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      Rosemary Exeter sped towards her hometown of Mulbury, her foot slipping slightly on the unfamiliar accelerator. The little car was quieter than any she’d driven before and it was odd although somehow worthy. Being rid of her long-gone husband Alasdair’s blue sedan and replacing it with this hatchback was the final shedding of a long-held skin.

      The road from Ken Cooper’s car yard in Birdton passed through Big Town. Saturday afternoons were closed from shopping, and most of the buildings were dark. A few offices had their lights on and, as she whizzed past, Rosemary glimpsed a spiky-haired man silhouetted at his desk at the front of the rural insurance company, and a few cleaners vacuuming the community centre.

      She cleared town and accelerated through the countryside. Sheep and horses grazed contentedly on short autumn grasses as she went by. Sunshine lit the ground, beaming from a vast cloudless blue sky. The beautiful scenery was only marred by an ugly billboard in the paddock before Mulbury, declaring the takeover of the pristine paddocks by a housing company called D-Day Development promising Sophisticated town houses with landscaped common areas so no need for a garden! Rosemary averted her gaze, her lip curling at the thought of a housing estate rammed up beside the quaint miners’ cottages and carefully tended vegetable patches of Mulbury.

      It was six minutes to two o’clock when she finally drove into the tourist town. She turned into Goldmarket Road and continued past the shops under the veranda—Honey’s tearoom, Jasper’s bookshop, her own preserves shop, and Mrs Lionel’s green cleaning products—to High Road, raising her hand at Mrs Lionel and Jasper as they walked across Goldmarket Square. By the time Rosemary pulled up, they’d entered The Leftover Restaurant, which the owners, Roman and Jules, had kindly offered as the venue for the first aid course starting soon. Rosemary clambered out of the car and fiddled with the unfamiliar key to lock the door.

      ‘Nice.’

      The voice behind her made her startle. ‘What is, Robert?’

      ‘Your purchase. Very nice. The colour is…special.’

      ‘Right.’

      Robert grinned and indicated the bonnet. ‘The sun really makes it look bright but what would you call that colour?’

      ‘Mauve.’

      ‘Okay.’ He ran a hand through his cinnamon-coloured hair. ‘I’d say purple.’

      ‘Think what you like, Robert Sparkling. I like it.’

      ‘And, although the colour is questionable, you have a good vehicle there.’

      ‘If it turns out not to be, I have my mechanic to blame for a poor inspection. It won’t, though. Ken is as trustworthy as they come.’ Rosemary eyeballed the oil stain on the front of Robert’s shirt. ‘Didn’t my mechanic have time to change?’

      ‘Like you, I’m running late.’ He glanced down. ‘Is it that obvious I’ve come straight from the garage?’

      ‘Yes.’ Rosemary straightened her jacket and smoothed the braid hanging over her shoulder. ‘Right. Come on. We’ll be last in.’

      The entrance to the restaurant faced Goldmarket Square although the old two-storey bank building was set a little way back and wasn’t as prominently placed as the other businesses nearby. Only Franco’s Patisserie remained open, its entrance shaded by the enormous eucalyptus branches of The Exceptional Tree dominating the Square. The two cafes—Kelly’s Mullings of Mulbury and Rakisha’s The Sweet Potato—had their doors firmly shut and their outdoor settings packed away. Most of the business owners needed to refresh their first aid training, which meant Mulbury was practically a ghost town for the afternoon. As Rosemary and Robert stepped inside, they saw Kelly and Rakisha already seated in the circle of chairs around the instructor, with Mrs Lionel and Jasper signing in at the front of the room. Rosemary looked for Honey Blossom, but only saw her son-in-law, Ronnie, and not her daughter. Running a tearoom with a baby in tow was a lot of work, and Rosemary suspected Honey was catching up on her baking while Honey B’s Teas was closed.

      Roman Capriccio hurried over. ‘Ah, Rosemary, so wonderful you came back in time. And Robert. You are ready to do the first aiding?’

      ‘As ready as I’ll ever be,’ said Robert, reaching over to where Jules was standing by the door to give her a cheek kiss. ‘Do you need a hand with anything?’

      Roman shook his head. ‘No, thanking you. I helped the instructor carry his equipment in.’ He held his arms out and struck a body builder stance. ‘He is lucky I am a strongman. The big case was as heavy as a coffer.’

      ‘Coffin, I think you mean, my love, and it was on a trolley so not really that heavy.’ Jules smiled at her husband.

      Roman’s moustaches twitched as he grinned at his wife. ‘Perhaps not.’

      ‘Still, it was kind to help,’ said Jules, turning her smile to Rosemary. ‘Good of you to come along. If you could please sign the attendance sheet and write your name on a sticky label.’

      ‘I had to come along.’ Rosemary finished writing her name and straightened to watch the instructor at the front of the room unpack a box of bandages. ‘Mandatory every three years if you want to keep your certification.’

      ‘Yes.’ Jules capped the pen and put it on the table. ‘And very useful to have when our clientele consists of mainly older people, many of whom are not nearly as fit as Mrs Lionel.’

      Rosemary glanced over to her good friend chatting amiably to Rakisha. Mrs Lionel had her share of arthritic complaints but they were hardly ever on display. She accepted help with the heavier work of creating products for The Green Mulbury, relying a little more on Robert over the last few months than she used to. Despite running the garage and renovating his house, Robert always had time for Mrs Lionel. Everyone always had time for Mrs Lionel. ‘Correct,’ said Rosemary, turning back to Jules. ‘Let’s hope we include ourselves in the fit category when we catch up to Mrs Lionel in a couple of decades time. Is anyone else coming?’

      ‘No. Franco says he’s too busy. Milly and the Hubbard sisters are waiting on a load of bark chips.’

      ‘Right. Just us then.’

      Jules smiled and put out her arm to indicate the chairs as if she was seating guests for a dining experience. Rosemary made her way to where Jasper sat next to Mrs Lionel, his head down over a book he hastily stuffed in his jacket pocket when he saw her.

      ‘And how is Miss Ruby?’ she asked, settling in a chair.

      Jasper’s face colour deepened into a warm red. ‘She has finally made her choice.’

      ‘Was it the Colonel or the blacksmith?’

      ‘Who would you have chosen?’

      Rosemary tapped her finger on the side of the chair. ‘Let me think. If I was Miss Ruby, I’d go for the Colonel to lift her from servitude and to occupy his mansion.’

      Jasper shook his head. ‘But she doesn’t love the Colonel.’

      ‘So, she chose the blacksmith. Very unwise but undoubtedly more romantic.’ She frowned. ‘Regency romances are rather predictable.’

      ‘Not always.’ Jasper stared wistfully over Rosemary’s shoulder. ‘There’s a moment when you think it’s not going to work out, but it does. My bet is that the blacksmith is actually the heir to the mansion.’

      ‘Right.’ Rosemary tossed her braid over her shoulder. ‘Perhaps we’re lucky these days that mansions can be bought rather than waiting to be inherited.’

      Jasper gave a brief nod. ‘Like Robert bought Ravenshome.’

      Rosemary watched as Robert stepped around the practice mannikin’s large case and took a seat across from them. ‘Yes. Exactly.’

      ‘There’s still luck involved.’

      Rosemary twisted to face Jasper. His face was its normal healthy hue. He tucked a strand of his lengthening hair behind an ear. ‘Luck. Or hard work?’

      ‘I didn’t mean Robert doesn’t work hard. But you’ve got to admit it’s also lucky for him he comes from a wealthy family. Otherwise, he probably wouldn’t have been able to afford his garage, Ravenshome and Mulbury Feeds.’ Jasper shrugged. ‘It was lucky for the Hubbard sisters he could buy the animal produce business from them when they most needed him to.’

      ‘Are you bitter about Robert’s wealth?’

      Jasper took a moment to reply, pushing hair back behind his other ear. ‘No, I’m not. He’s a good person.’

      Rosemary studied Jasper before nodding. There was no sourness tainting Jasper’s kind features, nor was there any trace of sadness. The last year or so had not been nice to the bookseller, but he seemed recovered from both his illness and the impact of someone impersonating his father. In fact, Rosemary noted with satisfaction, Jasper Lu looked like his old, happy, bookish self, even if that meant he’d regained his love of hopelessly impractical fiction.

      The first aid instructor, a sprightly fellow dressed in red scrubs, clapped his hands together and the room fell quiet. ‘Now,’ he said. ‘My name is Bern. Not Bernard or Bernie or Berno. Please address me by my proper name.’

      From across the room, Robert raised his eyebrows at Rosemary.

      ‘In my workshops,’ Bern continued, ‘we start on time. Mobile phones are off. Questions are kept to the end of the section we’re completing. We will cover bandaging and splinting, wound first aid, and cardiopulmonary resuscitation, also known as CPR. You must demonstrate all activities as if performing them on a live person even though…’ he pointed at the mannikin case on the floor ‘…we are simulating a real experience.’

      Rakisha raised her hand, the many bangles on her wrist jangling as they slid down her arm. ‘It’s difficult, darling, don’t you think?’

      Bern leaned over to peer at Rakisha’s name tag. ‘Is that a question, Rachael?’

      Rakisha’s bangles clashed again as she lowered her hand. ‘Pardon?’

      ‘You asked a question and I specifically said no questions until the end of a section.’

      Rakisha’s mouth opened slightly.

      ‘It was more of a comment,’ said Rosemary, staring at Bern.

      ‘Even so. If we could wait until I finish a section before comments.’ Bern cleared his throat.

      ‘She has a point, dear.’ Mrs Lionel smiled at the instructor. ‘For some of us, it will be difficult to pretend the situation is real.’

      ‘Nonetheless, this is how we must tackle the situation.’ Bern rubbed his hands together. ‘And I can assure you…’ he peered at Mrs Lionel’s tag ‘…Mrs Lentil, this mannikin we use for demonstration of CPR is very lifelike and easy to imagine as a real person.’ He stood straight and pushed his chest out. ‘I headed the fundraising committee to purchase this training item and we exceeded our expectations, enabling us to not only buy a high-fidelity model but a transport trolley and a mobile van.’

      ‘Well done, Bernard,’ said Rosemary.

      Bern scowled and stared at Rosemary’s tag. ‘As I said before, Roseanne, I would appreciate being called by my proper name.’

      Rosemary smiled, feeling Mrs Lionel’s hand on hers. ‘As would we.’

      Before Bern could respond, Robert stood up, his phone in his hand. ‘My apologies, Bernie. I need to go.’

      ‘People who leave the course for other reasons will not be able to return,’ said Bern loudly.

      ‘I understand.’ Robert glanced at Rosemary, his face grim. ‘I will not be returning today.’

      ‘I guess he’s had enough of Bern already,’ said Jasper quietly as Robert hurried away and the instructor started handing out first aid manuals.

      Rosemary shook her head. ‘No. Something’s up.’

      ‘He’ll let us know soon enough,’ said Mrs Lionel. ‘Leave it for now.’

      ‘Let’s begin,’ said Bern with a stern look at his students.

      Rosemary couldn’t remember a first aid training session more boring than the one Bern was unravelling slowly before them. The first thirty minutes consisted of Bern’s unspectacular journey to become a trainer after an incident in which he encountered the sharp lid of a dog food can, leading to his discovery of large home first aid kits. Among the plasters, cotton wool pads and saline solutions, Bern found his true direction in life. As he fondly patted the rolled practice bandages lying neatly side by side on the table, he said, ‘There’s nothing like the smell of a clean swab now, is there?’

      Before Rosemary could point out his question and that it should be kept until the end of the section, Mrs Lionel spoke up. ‘You have a lovely array of teaching paraphernalia, dear. We are going to learn a lot today.’

      Bern grinned. ‘Thank you, Mrs Lentil. A good trainer makes sure he has the correct equipment to deploy maximum teaching practice. Let me show you the pièce de résistance!’ He rubbed his hands together again and knelt next to the mannikin case.

      ‘A retired nurse like you is going to learn a lot,’ said Rosemary quietly.

      ‘Shush, dear.’ Mrs Lionel lightly elbowed her friend. ‘A refresher will do me, and you, good. It wouldn’t hurt to look impressed when he opens that case.’

      Bern finished unclipping the case and sat back on his heels. ‘I can dress this fellow up to represent an average person by using different clothing and wigs, so he’s a very valuable asset.’ He bent forward, hands on the hard case. ‘Here he is, Cecil the CPR dummy!’ Bern flung back the lid and gasped.

      ‘Goodness, darling,’ said Rakisha. ‘Cecil is rather lifelike, isn’t he?’

      Every Mulburian was suddenly on their feet, staring in the mannikin’s case. Cecil was hunkered awkwardly in the confines of the case wearing a flannelette shirt, dirty trousers, and thick socks. His eyes were slightly open, revealing a glimpse of blue, but it was the cold purple of his lips that told Rosemary the true story.

      ‘I’m answering your question, Rakisha, even if it isn’t time.’ Rosemary looked at Bern, who had his hand covering his mouth and horror etched on his face. ‘I’d say this isn’t Cecil and, whoever it is, is not lifelike at all. This fellow is deathlike.’
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      It didn’t take long for the hush that had fallen over Mulbury when businesses closed for the first aid training to dissipate. Three police cars, two with lights and sirens, barrelled into the little town, making the few tourists eating Franco’s pies under The Exceptional Tree look up so quickly pastry fell from their open mouths. A broad man in a dark suit exited from the last car, shooting a stern look at the younger constables driving the patrol cars who shut the noise off smartly. Rosemary stepped forward from her spot outside The Leftover Restaurant to greet him. ‘Hello, Geoffrey.’

      ‘Rosemary.’ The detective dipped his head at her. ‘What puzzling pickle is happening in Mulbury today? The bodies are piling up.’

      ‘Body. So far only one.’

      Geoffrey raised one eyebrow. ‘So far? Are you expecting more?’

      ‘No. But never say never.’

      ‘Hmmm.’ Geoffrey looked over her shoulder. ‘In the restaurant, is it?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But not a diner.’

      ‘No. More a piece of training equipment.’

      Geoffrey nodded his head slightly. ‘Nothing astounds me anymore.’

      Rosemary moved aside to let him study the old bank. ‘I bet.’

      ‘Righto.’ Geoffrey moved to go inside but stopped. ‘Before I get too carried away, how are you? Ronnie and Honey? Little Tallulah?’

      Rosemary smiled. ‘We’re all fine, thank you. Honey B’s Teas is going very well. Honey is back to occasionally baking special cakes, and Ronnie has a bit of private investigator work still although he seems to only take on small insurance jobs.’

      ‘Well, they have the baby now.’

      ‘Tallulah is six months old.’

      ‘How time flies.’ Geoffrey walked on for a few stops and halted again. ‘And Pearl? Any news on how she’s going?’

      ‘Your sister-in-law has nearly finished her therapy.’ Rosemary eyed the tall man. ‘They say she has post-traumatic stress disorder from the robbery in her own café decades ago. That might explain her exacting behaviour all these years.’

      ‘Yes, it might indeed.’ Geoffrey frowned. ‘And I should have known to give her the benefit of the doubt. After all, she was married to my brother for thirty years.’

      ‘You weren’t to know.’ Rosemary thought back to the erratic behaviour of Ronnie’s mother when last she visited. ‘None of us knew and we feel guilty we weren’t nicer to her. We can make it up when she returns to Mulbury. I suspect Ronnie will want her to live closer to him eventually.’

      ‘I will make an effort to visit her soon, as I will to see the baby.’ He tipped his head to Rosemary and strode to the crime scene.

      Rosemary glanced across Goldmarket Square at the row of shops under the veranda on Goldmarket Road. They remained shut, although she could see the silhouette of Jasper in The Read Mulbury, pottering among his towering bookcases of second hand books. The Green Mulbury remained dark as Mrs Lionel was visiting Mulbury Feeds, probably to check that Heather was not being too affected by the discovery of Cecil. Although Cecil was undoubtedly not the man’s name. Rosemary pursed her lips as she walked toward the bookshop. She’d never seen the dead man before and neither, she suspected, had any of her friends.

      The Read Mulbury had a sign that read Grab a book from your TBR pile until I open but the heavy door swung inwards as she pushed on it. Jasper looked up from a pile of books on his counter and smiled. ‘Rosemary.’ The smile dropped from his face. ‘Does Geoffrey know what happened?’

      ‘He knows there’s a dead body in a mannikin’s case.’

      ‘I meant, does he know why there’s a dead body in a mannikin’s case?’

      Rosemary shook her head. ‘He’s a detective, Jasper, not a clairvoyant.’ Jasper’s cheeks reddened, and she felt mean. ‘But he’s a clever man. He’ll work it out soon enough.’

      ‘He often needs your help.’ Jasper held up one of the books in front of him. ‘Have you read this series, Spectre Season?’

      Rosemary took the book from him. ‘No. Should I?’

      ‘I’m not sure. I’ve just finished the last one and thought it well-written. This one...’ he shook the book ‘… is about a man who thinks his dog is a ghost.’

      She handed the book back. ‘Let’s give it to Mrs Lionel.’

      Jasper frowned. ‘Why?’

      Rosemary bit the inside of her cheek. ‘No reason. I hear she’s looking for something to read.’

      He indicated a shelf nearby. ‘She came in yesterday and bought two historical fictions. I think she’ll be okay for a while.’

      ‘Right. I didn’t know she’d done that.’ She ran her hand over the rest of the books in front of her. ‘Any other treasures in these?’

      ‘No, pretty standard.’ Jasper balanced the ghost dog book on top of the others. ‘Tea?’

      ‘Always.’

      She followed Jasper through the doorway that led to his living quarters, pausing to pat Snowy who was in his usual place upside down on the couch. The old dog thumped his tail on a cushion, smiling happily as Rosemary stroked the grey hairs on his tummy. She left him to it, and by the time she got to the kitchen, gentle dog snores filtered through from the loungeroom.

      Jasper’s kitchen was a jumble of dirty plates and half-read books. He put the kettle on, and hastily picked up crockery from the table to dump in the sink. She let him fuss for a bit, politely staring out the glass door to Jasper’s scrubby back yard and the fence dividing all their places from old Mr Cameron’s. When he stopped clanking crockery, she sat, not before lifting a dictionary from the chair and bookmarking the open books in front of her with old receipts before stacking them in a pile. Jasper plonked a teapot into the empty space, followed by two mugs. ‘Earl Grey okay?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She waited until he’d poured the tea and sat down opposite her. ‘Jasper, what are your plans over the autumn?’

      His hand stilled on his mug. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It’s a simple question.’

      He tapped one finger. ‘Okay, well, I’ve got a simple answer. I’ll be working in my bookshop.’ He grimaced. ‘I’ve still got to make up for what I didn’t earn when I was away. Jules was great selling my books online but it didn’t make up for lost income. My wild goose chase after my father-who-wasn’t cost a bit.’

      ‘I see.’ Rosemary sipped her tea, noting the delicate bergamot infusion.

      ‘Do you?’ Jasper smiled suddenly, his face relaxing. ‘Why do I never trust you to ask random questions? You have a reason for checking what I intend to do.’

      She paused before nodding. ‘You’re correct. I do. I want to know you’re settled.’

      ‘I’m settled.’ He hooked a stray wavy strand of hair back. ‘I’m not going anywhere, I’m not sick, and I’m not chasing lost fathers or speculating about famous mothers. I’m not even thinking about my curse. It’s done its worst for now.’

      Rosemary studied him but saw nothing but sincerity. She sat back and drank her tea. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘You can help out here, then.’

      ‘Help?’

      ‘We have a mystery to solve.’

      ‘A mystery? Oh, you mean Cecil.’

      ‘Unless he climbed into that case and died of his own accord.’

      Jasper gulped his tea. ‘I don’t imagine that he did. But you said it yourself: Geoffrey will work it out.’

      ‘And you said it as well: often he needs help.’

      ‘We’ll keep our eyes and ears open.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Talking about ears…’ Jasper stood and went to the kitchen door. ‘Do you hear that?’

      Rosemary listened. A din reached her, shouts and car revving from further away than the road in front of them. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Tourists grumpy that our shops are closed?’

      ‘Our tourists are usually milder than that.’ Rosemary slipped past him and wound her way through his lounge room and the dark bookshop to the front windows. A car parked diagonally across Goldmarket Square, its passenger door open. The noise came from a little woman with short-cropped fair hair struggling in the arms of two uniformed police officers with pained expressions on their faces. A heavily built, grim-faced man stood behind her, running his hands in agitation through his sleek pompadour. ‘I sense that Cecil has been identified.’

      Jasper peered over her shoulder. ‘Oh, that woman is so distressed! Will we see whether we can help?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Jasper opened the door and they crossed the road to the Square. Rosemary glanced in the abandoned car but it was empty. They stopped a few metres from the woman who now had Geoffrey in front of her. ‘I understand this could be a terrible shock, Mrs Brownlee. If you could take a moment to calm yourself.’

      ‘Calm?’ The woman pulled her arms free of the officers and took a step toward Geoffrey. ‘And what’s to be calm about, sir? I want to see Bob and I want to see him now.’

      ‘It is not recommended you see the body at this stage. You will need to prepare yourself.’

      ‘I am prepared!’ The woman stopped, squared her shoulders, and stared up at Geoffrey. ‘I am prepared,’ she said more quietly. ‘I would like to see my husband now.’

      Geoffrey nodded slowly. ‘Okay, Mrs Brownlee, although we have a crime scene here and I will have to ask you to respect that. The deceased looks quite normal, with no obvious signs of how he died.’

      ‘Yes, yes.’ Mrs Brownlee shivered. ‘He’s been away with work this week so I haven’t seen him for days. I just want to confirm he’s dead.’ She took a step forward. ‘Now, if you don’t mind.’

      Geoffrey directed the uniforms to follow Mrs Brownlee. He saw Rosemary and gave her a curt nod before striding past Mrs Brownlee to the entrance of The Leftover Restaurant.

      ‘Goodness,’ said a voice behind Rosemary. ‘Short, isn’t she?’

      ‘Kelly.’ Rosemary didn’t bother to turn around. ‘Not very sympathetic of you.’

      ‘Well, you know, Rosemary.’ Kelly walked around Jasper, trailing her hand on his arm, to stop in front of them. ‘I have other skills and leave the sympathy to better people than me.’ She smiled thinly. ‘Jasper, for instance.’

      ‘Right.’ Rosemary studied Kelly, noting the high colour on her checks and the glint of something cunning in her eyes. ‘Remind me. What are your talents?’

      ‘Ah, Rosemary, you well know what my talents are. They include serving great coffee while asking innocent questions of naïve police officers.’ Kelly swung around to look at the restaurant where the dark shapes of Mrs Brownlee and her entourage gathered in the doorway, making her dark bob swing around her shoulders. ‘And so people tell me things. Such as the identity on the driver’s license of the man stuffed in a dummy’s case.’

      ‘Mr Brownlee,’ said Jasper. ‘Because that poor woman is Mrs Brownlee.’

      ‘You’re adorable, Jasper.’ Kelly stroked his arm again. ‘You’re correct but you don’t know any more, do you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘No. I didn’t think so. Let me tell you about Mr Brownlee.’ Kelly smoothed her bob and kept her gaze on Jasper’s face. ‘Mr Bob Brownlee is a fifth-generation sheep farmer, now specialising in coloured wool. Married to Bunnie Brownlee, he was the darling of the spinners and weavers club, supplying them with fleece at cost price with a new batch delivered just this week. By all accounts, he was an overly cheerful man, always willing to lend a jolly hand, loved practical jokes and pranks like dressing up as a sheep to scare the lady weavers and putting whoopee cushions under seats. He was the clown at many social events, even if those social occasions didn’t want a clown.’

      Rosemary waited but Kelly had paused. ‘Right. Apart from the fact he liked joking around, Bob Brownlee fits the profile of many farmers in our district, Justin Gentleman as an example.’

      Kelly rolled her eyes. ‘Justin Gentleman is quite a nice man but he’s no Bob Brownlee. When was the last time Justin joined into any social function?’

      ‘He comes to our Monday dinners occasionally,’ said Jasper.

      ‘As do I, and that doesn’t mean I’m a social butterfly.’ Kelly twirled a short length of her hair around a finger before letting it bounce back into its sharp-edged position. ‘Monday dinners are a free feed for people like Justin.’

      Rosemary felt her lip curl, as it often did when talking to Kelly. She counted to three as Mrs Lionel was always telling her to do and, by doing so, let Jasper steal in.

      ‘I get what you’re saying, Kelly,’ he said. ‘Mr Bob Brownlee was fun to be around and had no enemies.’

      ‘That’s it, Jasper, love.’ Kelly put her hand on his. ‘And…?’

      Jasper glanced at Rosemary who shrugged one shoulder. ‘And so why was he stuffed into a resus dummy’s case?’
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      The police took the rest of the day to investigate the crime scene. Finally, the forensic investigators finished and the dead man was driven away, Bunnie Brownlee following closely, driven by the grim-faced man. Rosemary kept her eyes on things from her shop, patiently cleaning and restacking her shelves of autumnal preserves. As the sun lowered, the beams from the skylight in the middle of the shop angled in to hit the rich pinks and reds of her quince jam and pear chutney. If there hadn’t been frenetic activity just across the Square, the quiet time spent in her little shop would have been perfect.

      The last of the police cars left with Geoffrey in the passenger’s seat. He held a hand up in farewell to the shops under the veranda but Rosemary didn’t think he could see her or any of the shop owners. It was more a homage to Mulbury, a gesture to include them in the ongoing police activity. She packed the step ladder away, swooping to pat her ginger tabby as she passed. ‘Back to normal, Sunny.’

      Sunny sat in the kitchen, tail wrapped around her paws, and stared unblinkingly at her mistress. What is normal in Mulbury? her gaze seemed to say.

      ‘You’ve got me there.’ Rosemary offered Sunny her dinner. ‘You might be the only essence of normality in the place.’

      Sunny gave her a derisive look before delicately licking at her meal.

      ‘My apologies. I meant you’re consistently nonchalant.’

      The slight flick of her tail was the only indication Sunny had heard.

      Rosemary put the kettle on, looking out the window to the gum trees lining the back fence as she waited. Either she was lost in reflection or the kettle was too loud, but as she went to take a cup from the cupboard, her phone flashed a missed call from Robert Sparkling. She called him straight back, moving to open the glass balcony door so she could be closer to the trees. ‘Hello Robert. Sorry I didn’t pick up.’

      ‘Of course, I expect you to always answer my calls straight away.’

      It was a common joke but Rosemary didn’t hear any mirth in Robert’s low voice. ‘What’s wrong?’

      He sighed, a whoosh of air down the phone. ‘Is it that obvious?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Okay.’ He sighed again, making Rosemary move the phone slightly way from her ear. ‘My father has died.’

      ‘Right.’ Rosemary put a hand to her chest. ‘I’m sad to hear that. It was unexpected?’

      ‘Yes, and no. He was ninety-two.’ Robert gave a short chuckle. ‘Thank you for being you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Thank you for not pulling out that horrible line, sorry for your loss as if my father is a sock.’

      ‘It’s not my favourite expression, either. But I am sad for you. No matter what your relationship was with your father, his death is confronting.’

      ‘Yes. Good word that. I have been, and continue to be, confronted.’

      ‘You want to talk about it. That’s why you called.’

      Robert was quiet for a moment. ‘I actually called to see whether you’d lock up the garage for me. I’ll be away until after the funeral.’

      ‘Of course. And Ravenshome?’

      ‘Patti and Gerry will take care of the house.’

      Rosemary chuckled.

      ‘What’s the matter?’

      She swapped the phone to her other ear so she could take up a broom in her hand to sweep the leaf-clad balcony as she talked. ‘Ravenshome is hardly a house.’

      ‘Well, maybe not a house in conventional terms, but my house. Home, I should say.’

      ‘You’ve become increasingly fond of it.’

      ‘Yes.’ His voice was warm. ‘I know it had a dark past, but now that Patricia’s is at the front, it’s taken on a kind of softness. When I come downstairs in the morning, I have to push my way through racks of frocks made from abandoned tablecloths. It’s very homely.’

      Rosemary smiled at the image of Patti’s bespoke upcycled garments crowding the old ballroom. ‘I suspect every room you walk into downstairs is full of something Patti has created or is in the process of creating. And now Heather has joined her as an apprentice seamstress.’

      ‘The pair of them often huddle together over piles of jumpers they’ve found in an op shop like they’re Christmas presents. I’m just amazed at their creativity. There wouldn’t be a need for anyone to buy new clothes made in a factory if they shopped at Patricia’s.’

      Rosemary glanced down at the jacket she was wearing. It was indeed one of Patti’s items, an upcycled pair of Rosemary’s favourite jeans that had been too holey to wear as trousers. As a jacket, it was perfect. ‘Kudos to her.’

      ‘Yes.’ Robert fell quiet again. ‘Anyway, that was why I rang.’

      ‘Any idea when the funeral will be?’

      ‘Soon, I imagine. My father had organised it before he…well, he was always very organised. We’re waiting for family members to fly into the city. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

      ‘We can hold the fort here if you need more time. I can cancel any work you have at the garage.’

      ‘It’s okay, I only had a couple of jobs booked in for this coming week. Locals, you know. I’ve already rung them.’

      ‘Right.’ Rosemary waited but the silence stretched on. ‘Are you alright, Robert?’

      He sighed once more. ‘I am. As you know, my father and I weren’t particularly close. I guess it’s the end of an era I’m adjusting to. And the fact that city life does not appeal to me, not one bit.’

      ‘Ah. You’ve discovered the pleasures of being a Mulburian. Well, it’s not all pleasurable, as I’m sure Bob Brownlee would say if he was alive.’

      ‘Who?’

      Rosemary leaned the broom against the rail and swapped her phone back. Evening was approaching and the lights were on in both Mrs Lionel’s and Jasper’s living areas. She pulled her jacket closer. ‘You didn’t hear.’

      ‘Hear what?’

      ‘The first aid training was cancelled because there was a body in the CPR mannikin’s case.’

      ‘Sorry? You mean, a real body? Not a mannikin?’

      ‘A real body. The fellow’s name was Bob Brownlee.’

      ‘And he was in the case why?’

      ‘Your guess is as good as anyone’s.’

      ‘Wow.’ The phone rustled as if Robert was shaking his head. ‘Unbelievable.’

      ‘Yes, but it happened. We don’t know anything else.’

      ‘Okay, well, keep me informed.’

      ‘Will do. Bye for now.’

      ‘Bye.’

      Rosemary ended the call and tucked the phone into her pocket. She went back inside and hunted for the Mulbury keys, the collection of everyone’s shop and business keys she was currently the custodian of. The garage office key was the newest. When Robert bought the mechanic’s from its previous owner, he thought it wise to change the locks. Rosemary separated the key and kept it in her hand as she made her way down the street.

      The air was cooling. Rosemary buttoned her jacket up as she walked under the veranda towards Low Road. The Read Mulbury was dark, although a rectangle of light from deep inside signalled Jasper’s presence. Honey B’s Teas was similarly dim, but its blinds were still up revealing Ronnie dancing around the lounge room beyond the café with Tallulah laughing in his arms and Cuddles the Golden Retriever prancing at his feet. Rosemary paused, but Honey was probably busy elsewhere. She smiled as Ronnie swept into view again, the baby clutching at his shoulders, her face lit with delight. A stealthy warmth crept into Rosemary and her smile stayed as she crossed the road to the garage.

      Robert had done little to modernise the business, save for the computer accounting system and the means to service cars with electronic needs. Rosemary pushed her way into the office, taking in the acrid odour of oil and cement cleaner, so different to the usual fragrances of fruit and vinegar she spent each day with. She checked the computer was off, pulled down the little blind at the front of the office, and switched on the night light Robert had installed in case he needed to come in early or late. It was hard to resist tidying the desk a little, so she did, stacking car manuals into a neat pile and putting some pens back into their holder. As she did, she knocked over a photo frame partially hidden by a bag of rags left haphazardly across the in-tray. She picked it up and wiped it with one of the rags to better see what it was.

      A stony-faced man stood with his arms across the shoulder of two boys who stared wide-eyed into the camera. One boy was clearly Robert, identified by his dark eyes and dusky coloured hair but also by the way he stood tall and straight as if holding the man’s arm up. The other boy was smaller with a wavy ash blond cut and a slouch. It was if he was ducking away from the man who had similar light hair parted meticulously to one side. It was a family portrait, no doubt, and so Rosemary was looking at Robert’s now deceased father and a younger brother.

      She sat the frame back on the desk carefully, hesitating before pulling the bag of rags across it. When Robert spoke of his father, it was with no affection, but he’d never spoken of a brother. Families were tricky things, Rosemary knew, so she had never asked for more than had been offered. She slipped out the door and locked it.

      A glare of lights, and a white car hurtled up Low Road. It continued toward the cemetery before braking noisily. Rosemary crossed the road and stood on the corner near Honey B’s Teas, watching. For a full two minutes, the car chugged unhappily in the middle of the street before its reversing lights came on and it went backwards down the hill until it was alongside Goldmarket Square. After some zig zagging, it parked near Franco’s Patisserie, and a group of people stepped out.

      Now that the car was stationary, quiet fell over Mulbury. Rosemary counted five people, three men of various sizes, and two women. One of the women was a tiny thing compared to her tall companion, and seemed familiar but it was too dark to see her clearly. Each person wore a large jacket that dangled to mid-calf, or in the small woman’s case, to her ankles. They started across the Square, the first man holding something in front of him while the man beside him carried what appeared to be an old-fashioned TV antenna. A larger man straggled behind the group, puffing heavily as he tried to keep up, and waving his hands as if wanting them to stop.

      Rosemary glanced into the tearoom. Ronnie was nowhere to be seen but she could hear faint laughter from the back of the residence. It was dinner time, and eating was what any sensible Mulburian would be doing. Rosemary decided she wasn’t yet hungry and crept across the road to follow the small crowd.

      They walked stealthily, eerily quiet except for the heavy breathing of the last man. Rosemary ducked under a bough of The Exceptional Tree and waited until they’d gone past The Sweet Potato. Antenna Man held it higher and someone whispered something which was followed by a ‘Shhhhh!’ from someone else. As Rosemary followed them, keeping to the shadows around Mullings of Mulbury, she realised where they were going.

      The Leftover Restaurant was as dark as the rest of the businesses around it. Blue and white tape across its doorway waved lightly in the slight breeze. The small crowd stopped, fanning out so they stood in a line. Rosemary went as close as she could without revealing herself and crouched down behind a rubbish bin.

      ‘Anything?’ Antenna Man asked.

      ‘Nothing,’ said the man holding the object.

      ‘A flicker?’ asked the small woman.

      ‘No. Nothing.’

      The small woman shook her head. ‘That’s not right.’

      ‘It doesn’t lie,’ said the man. ‘If there’s anything-’

      ‘Bob!’ screamed the small woman. ‘Bob! I’m here!’

      Scuffles and mumbling erupted from the small crowd as they surrounded the tiny woman and hurried her back across the Square. Rosemary made herself as compact as she could but they didn’t glance her way. The man with the object threw it into a backpack so he could scoop his arm around the small woman’s back as the other woman tried to take her arm. Antenna Man stormed ahead to open the car.

      They passed Rosemary in a flurry of gravel. There were loud bangs as car doors opened and closed. Rosemary ran, crouched awkwardly, to the wall of Franco’s Patisserie, and watched the car stutter before taking off. It turned sharply to head back down the road and the illumination from Franco’s inside light lit the front seat occupant. The small woman’s face, twisted in distress as it had been when she’d been bundled away, was suddenly recognisable. It was Bunnie Brownlee.
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      ‘And she was calling out to him? In the dark?’

      Rosemary passed the plate of ginger biscuits to her friend and nodded. Mrs Lionel took one and held it in her fingers. ‘She called out his name. Twice.’

      ‘Poor dear.’ Mrs Lionel dunked the biscuit into her tea and took a quick bite. ‘Perhaps she doesn’t quite realise he’s dead.’

      ‘I believe she identified him.’

      ‘Goodness. It sounds like she’s in complete denial. I hope she has access to a counsellor.’

      Rosemary poured herself more tea and rested her chin in her hand. It was late afternoon, the first real chance she’d had to talk to Mrs Lionel or anyone about the previous evening. The day had been filled with gawking tourists, their main mission in visiting to see the cordoned off restaurant. Rosemary was at first disgusted and then run off her feet as the dark tourists realised there wasn’t much to the crime scene but that the rest of Mulbury was very interesting.  Having made their way there, it was like they couldn’t leave until they’d spent all their money and been in every shop and eaten Franco’s entire display of pies. She was, frankly, relieved they were gone so she could do the other chores she’d listed for the day, including buying more cat food. ‘I dare say counselling will be offered.’ Rosemary toyed with a biscuit. ‘How do these taste?’
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