s Rock early that morning. It was ludicrous. Or did she plan on having us sit in the only café in town, sizing up the clientele? Besides, that café was no doubt closed since the sun was already on its downward arc. And to top it all, Ciaran was expecting me at six for the exhibition opening. I wanted to be back in Myrtle Bay in time to change out of these jeans and soggy joggers and into something befitting our first date. Above all, I wanted to be home before that weather hit. But I couldn’t say any of that and I wasn’t about to tell Doris that I had a date with Ciaran. It would set off all sorts of speculation and it most certainly wouldn’t serve as a good enough reason to not follow through with whatever she had in mind.

      ‘Trust me,’ was all she said after a goodly while with me showing no signs of following her order.

      ‘Doris, I really don’t like the look of the weather.’

      ‘Nonsense. You know as well as I do that cold fronts whip through these parts and are gone in an hour.’

      ‘What if behind that front is a large storm?’

      ‘Ruth, I’m taking you to a place of shelter.’

      In a valiant effort to assert my will, I shook my head and flicked on the indicator to turn right. An upcoming break in the traffic and I inched forward. Before I had got far, she reached out and held on to the steering wheel, trying to yank it the other way. I quickly applied the brakes.

      ‘Oh, no you don’t,’ she growled.

      ‘Since when are you in control of my driving?’ I almost shrieked.

      ‘Since you went down that cliff and found Meryl Savage’s body.’

      There was no arguing with her. Not when she used that tone. She had me turn left and then take the next right a short stretch later, and I found myself driving up a straight, sealed road, heading inland. A few sharp bends and intersections later and she got me to turn down an overgrown farm track, heading to goodness knew where.

      We arrived at an old rundown cottage about a half a kilometre later, a cottage that didn’t look habitable.

      ‘What is this place?’

      ‘Belongs to the Savages,’ she said with a ring of triumph in her voice. ‘This, my dear Ruth, is the inheritance in dispute.’

      I groaned inwardly as I gazed at the unpainted weatherboard shack before me. It had a rusty corrugated iron roof. Half of the front veranda had collapsed. One of the windows was boarded up and the other had cracked panes of glass. Tall weeds skirted the house, and the path leading through what would have been a garden was overgrown. The barbed wire perimeter fence was rusting, and the fence posts leaned this way and that. I could hardly believe anyone would commit murder over this ramshackle old place not fit for a mouse to live in. Doris clearly did. Not only were we to visit this place for me to at least get an idea of the inheritance issue, she wanted me to join her and explore. The sky had blackened, and the wind was now so strong it was buffeting the car.

      ‘We’ll be better off indoors,’ she said, and with that she unbuckled her seatbelt, heaved her backpack onto her lap and opened the passenger side door, letting in a rush of icy air. My calves felt more chilled than ever. You have to be joking, I thought, but I knew she wasn’t. I also knew she was going to have her way as I didn’t have it in me to insist otherwise. There wasn’t any point. If Doris Cleaver was a match for the likes of the ladies of the Mah-jong Club, she outmatched me any day. I battled open the driver’s side door and left the comfort of my little car, following her down the weed strewn path to the veranda.
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