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Chapter 1
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Early on Thursday evening, Cassandra Morton was counting up the cash takings in the office above the restaurant where she worked. Even now, when so many people were using their cards, they took several thousand dollars cash each day. They were open for breakfast, lunch and dinner every weekday, and till five in the afternoon on weekends. At a push, it could seat about sixty people when it was busy. 

Cassie was coming down the narrow stairs to the dining area when she saw someone she hoped she’d never see again: her ex-boyfriend, Tony. He was dishevelled as he stumbled into the middle of the dining room. He’d stopped and was leaning on the shoulder of a customer.

Obviously drunk, he looked like he’d had a rough couple of weeks. The man he was leaning on was in his mid-thirties, having dinner with two kids, both aged about ten. So far, the kids didn’t seem to be worried by the stranger who was suddenly joining them but their father was leaning his body as far away as he could without having to get up from the table.

‘Where is she?’ Tony straightened. ‘Cassie!’ 

Cassie hurried across and put her hand on Tony’s shoulder. ‘I’m here, there’s no need to raise your voice,’ she said quietly.

He was wearing a business shirt and tie, but the shirt was unbuttoned at the top and the tie was loosened and askew. He was a broad-shouldered man, not much taller than Cassie. His normally clean-shaven cheeks were covered with straggly stubble and his short, black hair was tousled.

‘Where have you been? Baby, I’ve missed you so much!’ He tried to plant a kiss on her. She took a half-step back out of range.

‘I know you have.’ Cassie’s mind worked quickly, trying to figure out the best way to get Tony out of the dining room and away from the customers. His breath stank of booze, rum by the tang of Christmas pudding. Her skin crawled to be so close to him again, but she needed to hold herself together.

‘Why don’t you come out the back and we can talk without all these people hearing us, wouldn’t that be nice?’ Cassie voice faltered a little, she hoped he wouldn’t notice.

‘Why can’t we talk here?’

Cassie’s neck and shoulders started to ache from the force of tensing them, Tony was swaying a little. She flicked her eyes down at the children; the younger one was starting to cry. She took Tony’s hand, it was hot and sweaty, and tried to pull him towards the kitchen.

Through the kitchen, at the back of the restaurant, there was a small courtyard where the bins were, and a couple of beaten up folding chairs where staff could sit on breaks. It had always felt like a sanctuary for Cassie, somewhere she could retreat. Now she led her drunken, volatile ex there, into her safe space.

She had seen the look that Emma had flashed at her as they went through the kitchen to get to the courtyard. Emma knew who Tony was and their history. She said nothing as they came through, but she’d looked angry and worried. It wasn’t the best idea in the world, but it was the only one she had.

‘What are we doing out here?’ Tony asked.

‘It’s okay... babe,’ Cassie tried not to choke on the word. ‘We’re just getting some quiet time. It’s too hard to talk with all those people out there, looking at us.’

‘Fuck ‘em.’ He wobbled and sat down heavily on a black folding chair.

There was a light on in the courtyard, but its beam was pointed at the bins, the chairs were in shadow. The night sky was heavy with rain clouds that hadn’t yet burst.

‘What did you want to talk to me about?’ Cassie asked, resting her back against the cold brick wall. She tried to look casual while being ready to run.

‘I don’t hear from you for weeks. Then I hear your mum died. I wanted to be there for you. But of course, you don’t answer my calls anymore. You forced me to come find you at work.’

Cassie had changed her phone number so that she could get away from Tony. She had blocked him online and had asked her friends to stop seeing him. Those who wouldn’t, she didn’t see anymore.

‘I’m sorry. I should have told you about Mum,’ Cassie said. She didn’t believe it, but she knew she couldn’t argue with him in this state. The best she could hope for was to get him to leave, or wait until he fell asleep, neither seemed very likely. He kicked a can on the ground by his feet, it was loud in the small space.

‘You don’t talk to me anymore. I know I could get you back.’ His voice was soft. ‘I did the wrong thing. I treated you real bad, I know that. I’ve been working on myself since you left, babe, and I know I can do better if you’ll just give me a chance.’

She was silent. She’d heard it all before.

‘You have to give me a chance, I deserve that! I’m not some fucking puppy you can just leave in a dumpster, you know.’ 

Cassie shuddered at the violent image. ‘We don’t work, Tony. It’s just going to hurt us both if we try again. Some people are just not meant to be together.’ She chose her words carefully. Now was not the time to bring up the constant cheating or alcoholism. It wouldn’t ever be the right time to talk about the threats and coercion.

‘How can you say we don’t work? I love you more than anything I’ve ever loved in my life. You haven’t even given us a chance. You’ve never put in the effort to make us work. You’re a lazy, lying, selfish bitch.’ Tony stared at her across the courtyard. His voice was still low, it had an edge. 

‘Tony, babe. We shouldn’t be doing this now. Why don’t we talk another time? I have to go back to work. You don’t want to do this here, do you?’ She swept her arm over the wheelie bins and cardboard boxes.

‘Fuck you. You can’t just get rid of me.’ He stood. ‘I deserve to be heard, you whore, and you have to stay here and listen to me.’

‘I don’t have to stay here.’ Cassie’s whole body was vibrating with fear. ‘If you don’t leave, I’m going to call the police. You don’t want that do you? Go home, get some sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.’ She put her hand on his forearm and gave it a squeeze. She was hoped it would seem affectionate. 

He had never hit her, even with all of their troubles. The closest he’d come was punching a hole through the wall directly next to her head. He’d had to go to hospital and have stitches for the gash he’d torn along the side of his hand. It had taken her nearly a year after that to leave him.

‘Cassie, we need you back on the floor,’ Emma said, popping her head out the back door. 

There was a tense silence between the three of them; the sound of customers laughing, and clanking plates and cutlery thundered in Cassie’s ears.

‘Alright, alright,’ Tony said, he seemed deflated, his shoulders hunched and exhausted. ‘I’m going okay, you got what you wanted. We had some good times; you owe it to us to try to fix this.’ He leaned forward and kissed her on the mouth. She stood rigid as he tried to force his tongue between her tightly closed lips.

He straightened and wobbled his way back through the kitchen. Cassie wiped the back of her hand over her mouth and followed him silently to the door of the restaurant. The man and his children had left. She watched Tony walk away down the street before she let out her breath and went back to the kitchen.

‘What the actual fuck, babe?’ Emma said, her words quiet but her face was full of thunder.

‘I don’t know. It’s not my fault.’

‘I never said it was your fault.’ Emma rested her head on Cassie’s shoulder briefly.

‘Someone told him Mum died. He’s been trying to call my old phone, and obviously I didn’t answer. I think he’s been driving himself crazy convincing himself we should be back together.’ 

‘And after not hearing from you for weeks, he just decided to show up at your work?’ Emma glared at her.

‘I guess so. I thought it was clear that we were over, but he doesn’t seem to understand.’

‘You need an intervention order or something. This isn’t normal. You can’t just ignore him and hope he goes away.’

Cassie looked down at her shoes and was silent. How could she call the police on someone who was in so much pain? It’s really not his fault he acts this way.

‘If he comes here again, I’ll call the police,’ Emma added.

‘I know. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to him, when he’s not so drunk.’

‘Do you think talking to him will make any difference? He’s completely ignored your request not to see him again.’

‘I haven’t actually told him that I don’t want to see him. I told him I needed space when we broke up. I changed my number, but I didn’t tell him because that would have meant telling him the new number. He’s still my friend on Facebook, but I’ve put him on restricted, so he can’t see anything I post, and he can’t contact me.’

Emma’s hands were busy with dressing a plate. She put the plate on the pass, ready for one of the wait staff to take it to the table. Then she looked at Cassie.

‘You haven’t told him he’s not welcome? That he needs to leave you alone to move on? I mean, have you even told him you broke up, coz it sounds like you’re being a big fucking coward.’ 

‘I don’t want to hurt him.’

‘It’s not hurtful to let him keep trying to contact you on that other phone number? So, he turns up at your place of work and frightens the customers, and me, and everyone else? You need to take a look at yourself, Cassie and see you’re making life harder than it needs to be.’

Cassie’s eyes stung with tears. She looked up at the ceiling, trying to hold them back, but it didn’t work. They spilled over her lashes and down her cheeks. 

‘But it’s so hard. My mum is dead. Penny insists her drug use isn’t a problem and then ends up in hospital unconscious. Why can’t I have five minutes where I deal with one crisis at a time?’ Her voice cracked.

‘I know it’s not fair, hun. That’s why you shouldn’t have come back to work so soon. Give yourself some breathing space.’ Emma reached out and wrapped Cassie firmly in her strong arms. 

‘Now wipe your face, go tell Simone that you have to go home, and ask her to get the others to cover your shifts for a week. I don’t want to see you back here until you’ve sorted through some stuff: your mum, your sister and your ex. Alright? We’ll be fine here.’

Cassie accepted the hug but didn’t have the strength to return it. She felt safe for one tiny moment until Emma moved away again. 

The other staff seemed relieved when she said she needed to take some time off. 

‘You’re not superhuman, go easy on yourself, okay?’ Simone said as she left for the night.

It was easy for them to say but the thought of being at home alone all day without anything to do was terrifying. What if she fell apart completely?
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Chapter 2
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Cassie sat rigid in the uncomfortable hard leather chairs, both feet on the floor and her hands clenched so tightly in her lap her knuckles were white.  Her sister, Penny, scrolled through pictures on her phone, as though everything was fine. They sat at opposite ends of the large sofa and neither of them spoke. 

‘Beechworth?’ A man a little past his middle years walked into the reception area and looked at them as he spoke.

Cassie only vaguely registered her mother’s surname and stared when he called it again.

‘Sorry, that’s us.’ She stood, wiped her sweaty hand on her jeans, and went forward to shake his hand.

‘I’m Mr Pierce. My condolences for your loss. If you’ll follow me into my office.’ He gestured to the door.

The probate lawyers’ office would have been the height of sophistication in the nineteen-eighties but was now tired and dated. The building, at the top of Collins St, the exclusive ‘Paris-end’ in Melbourne’s CBD, was old and despite its a grand façade the lifts had stopped with an alarming grinding sound. 

‘It’ll be fine,’ Cassie said to her sister, sitting down in a stiff chair. 

‘I know,’ Penny replied.

Cassie tapped her fingernails against one another and looked around the room. The vast mahogany desk was almost empty and had no computer on it. 

‘I have a copy of your mother’s last will and testament. There are a few things that we’ll have to go through. Funeral arrangements?’ 

‘Yeah, we’ve done all that. Mum made her own arrangements. I think it’s a bit morbid myself, but y’know,’ Penny said.

‘When you know you’re dying, maybe you want to feel like you’re doing something useful,’ Cassie replied. They’d had this same conversation with everyone who had asked about the funeral arrangements.

‘I still think it’s creepy.’ Penny folded her arms across her chest, twitching her left foot restlessly.

‘So how do these things usually work? Do you have to get everyone around and read out the will?’ she asked. Mr Pierce turned his eyes back to Cassie.

‘Usually we present the content to the next of kin, which is yourselves in this case. We try to ascertain who the other parties to the will are and contact them. If there are any parties who wish to challenge the content, which is rather common, I’m sorry to say, then that will happen at this stage. A magistrate will have to rule whether or not the challenge is accepted. Only once that’s all settled can the estate be released.’ Mr Pierce’s voice droned on, as though he could give this speech in his sleep.

‘That sounds relatively straightforward, I guess,’ Cassie said. 

Penny still sat with her arms and legs crossed and said nothing.

‘Shall we begin?’ Mr Pierce asked.

‘Let’s get this over with.’ Penny uncrossed and recrossed her legs. 

‘She’s left much of her estate to you, her children. The distribution of her assets is listed here.’ He handed an A4 page to Cassie, and then a second copy to Penny. She ignored it, so he placed it back on his desk.

‘Mum’s left you her car, Pen.’ Cassie turned the page towards Penny. 

‘Yeah, fine.’

Their mother, Eleanor Beechworth, had not been rich. She had never owned the house she’d lived in, but she had been comfortable and had built up a few things of value. Cassie would inherit her mother’s shares, such as they were, her books and music collection. Penny got the car, kitchen stuff and furniture.

There were a few items on the list that went to other people, a necklace to Cassie’s aunt, Tessa, a fine China dinner setting to her mother’s best friend, Nora. Nothing to Cassie’s father, the will had been updated after the divorce.

Cassie frowned as she reached the end of the list.

‘Kerry Strickland? Do you know who that is?’ she asked Penny as she pointed to the name. 

‘Nope.’

‘You didn’t even look. Here, Kerry Strickland. Do you know her?’ 

Penny grabbed the list. ‘Could be a man...’ 

‘That’s not helpful. Do you know the name?’

Penny scrunched up her face and sighed. ‘Nuh.’

‘Do I take it that neither of you recognise this person?’ Mr Pierce broke in.

‘No, I don’t. Do you have any other information?’ Cassie said.

Mr Pierce looked through the papers on his desk, blowing little puffs of breath through his pale lips. After some time, he looked up to Cassie.

‘There doesn’t seem to be any further mention at any point. Usually I have something to go on, an address or date of birth, to help make sure we get the right Kerry Strickland, but there’s nothing here,’ he said.

‘He gets all of Mum’s good jewellery,’ Cassie said, as disbelief filled her.

‘I thought you said I got all her stuff!’ Penny interjected.

‘Read the list, since you snatched it off me. You get the car and house stuff, Aunt Tessa gets a couple of rings, Kerry Strickland, whoever that is, gets all the rest.’ Cassie stopped herself before she went on. Immediately irritated with her sister it was hard to resist devolving into the usual bickering. She took a deep breath.

Penny read over the list, muttering to herself. 

‘We don’t need to get upset about anyone listed here just at the moment,’ Mr Pierce said. ‘If you feel, once we have established who this Strickland is, that he does not have a valid claim you can contest it later.’ 

His voice was soft and calm, as though he were trying to smooth things over, but Cassie sensed a tone of dismissal. He barely looked at her, and when he did, his eyes were on her cleavage more often than her face. 

‘Get fucked. He doesn’t deserve Mum’s stuff. I do. I’m her daughter, and you’re getting way more than me anyway.’ Penny stood up and flung the list at the lawyer. The page wafted to the floor. She grabbed her handbag and stormed from the room, slamming the door behind her.

‘I’m sorry,’ Cassie said.

‘Some people express their grief in a rather histrionic way.’ 

Cassie’s skin crawled, the way it had with the funeral director a few days before. It was such an unpleasant way to characterise Penny’s reaction. Mr Pierce didn’t even try to hide his ogling now.

‘Is there anything else I need to do today? I really should go...’

‘Today was just a formality to show you the will.’

Cassie stood up, slinging her bag over her shoulder. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Pierce.’

‘You’re welcome, of course. If there is anything I can do, please let me know.’ 

‘Thank you.’ She shook his hand and this time his skin was dry and papery. 

‘Oh, and take a copy of the list. It’s yours.’ He handed her the copy from his desk.

‘Thank you,’ Cassie said again, wiping her hand against her jeans. The solicitor stayed behind his desk as she made her way back to the reception area. 

‘Did you see where my sister went?’ she asked the young man standing there. Cassie was caught off guard as he looked at her, even through her grief and disgust with Mr Pierce, she was struck by his looks. A lock of golden-brown hair fell over his forehead as he looked at her.

‘Just now? No, I’m sorry. I can’t see much from my desk,’ he gestured to an office just off the reception area where there were four desks closely packed together. 

‘I thought you were the receptionist.’ 

‘No. I’m one of the junior associates, we’re all in that office together.’ He leaned closer to her and lowered his voice. ‘The reception desk is just for show. You don’t get a big fancy office until you’re a partner. We live to serve the partners.’ The corner of his mouth tugged up in a grin.

Cassie smiled, her grief forgotten as she stared into his grey eyes. She folded the list and placed it neatly into her bag to give herself a moment.

‘Do I call you to make another appointment? Penny seems to have cut this one short somewhat.’ Cassie kept her eyes down this time, she needed to keep her mind clear.

‘We all take turns answering the phone when it rings.’ He hesitated then and took a small step back, he looked very serious. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ he said. There was not a trace of his earlier playfulness. Cassie looked at him and he was no less distracting when he was being earnest.

‘Thank you,’ she said, her throat strangely dry. 

He put his hand on her shoulder, the warmth of his fingers reminded her how long it had been since she had been touched like that. Despite the difficulties with Tony, she believed in love, and longed for someone to come home to.

How can you be flirting when your mother has just died? 

All the sadness she’d pushed down over the last few days threatened to come back up and she turned and rushed out without a backward glance.

The lift was empty. Cassie ran her hands over her face and through her hair as she descended. 

Penny was waiting in front of the building, smoking and playing with her phone. 

‘Thanks for waiting,’ Cassie said.

‘Sorry. When it comes to Mum, it’s all still pretty, y’know, new and stuff.’

‘I know. Let’s go home.’

The sisters were quiet on the tram back to Penny’s rundown rental in Brunswick West. Cassie was stuck in her own mind, trying to process what the lawyer had said. She wondered if death always brought out the worst in people. 

‘Isn’t this our stop?’ Cassie said.

‘Hmm? Yeah.’ Penny stood up with a wobble and made her way down the steep steps to the road.

‘Are you feeling alright?’ Cassie reached out and took Penny’s arm.

‘Yeah, why? Whaddyou mean?’ she said. 

‘You can’t even walk straight. Are you sick or something?’

‘Lay off.’ Penny wrenched her arm away from her sister. ‘I had a couple of Valium while I was waiting for you to come out of the fucking lawyer’s office. I just need a little rest.’

Cassie sighed and said nothing. The walk took no more than five minutes usually, but Penny kept stopping to stare vaguely at the sky. She flinched each time Cassie tried to shepherd her forward.

It was only mid-afternoon, but the winter air in Melbourne had a bite to it. Penny was shivering but didn’t seem to be bothered by it.

‘Is Kev going to be home when we get there?’ Cassie said.

‘I dunno. Probably.’

‘I might not stay long. I should drop in to work and check they don’t need anything.’

‘They will cope without you, you know. It’s not like you’re the god of shitty hipster cafés.’ Penny dug around in her bag. ‘You don’t have to come in.’

The street was quiet, the afternoon school run had finished but the workers were still not on the way home. The quiet made Cassie think of her mother.

It had been only three weeks since she had been rushed to the hospital with difficulty breathing. Eleanor had always suffered from severe asthma. Throughout their lives she had been hospitalised at least once a year, given oxygen and the strong steroids she wasn’t supposed to use for long periods of time. 

For the six months leading up to her death, Eleanor had been straightening things out. She’d rewritten her will and consolidated her assets. Cassie had tried not to think about what it meant, but when she got the call from the hospital, she knew Eleanor was dying. 

‘Are you coming in or what?’ Penny asked. They’d reached the shabby orange-brick veneer unit while Cassie was lost in her thoughts. 

‘Yeah, I’ll have a cup of tea or something.’

‘We haven’t got any milk... no, we have milk, but it’s off.’ Penny laughed.

‘Maybe I’ll just head off then.’

‘Whatever.’ Penny went inside. Cassie heard her complaining to Kev as she hovered in the doorway.

‘Babe, it was so shit, the lawyer was a massive creeper and Cass has been super morbid all the way back.’

‘She’s not coming in then?’ Kev said. He was never called Kevin; he said it sounded like a P.E. teacher who shouldn’t be left alone with children. Kev sounded like a man who meant business. 

Cassie turned away before she heard any more. She walked to her car and plonked herself in the driver’s seat, she’d driven over so they could go to the city together. She pulled the door closed behind her and when she looked out through the windscreen her vision was blurred with unshed tears. In that office she’d wanted the attractive young man to fold her into his arms and comfort her while she sobbed. Hardly an appropriate fantasy; they didn’t even know each other.

She hated fighting with Penny, but they were very good at it. As the older sister, Cassie felt protective and Penny baulked at having any help. 

She wiped her eyes. It wasn’t time yet to allow her grief out. Penny and Kev might leave the house and see her sitting there. It was just the sort of thing that they’d tease her about. 

The restaurant where she worked was about halfway between her sister’s place and her apartment in Northcote. She started the car and decided to head over for something for dinner. 

The Fat Chef was two shops that had been joined together by knocking out the middle wall. The kitchen out the back was tiny and Cassie never understood how they managed to get all the food out in time. 

‘Hey, babe!’ Emma called as she stepped into the kitchen. ‘I thought I told you not to come in for a while?’

‘I’m not here to work. I’ve had a tough day and I need some comfort food.’ Cassie gave Emma a one-armed hug, careful not to get in the way of the several dishes she had going.

‘Comfort food. Lemme have a think,’ Emma brushed her hair off her face with the back of her forearm. 

‘That smells amazing,’ Cassie said, pointing to a mushroom sauce she assumed was for pasta.

‘You want that? I’ll do it up special for you. Ten minutes max.’

Cassie moved away from the kitchen and loitered behind the counter. She knew from years of experience that trying to talk to the chef while she was busy never went well. 

The front of house was busy, the food was good, but not great, the service was reliable, but never fine-dining. The clients were mostly locals.

The walls were exposed brick and the ceilings still had their cream pressed tin covers. The owners had furnished it with oddly matched tables and chairs, while it should have looked like junk, the aesthetic somehow worked.

‘You’re back in tomorrow, right? We’ve had a hell of day without you.’ Simone, the assistant manager, had snuck up from the other side of the venue and caught Cassie off guard. She took over running the place when Cassie wasn’t in.

‘I’m sorry, I... you know I’ve had family stuff.’

‘I’m kidding! We’ve managed just fine without you. We love you, and of course we want you here, but your mum died, for God’s sake. You don’t have to drag your misery guts in here because you think we need you.’

Cassie was stunned, she tried to reply but her throat was parched.

‘Relax.’ Simone put one arm around Cassie. ‘You’re an important part of the family, but you need to take care of yourself. We’ll manage. That’s all I’m saying.’

‘Order up.’ Emma called from the kitchen.

Simone dropped her hand from Cassie’s shoulder.

‘I’ve had a rough day,’ Cassie said, her words finally returning to her as the hot mushroom-garlic-cream smell drifted up from the bag Simone collected and put into her hands.

‘Of course, you have.’

Simone nodded her head, her eyes sad and gentle. They’d worked together for a couple of years, Simone had started about six months after Cassie. It was meant to be only a temporary break from her Social Work degree, but the pace of the work, the closeness of her team, and the ready access to excellent comfort food meant that five years later she was still there and her uni days were behind her.

At home Cassie opened the bag and saw that Emma had given her an enormous serving. She’d also included a smaller container of chocolate brownies, and a note.

‘Eat all of this. Doctor’s orders.’

Cassie curled up on her couch, opened her laptop and played a movie on Netflix. It was a rom-com that she’d seen before, she just wanted something to distract her from her mother, from the niggling anxiety of who Kerry Strickland was, and from the cute lawyer who made her feel guilty every time he popped into her head.

As soon as the first piece of tortellini reached her tongue Cassie remembered she was starving. She had scoffed down the pasta and half the brownies before she the holes in her belly, and her heart, were full. 
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Chapter 3
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Jason Harding walked home from the train station. He was restless, almost jittery, in a way he couldn’t quite pinpoint. It was an average day in the office, most of the work the firm handled was probate which meant the office was often filled with grief and high drama; a competing version of a will, or someone cut out who didn’t like it.

Jason’s boss, Mr Pierce, first name Leonard, but Jason couldn’t think of him as anything other than Pierce, had a client meeting that had gone awry. It was straight after lunch and he’d returned barely minutes before the client turned up. Two sisters, both in their twenties, by Jason’s estimation, and clearly still distressed by their bereavement.

The younger sister, thin frame, big hair and worried-looking, had stormed off and was out the door before he could do anything. He’d stood and waited, and it wasn’t long before the other sister had walked out. He’d noticed her as she was waiting for Pierce earlier, her features were severe and dark, the opposite of her sister. She looked distant when she came through. 

He’d tried to take her mind off her grief and anger by making a joke at his own expense, he wanted to see her face lighten with a smile, sure she would look even more beautiful. 

She was so easy to watch. Her long, straight brown hair moved over her back like water when she walked. He wanted to touch it. To stroke it while she let out the grief that was barely contained below the surface. 

She smiled a little at his joke, but even as it left his mouth, he worried he’d overstepped. Don’t flirt with the clients.

‘I’m very sorry for your loss.’ His voice had become mechanical as he tried to get back to a professional demeanour. 

When he’d touched her shoulder and she flinched away, he wasn’t surprised. He watched until she disappeared into the lift before turning back to his desk. 

What a disaster! He thought, all it takes is one pretty woman and I turn into a perve.

He put his head around the solid wooden door into Pierce’s office. His boss was sitting at the desk stacking papers as though nothing had happened.

‘Why did they leave so quickly?’

‘Who knows.’ Pierce didn’t look up. ‘Someone listed as a beneficiary neither of them has heard of. Women can be very unreasonable when they’re emotional.’

Jason clenched his teeth. ‘Did you manage to sort anything out about proceeding?’ 

‘No, not really. I just gave them the list of bequests and then they had a hissy fit and stormed off. I didn’t even get to explain the executors’ duties.’

‘I’ll call tomorrow and follow up with them,’ Jason said.

‘Good idea, son.’ Pierce had collected the papers together and handed Jason the file.

Not only sexist but supremely patronising, as always, Jason thought as he stalked back to his desk. He couldn’t understand why anyone still used Pierce to handle their affairs.

There was another partner, who was slightly better but still objectionable. Evelyn Thomson was his name, a snob who spent a lot of time complaining about his health. Both partners drank much more than was appropriate, especially during lunch. Jason and the other junior staff had agreed Pierce was the worst, but only by a narrow margin.

Settling at his desk, Jason read over the client’s file. He wished he’d asked Pierce who the interloper was, but he probably hadn’t even noticed. At four o’clock both Pierce and Thomson decided it was time to go home; that was a long day for them. 

‘See you tomorrow, boys,’ Thomson said on his way out. The junior lawyers were all men in their twenties. 

‘You’ve got a ten o’clock appointment, Mr Thomson,’ Daniel, one of the juniors, called after him.

‘Yes, yes, I know. Just have the file ready for me when I get in.’ Thomson waved away the reminder.

‘As if you would have remembered on your own,’ Daniel muttered as the bell from the lift sounded. He shook his head and caught Jason’s eye.

‘We should just let them forget,’ Jason said.

‘They’d still manage to make it our fault.’

‘True.’ Jason put his head down and went back to his work.

***
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BACK AT HIS APARTMENT, Jason reflected on his part in the whinge sessions. His mother had always told him that negativity breeds negativity. He sighed and stepped inside.

Guitar, dinner, gym, sleep, he thought as he dropped his bag onto his bed.

Jason lived in a two-bedroom apartment on the top floor of an art-deco duplex in Hawthorn with his best mate, Lucas. Brown bricks and stained cream plaster covered the sweeping curves of the building. The lounge held a strange mixture of items from each of them: a couch, coffee table, television, Xbox and drumkit from Lucas. Jason had contributed another couch, an armchair, an absurdly bright rug from his mother, and several guitars. Lucas wasn’t home, he would be at his bar job by now, so Jason picked up his battered acoustic guitar and started to play. He was no lead guitarist, but he had a good grasp of the chords and could sing along most of the time.

He got lost in the music and as soon as he looked up, his belly rumbled loudly, it was after eight. He sighed, stood and wandered over to the kitchen. The fridge was mostly empty, but he looked through the cupboards and found a can of baked beans and some bread for toast.

After eating, Jason felt weary. The gym will have to wait till another night. His track-suit lay in a pile on his bedroom floor. A pang of guilt struck him even as he told himself a walk would do him good. 

‘Pa pa pa poker face, pa pa poker face!’ Jason caught himself singing along with Lady Gaga as he walked. He smiled to himself already feeling better.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, AS Daniel had predicted, Thomson was late for his first meeting. 

‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Park, he’s with another client out of the office. I’m sure he won’t be long.’

Daniel and Jason exchanged a glance as the elderly Mrs Park sat in the reception area, waiting. Daniel had called Thomson just before ten; typically, he was still at home in Caulfield. He was unlikely to get to the office before eleven but had given them strict instructions to do whatever it took to keep Mrs Park there until he arrived. 

‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ Jason asked at twenty-five past the hour. He was ready for one. 

‘No, thank you. I don’t expect I’ll be waiting too much longer.’ Mrs Park looked much smaller sitting on the enormous hard leather couch she had settled in.

‘Are you sure?’ Jason said.

‘If you insist,’ she said.

Once he’d made the tea, Jason pulled out the Beechworth file. Cassandra Morton, the elder daughter was an executor, and Tessa Beechworth, the deceased’s sister was named as a co-executor. He wondered if either woman had had the role explained to them; he was sure Pierce wouldn’t have done it. 

He dialled her number. 

‘You’ve reached Cassie, I’m not able to come to the phone right now...’ 

‘Hi Cassandra, my name’s Jason Harding, I’m a lawyer working on your mother’s estate. We met yesterday in the offices of Pierce & Thomson. There are a couple more things we need to discuss. If you can give me a call back when you have a moment.’ Jason left his contact number and ended the call.

Thomson turned up just before eleven, his shirt wrinkled under his suit jacket. Jason hoped Mrs Park wouldn’t notice.

‘Well, you won that bet, mate,’ Daniel said after they’d disappeared into Thomson’s office.

‘What’s that?’ 

‘I said not before eleven and you said, ‘even he’s not that bad’, so you won.’ 

‘Oh. It’s not a very good way to do business. At some point they’ll run into someone who has a real problem being stood up by an hour.’

‘Almost an hour,’ Daniel corrected.

It wasn’t until well into the afternoon that Jason’s phone rang.

‘It’s Cassie Morton, you called about my mother’s estate?’ she sounded hassled and there was a lot of noise in the background.

‘Yes, I know you were in here yesterday, but I noticed – ah well, the meeting was cut a little short, and there are a few things we need you to do as the executor.’

‘I’m the executor?’ she asked.

‘I’m surprised this hasn’t been explained,’ Jason said, hating himself for lying.

‘No, I haven’t been told anything. After the funeral arrangements this is the first I’ve heard of the will. Mum lodged it with you and, to be honest, I assumed you guys were the executors.’

‘A solicitor is not usually an executor.’

‘Look, I can’t really talk now.’

‘Perhaps it’s best if I make an appointment with Mr Pierce on Monday, but you might want to do a bit of research on the role of the executor-’

‘Great, something else I have to fucking deal with.’ She stopped speaking suddenly. ‘I’m sorry. What time? Earlier is better for me, I start work at noon. Is there anything else?’

‘Well, the other executor listed is Tessa Beechworth, your aunt. Do you know if she’s been told?’

‘There are two now? Fine. I’ll tell her. Can you email me with confirmation?’

‘Of course, I’ll send it now,’ Jason said.

‘Thanks. At least you’re looking after me,’ Cassie laughed mirthlessly. ‘See you then,’ she said.

‘If there’s anything else, please call.’ 

Jason was used to dealing with people who had lost loved ones, but seeing Cassie jerked around by the partners was more upsetting than usual. 

‘I’m going for a walk,’ he said picking up his jacket.

***

[image: ]


ON SATURDAY MORNING Jason went around to his dad’s place to pick up his younger brother, Knox. His father had remarried a woman twenty-two years younger than him. She didn’t work, or at least had given it up after the wedding. Knox had come along within a year. 

‘Hey mate, you ready to go?’ Jason said, clapping Knox on the shoulder. His footsteps echoed through the vaulted foyer of his father’s house. 

His brother was ten, but small for his age, his head just reached Jason’s chest. He had delicate features, dusty brown hair and the same grey eyes as Jason and their father.

‘Yeah, cool. Mum’s out the back, you wanna say hi?’ 

‘Alright.’ Jason found it difficult to understand what anyone saw in Becca – she always had the right shade of tanned skin, blonde highlights in her golden-brown hair, and brightly-coloured false fingernails. They were green today. She ticked all the boxes to be considered pretty, but he had never been the least bit attracted to her.

‘Jason! Baby! How are you?’ She waved from the lounge chair next to the pool. Jason zipped up his hoody and thrust his hands into his pockets against the chilly morning. Becca sat reading a magazine in the weak sunshine wearing an oversized grey cardigan.

‘I’m okay. Just taking little mate out for the day. When do you need him back?’ 

‘You can keep him.’

‘Thanks.’ Jason shivered as a frigid gust of wind whipped around his neck.

‘Does he have homework or anything we need do remember to do?’ 

‘Oh, I don’t know, babe, I’m sure it’ll be fine.’ Becca waved her long talons in dismissal.

‘We’ll be back tomorrow sometime,’ he said. ‘Come on, mate.’

Knox talked most of the way on the drive from Brighton to Hawthorn. Jason often worried he was just another accessory to Becca.

Their father, David, was a stockbroker—a very rich, self-made man. He spent long days at the office and most of his weekends away from the house. It had been the same when Jason was little. 

Knox’s small hands demonstrated the size of the turtle that he’d seen at the aquarium. ‘It was so cool, you should have been there.’

‘I wish I’d been there, then I’d’ve seen it too, hey?’ Jason looked back to the road. ‘I thought we could play some Frisbee in the park near my house while the sun is out, then you can help me make some lunch, and then we can play Xbox.’

‘Can’t we play Xbox before lunch?’ Knox asked.

‘Nope. Gotta be active before we’re sedentary.’ 

‘What’s sedentary?’

‘It’s when you do things sitting down, like Xbox or watching a movie. You need to have variety.’

Jason had had a little sister to keep him company growing up in a big, empty, expensive house, but Knox had no one. Becca showed no interest in having any more children. Every month or so Jason had Knox over to stay. It wasn’t much, but at least it was consistent.

‘Can you ask Dad why I can’t have a dog?’ Knox said after they’d spent an hour throwing the Frisbee.

‘Sure mate, I’ll see what I can do. I wasn’t allowed to have one either.’ 

Dad was too worried about it breaking stuff or pissing on the carpet. 

‘Oh.’ Knox looked down.

‘Do you have any friends at school who have a dog? You could go visit. That’s almost like having one of your own.’

‘No, it’s not.’ He stabbed at the ground with his shoe, in a full sulk now. 

‘We can’t have everything we want. That’s part of growing up. Sometimes things don’t go our way, but we have to make the best of what we have, right?’ Jason hoped Knox didn’t notice he sounded patronising.

‘I don’t want everything. I just want a puppy.’

‘I know. Let’s go get some lunch. I’m making burritos. You like those right?’ Jason put his hand on Knox’s shoulder in a half-hug and kept it there as they walked back to the car. 

A dog would make it less lonely in that house, Jason thought as he watched Knox buckle himself in.

***
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WHEN THEY GOT BACK to the apartment Lucas was home. He’d been trying to get Knox into drumming.

‘It’ll annoy your dad no end if he has to buy the kid a kit!’ he’d said after the last visit, tapping on the table with his long fingers. He looked like a surfer with his longish hair and stubble. ‘You been practicing those games we played last time?’

‘Yeah, a bit.’ Knox chewed his burrito.

Jason looked over at Lucas and raised his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. Lucas did the same in return.

‘Are you okay?’ Jason asked Knox quietly, after Lucas stood up to wash the plates. 

‘What’s a gold-digging whore?’ His little brother frowned.

‘Who said that, mate?’ Anger roiled in Jason’s gut. The poor kid.

‘Dad said it to Mum. They thought I was in bed, but I wasn’t.’

‘Uh, it’s a mean thing to say. I think maybe Dad just got a bit angry with your mum. I’m sure he didn’t mean it.’

‘Maybe.’ Knox chewed on his bottom lip. ‘If Mum and Dad get a divorce, will you still come and visit me?’ 

‘Of course, you’ll always be my brother.’ Jason’s heart was pounding so hard he couldn’t think straight.
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