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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MAJOR BILLYCOCK-SMYTHE

          

        

      

    

    
      MOLLY JUMPED up as soon as she saw the blood on her husband’s cheek. ‘You’re hurt, Jeremy!’ But he brushed right past her. ‘For goodness sake, woman, don’t fuss.’

      Major Billycock-Smythe threw his hat and keys on to the coffee table, slumped into an armchair and kicked off his dulled, sodden shoes.

      He glanced down at his bedraggled uniform and sighed with exasperation. ‘Save your sympathy for the foreigner who pushed me into the fountain. When I get through with him …’ He stopped mid-sentence. ‘I need a stiff drink.’

      Molly could hear him talking to her back as she prepared the single-malt scotch at the drinks cabinet. His plummy English baritone changed to a kind of gasping falsetto as he ran out of breath. ‘The only good thing about the two-hour drive home was it gave me the chance to dry out a bit. But two hours! That’s ridiculous! I could have nearly walked here faster. Why do they allow so many blinking little cars on the road?’

      The ice cubes chinked as Molly handed the glass to him before sitting down opposite.

      ‘Aren’t you having a drink, darling?’ Major B.S. didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I’ll have yours then. I think I deserve it more than you anyway after the day I’ve had.’

      Molly squeezed her hands on the arms of her chair. If he had bothered to ask her about her day, he would know she hadn’t been curled up in this armchair since he had left for Canberra after breakfast. Her day was ruined by a water pipe, which had burst and flooded one of the downstairs bathrooms.

      A plumber had taken hours to sort it out and he had only just left, accepting Molly’s word that she’d bank transfer the payment. If there were any problems she had given him Jeremy’s mobile number. Molly knew there would be problems but she also knew he wouldn’t be able to get through on that line to ask where his money was. Although you could get reception just down the road, this property was in a satellite dead-spot. She hated being deceitful, but increasingly it was becoming the only way to get by with their deepening financial woes. Delay and pray.

      After using towel after towel to mop up the wasted precious water, Molly had just sat down with her book when she heard the roar of the Land Rover coming up the drive. Her dog barked and a car door slammed. Then the front door opened and she heard her husband’s heavy footsteps coming up the parquet floor of the hallway towards the sitting room.

      Jeremy took a swig of his scotch and inspected the torn sleeve of his ceremonial jacket. ‘I don’t suppose you can repair this, Millicent?’

      Molly sighed. Jeremy was the only person who called her Millicent, and she had long given up trying to dissuade him. ‘Put the coat over there, and I’ll see what I can do.’
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        * * *

      

      AS SOON as he looked in the bathroom mirror, Major B.S. saw one of his medals was missing. He had earned that medal for his first five years of service in the British Army. Now it was probably at the bottom of the fountain in front of Parliament House. They’d never give him another one, not after the way he’d left them.

      He rinsed the flannel with warm water and started dabbing his left cheek to wash away the dried blood. Millicent had wanted him to get Dr Smith to check it out but no way was he going to let that quack of a veterinarian touch him. Besides, Dr Smith might start asking awkward questions about how he came to be injured like that.

      The embarrassing truth was it had nothing to do with the actual plunge into the fountain. When he had returned to the car all wringing wet, Major B.S. had tossed the bag of groceries on the passenger seat towards the back seat just a bit too vigorously. Who knew the tinned peas would fly out of the bag and strike him?

      He ran a finger lightly over the wound. It looked like it would leave a scar but it’d make a good story at dinner parties. He’d invent something a bit more heroic than peas, of course.

      A knock on the door made him jump.

      ‘Are you all right in there, Jeremy?’ He turned off the running tap, hoping Millicent hadn’t heard it. She was paranoid about wasting water. Nag, nag, nag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FINE WINTER’S DAY FOR A SWIM

          

        

      

    

    
      JOHANNA TRIM sucked at her pen. She knew the story she had written for the next day’s newspaper lacked some important details. She glanced up at the clock on the wall, which told her the deadline was hurtling towards her. If only Major B.S. had stayed around after his dunking and answered questions instead of storming off like that!

      Johanna had seen some thick-skinned people try to spin their way out of trouble, but this?
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        * * *

      

      THIS HAD been Major B.S.’s third press conference in the parliamentary forecourt, and they were just getting better.

      When Johanna arrived and joined the media pack to await the speaker, she saw black people standing behind the dais.

      Had Major B.S. hired a gospel choir for the occasion? She wouldn’t put it past him.

      Finally, the man himself appeared. He adjusted the microphone as high as it would go and was now looking down on the murmuring media like a school headmaster demanding silence. When he was sure the cameras were on, he turned on his smile too. It was trademark Major B.S..

      ‘As you can see, we have rescued 12 very happy people.’ He turned around to the people behind, who were all dressed in colourful robes and head scarves, and displaying a dazzling array of white teeth.

      Johanna noticed a person come out the front door of Parliament and whisper in the ear of the man at the end of the line. Whatever was said caused his facial expression to shift to a scowl. He turned and whispered into the ear of the woman next to him, and so it went on until no-one left was smiling. It was then one of the men dashed forward and shoved Major B.S. backwards into the water.

      Hands reached out to help him get out, and Major B.S. staggered back to his feet and waded out of the fountain. With water dripping from his uniform, he looked shorter than the 6 foot 4 inches he often bragged he was. He pointed a trembling finger at Johanna and shouted. ‘You put them up to this, didn’t you!’

      Johanna looked around at her gobsmacked colleagues. ‘You don’t seriously think I had something to do with this?’

      The Major, red with rage, kept pointing at her. ‘You’d do anything for a photo opportunity that’s going to make me look ridiculous.’
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        * * *

      

      THE CHANCES of Johanna Trim ever having met Major B.S. were remote.

      She was a political reporter, which meant her focus was usually fixed narrowly on politicians.

      But that all changed the afternoon two years ago she received an advisory the Prime Minister would be attending the Major’s press conference in the parliamentary forecourt the next day.

      She had made some phone calls to try to work out who this Major Billycock-Smythe was, and what was in it for the P.M..

      Her sources told her Major B.S. was a well-connected 60-something former British army officer who lived on a historic property called Rowbottom, inland from Canberra. He had married a much younger woman, Molly Rowbottom, who could trace her lineage back to the colonial overlords of that grazing property.

      Major B.S. had also hired himself out as a mercenary but from the outset of the press conference it seemed he was now trying to reinvent himself as an adventure travel agent.

      Major B.S.’s opening statement had been memorable. ‘Do you know how many people, by accident of birth, are born into long-term peaceful countries and will never have the opportunity to experience the horrors of war? Well, now we can give them that experience — for a price.’

      Major B.S. said he had set up an adventure company he called Trojan Tours, which was offering to take paying tourists into an unnamed African country, which was in the middle of a civil war.

      The P.M. stood beside him. He didn’t speak, but when someone in the press corp asked why the African country couldn’t be named, they exchanged glance. ‘My understanding is there are some diplomatic sensitivities,’ Major B.S. said.

      You’d think something as stupid as that would never get off the ground. But Major B.S. actually managed to sign up 12 people, who he took into the danger zone in two Saracen six-wheeled armoured personnel carrier tanks.
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        * * *

      

      WHEN the adventure tourists and the tour leader were captured and thrown into a prisoner-of-war camp, Johanna thought that was the last she’d see of Major B.S..

      She was wrong.

      Major B.S. escaped. He held a short press conference at the airport on his return, and expressed regret the others didn’t have the bottle — his words — to escape with him.

      He was next seen a year later when he returned to the parliamentary forecourt for his second press conference there, this time on Australia Day. Call her cynical, but the presence of the Deputy Prime Minister standing at Major B.S.’s armpits this time suggested to her that the government was keeping at eye on him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE CROWD was enormous. Aside from media people, the forecourt was filled with flag-waving people enjoying their day off for the public holiday.

      The only free place Johanna could find was directly behind Major B.S..

      ‘I take my duty of care very seriously.’ Major B.S. paused to blow his nose on a white monogrammed handkerchief he removed from his pocket with a great theatrical flourish. ‘Those people might have started out as paying clients but we developed a great camaraderie on the battlefield. They became my chums and they trusted me. I owe them this.’

      His voice trembled as he read from a letter smuggled out of the prisoner-of-war camp. ‘It ends with a plea I am sure no decent human being could ignore. I quote: “Please get us out. Someone. Anyone. Please. Oh God, please.”’

      He sniffled, and tears rolled down his cheeks. So long was the pause, the people in the crowd assumed he had broken down with emotion. But just when they started looking around wondering if someone should get up there and offer him help, Major B.S. suddenly found his voice. This time it was strong and he produced a little Australian flag from his pocket.

      ‘I’m here today to announce I plan to recruit a crack team of commandoes so we can go back to rescue the adventure tourists.’

      This seemed to set off all the other flag wavers.

      Johanna knew they hadn’t seen what she had seen, though.

      Standing behind him, she saw him slip the slice of onion into his trousers pocket, which accounted for the tears. She also saw he had neglected to read the postscript of the letter, which said: “PS, Major B.S.: wish you were here.”

      Dutifully, she shared these two facts with her readers the next day.

      Major B.S. was outraged, and lodged a complaint with the Australian Press Council about what he called Johanna’s sneaky news-gathering. But that backfired on him when the complaint was dismissed.

      Today’s third press conference wouldn’t have improved his mood.

      This time the government had sent a junior minister along.
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        * * *

      

      JOHANNA called in a favour from a TV cameraman so she could try to make sense of why Major B.S. had been shoved into the fountain.

      His video replay showed what had unfolded, though it didn’t solve the “why” questions or the “who” questions.

      It did provide a good look at the man who had come out of the building and clearly showed him whisper into the black man’s ear. But the other scenes were as she had remembered them: Major B.S. being pushed in the fountain and a glint of metal as something flew from his jacket; him red-faced and angry wading out of the fountain; him storming off; then the choir filing down to the roadside and boarding a waiting bus. Two minutes and five seconds of recording.

      Johanna scratched her head. She had seen that mystery whisperer around the place. She didn’t know his name, and she wasn’t even sure where she had seen him. But did it even matter? Mindful of the looming deadline for tomorrow’s paper, she decided to tuck that information in the back of her mind to piece together another day.

      She hit the phones instead, and called in some favours from well-placed government sources.

      No-one wanted to go on record but she gleaned from them that the 12 people were actually from Africa.

      The version of the story she got was Major B.S. had recruited his so-called crack commandoes from a work-for-the-dole scheme. As he had promised, he had taken them back with the intent of rescuing the adventure tourists. But they had become disorientated in the dark and rescued the wrong 12 people, which he had brought into the country on an aircraft that had breached border security and landed somewhere in the West Australian outback.

      It all started to make sense to her now.

      It made even more sense when she was told the mystery man had been sent by an unnamed Minister with instructions to tell the illegal immigrants that there was a bus waiting to take them back to Villawood Detention Centre in Sydney. She didn’t have time to find out which Minister. She glanced at the clock again. The priority was to somehow track down Major B.S. and get him to verify what she had found out but couldn’t say for sure.

      The problem was Major B.S. had never shared his number with her. Why would he? They were hardly bosom buddies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE ROOSTER RAISES ITS HEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      SHE FLICKED through the phone book until she found the letter “R”.

      Her thumb fell on Rowbottom General Store. She sighed heavily. She guessed country shops opened at the crack of dawn and it would be long closed by now.

      Rowbottom Laundromat. Was that even a thing? Why?

      Rowbottom Tavern. Bingo. She dialled, knowing it was a long shot anyone would even be there midweek.

      When the bartender told her he had never seen Major B.S. in there, her heart sank. But when he said Major B.S.’s next-door neighbour was in right now and perhaps he could help, she brightened.

      It seemed he had put the receiver down on the bar, and she could hear people talking and music in the background.

      ‘Bob Roberts here,’ said the man who came on the phone. ‘Funny, we was just talking about the Major.’

      ‘His number doesn’t seem to be listed.’

      ‘Just a minute. I think I have his home number scribbled down on a bit of paper I tucked away in my wallet, and Jacko might just have the Major’s mobile.’

      ‘Who’s Jacko?’

      ‘He’s here drinking with me. He was up at the big house today fixing a broken pipe. Hang on a minute, I’ll check with him.’

      She could hear more background noise when he laid the phone down on the bar.

      Then Bob returned.

      ‘Got a pen, duck? Jacko’s written the mobile number on a beer coaster. And I did have his landline number.’

      She scribbled both of them down. The ink was blue, but in her imagination it was gold.

      ‘Any problems, get back to me. I’ll be here at the pub for a while. I got myself a new job on a road crew, so we’re celebrating. But you’d better take down my home number in case the wife realises I’m here and forces me to go home.’

      Johanna was smiling when she hung up. Got the old bugger, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      MAJOR B.S. did not let Molly watch the evening TV news.

      ‘They’re only going to give one side of the story. These lefty journalists band together like thieves.’

      They had a long, late dinner.

      Molly and Major B.S. sat either end of a long mahogany table that could seat 12 people. Molly was eating a salad and Jeremy was cutting into a blackened steak he had cooked, which accounted for all the smoke in the kitchen, and the grease-splattered stove.

      Before she had married him, Molly had been happy to eat at the rustic pine table in the kitchen, but now Major B.S. insisted on eating in grandeur every meal. Molly couldn’t think why. He often complained that the dining room looked like a mausoleum with all those portraits of her dead relatives looking down on him and a grandfather clock that ticked too loudly for his liking.

      ‘I don’t know where your top politicians were today. They were falling over themselves to be photographed with me before. Even out here in the colonies, you’d expect M.P.’s to have some bottle!’

      ‘What you need is a good night’s sleep, Jeremy.’

      ‘Fat chance of that.’ Major B.S. sprayed flecks of meat as he talked. ‘The vet’s rooster always wakes me up a good hour before daybreak.’

      ‘I don’t think the rooster belongs to Dr Smith.’

      ‘Don’t try to protect him.’ Major B.S. waved his fork with so much vigour Molly feared the piece of steak on the end might fly her way. ‘You know as well as I do that not only is Smith downright dodgy, he has a malicious rooster that wakes me every morning.’

      Before Molly had the chance to protest, the phone in the kitchen began to ring. She sighed. ’I expect that will be for you, Jeremy.’

      ‘Me? Who would be calling me at this time of night?’

      The phone kept ringing.

      Molly turned her head towards the sound coming through the kitchen door behind her. ‘Well, aren’t you going to answer it?’

      Major B.S. swallowed his meat, and the phone kept ringing. He chewed and swallowed. ‘Probably another Indian scammer. What puzzles me is how they knew we were having a late dinner tonight.’

      The phone finally stopped and Molly shifted in her chair. ‘That might have been important. What makes you so sure they were Indians?’

      ‘They’re the only people who have our silent number.’

      Molly shook her head. She had given that number to a few friends. It was one of the few things she still had to offer people.

      It used to be different. Once the Rowbottom manor house had been the mothership everything in the district revolved around. Molly was descended from a British colonel named Sir James Rowbottom who had received a huge land grant from the governor of New South Wales in 1830. Using convict labour, 100,000 trees were cut down to make way for 50,000 sheep. The house, built from local timber and stone quarried 20 miles away, had passed from descendant to descendant. Now their images captured in oil paint by various portrait painters adorned the walls.

      Jeremy never seemed to notice the intricate carvings around the sides of the mahogany table. Every six weeks or so Molly invited a local group to a charity morning tea, and they were treated to silver cutlery, gold-rimmed porcelain plates and starched white serviettes — and the table was always a talking point. As was the intricately carved grandfather clock that had been imported from England in 1850. But Jeremy never attended the charity morning teas. ‘What on earth would they have in common with me, Millicent?’

      He had, however, revived dinner parties at Rowbottom. Molly’s late parents, Sir Richard and Lady Ruthie, had been known as great hosts and Jeremy had revived the grand tradition. He invited politicians, judges, esteemed academics and other people of influence to Rowbottom and provided the best food and wine he could find.

      Major B.S. sawed his steak. ‘I forgot to tell you, darling …’ He raised a huge piece of cremated meat to his mouth. ‘… I took the liberty of scheduling another dinner party. I hope you don’t mind?’

      Molly felt faint. ‘Another dinner party? No-one will want to come here in mid-winter. When did you have in mind?’

      ‘Hmm, next week. Friday.’ Major B.S. stopped chewing, and said from the side of his mouth. ’I sent out the invitations when I was in Canberra this morning.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            GREETINGS FROM BRIGHTON

          

        

      

    

    
      IT HAD taken Major B.S. some months to realise the newspapers he found in the letter-box at the end of the pebble drive each morning weren’t actually current. They were yesterday’s papers, which had been delivered the previous afternoon. This meant the news they carried was actually two days old.

      The first time Major B.S. noticed, he laughed as he pointed the date out to his wife across the breakfast table.

      ‘It wouldn’t happen in Great Britain.’ He stabbed a finger at the masthead. ‘These fools have only forgotten to change the date.’

      She put down her toast. ‘I assumed you’d worked it out. All the papers are yesterday’s.’

      Major B.S. felt her eyes upon him as he gathered up the three papers in a crash of crockery and double-checked the dates. She was right, and he looked up, gasping.

      ‘How long has this been going on?’ He made a tut-tutting sound. ‘Anyone would think we lived at Ayers Rock, rather than 90 minutes from the nation’s capital.’

      His wife picked up her toast and looked at it: ‘You mean Uluru.’

      ‘What?’ Major B.S. frowned.’I don’t know how you can keep eating toast and Marmite when we are discussing something so serious.’

      ‘Vegemite!’

      ‘What?’ He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      ‘I’m eating Vegemite, not Marmite. And Ayers Rock goes by the name Uluru these days.’

      That sent Major B.S. into a coughing fit. When he had finished, he said: ‘Don’t you know anything about your own history, Millicent? An Englishman discovered Ayers Rock in the 1870s.’

      ‘And the local Aborigines didn’t know it was there? I wonder how they kept missing a 600-million-year-old enormous red rock?’

      ‘Don’t be so facetious.’ Major B.S. threw back his head. ‘I can’t believe this sorry state of affairs, Millicent. I can’t believe you’ve been deceiving me.’

      She put down her toast, and looked shocked. ‘How have I been deceiving you? You could have checked the dates. And no-one’s stopping you from clearing the box again in the afternoon if that’s what you want to do.’

      ‘You never even raised it as an option?’

      ‘Why would I? The papers have been arriving here in the afternoon as long as I can remember.’

      Once he got used to the idea, Major B.S. came to accept this. In fact, he came to enjoy the protection of time sometimes.

      He was particularly glad the morning after his dunking because he knew there’d be nothing in any of the papers that would send his blood pressure rocketing towards the sun. Not that there was much sun at 7.30am at that time of the year. It would be some hours before the frost on the lawn would be melted away. He had Millicent’s little white mutt, Two Dogs, yapping at his heels, which was his one concession to giving the dog his daily exercise.

      Major B.S. opened the back of the box and dragged out the newspapers one by one and unwrapped the first two.

      As he had expected, they were both Thursday editions — The Australian and The Sydney Morning Herald. He didn’t unwrap the third one because he could see through the cellophane wrap it was that awful lefty rag Johanna Trim worked for, which he had nicknamed The Daily Lemonsuck. For the life of him, Major B.S. didn’t know why Millicent insisted on getting it delivered each day. It did not even have a decent crossword.

      He tucked the newspapers under his arm and looked again into the letter-box. Oh, this was a good day. There was mail too: three letters and a postcard.

      Major B.S. examined the postcard first.

      The picture on the front depicted the pier at Brighton.

      He presumed it must be from a friend of Millicent’s. Well, none of his friends would gloat about going to such a tacky place. He flipped the card over and one look at the scribble told him otherwise.

      Major B.S. turned his attention to the three letters. Annoyingly, two were addressed to “Molly” Rowbottom. When were people going to stop being common? One letter was in a fancy envelope that proclaimed it was from a bank and the other one was a plain white envelope that had no return address. The third letter was addressed to Major B.S.. When he saw it was from his solicitor in London, he ripped it open.

      He squinted down at the contents, and groaned. This noise caused Two Dogs to start yet another barking frenzy.

      ‘Oh, shut up.’

      Major B.S. crunched back along the gravel drive and went inside the house. He could hear his wife humming upstairs. He slipped the letter from his London solicitor into his top pocket and put the newspapers on top of the hallway cabinet. When he went upstairs to the bedroom, Millicent was smoothing out the white duvet. She had opened the ghastly green curtains and her reading glasses were dangling from a plastic chain around her neck.

      ‘You’ve got post.’ He handed the letters over, hanging on to the postcard. ‘I left the papers downstairs.’

      Millicent looked surprised to see him. ‘You didn’t go for your morning walk?’

      ‘I thought I’d give my body a rest after yesterday’s strain.’

      Millicent put the letters down on the bed.

      ‘Who’s the card from?’

      ‘Oh that.’ Major B.S. glanced down to the card he was holding. ‘Just Bax.’

      Her eyes lit up. ‘Your best man! What’s he up to?’

      He sighed. ‘Looks like he’s been having his summer holidays at Brighton. I can just imagine Bax rolling up his trouser legs, baring those pathetic little legs, and sandwiching himself on the pebble beach between thousands of other anaemic people, all wearing socks with their flip-flops.’

      ‘Don’t be unkind, Jeremy. Bax is your oldest friend. He must be like family to you.’

      ‘Family? That’s a laugh.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            TOO MUCH CHAMPERS

          

        

      

    

    
      MOLLY HAD met Jeremy two years earlier on a trip to London she had taken to celebrate her windfall.

      She had signed a contract with a wind-generation company to allow them to install 12 turbines in her top paddocks. The contract wasn’t really that lucrative. But she felt it was worth celebrating after she had scrimped for so long, even if it maxed out her credit card again.

      On her second night in London she met Jeremy at a posh hotel and they hit it off. The bottle of French bubbly made him seem more charming, handsome, and intelligent than he turned out to be.

      A week later they were married.

      She was 37 and it didn’t matter to her he was so much older. She was floored by his devotion. He was quite willing to relocate halfway around the world even after she told him that Rowbottom wasn’t what it used to be, and even though he’d be leaving behind expensive property in London. He did insist on them both signing a prenuptial agreement, but he said that was in her best interests.

      Jeremy had introduced her to Billy Baxter the night before the civil marriage ceremony.

      She was taken aback at first sight. He seemed like the kind of man you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley, and there was something not quite right about him.

      He had a haircut that looked like he had done it himself with the help of a bowl. Jeremy tussled his straggly hair like you see grown-ups rough up the hair of youngsters. ‘He’s a popular little chap this one. Don’t be fooled by his common South London accent and his dandruff, this fellow’s in high demand. He’s already been a best man six times!’

      Molly smiled nervously. And then it became obvious. Not only did the man have a scar down one of his cheeks, he was also missing an ear.

      Jeremy tapped her on the side of her shoulder. ‘I just need to catch up with B.J. over there, do you mind?’

      It turned out fine. He was so awkward at first, she got the impression he’d rather be out in the dark alley. But once he relaxed, he spoke highly of Jeremy.

      ‘You’ve got a good one there.’ Then he lowered his voice. ‘He probably wouldn’t want me telling you this …’ He locked his eyes on hers.’This is between us, innit? As the new lady in his life, I figure you’d want to know.’

      ‘Know what?’

      ‘Don’t be fooled by his modesty. The Major has overcome a lot of adversity to get to where he is today. He’s made the orphanage proud.’

      Molly’s left hand flew to her mouth.

      ‘His mum, dad and little sister were killed in an explosion that destroyed their home on his eighth birthday. It wasn’t his fault they had bought him a chemistry set.’

      Molly let out a small gasp. She too had lost her parents tragically. But she was older — 25 — when her own father was killed in a car crash. He had been driving her mother to a function at night when their car collided head on with a truck. Daddy was killed instantly but Mummy had lived, albeit with terrible injuries. Molly had nursed Lady Ruthie for the next 10 years. When the money from Sir Richard’s life insurance had run out, Molly had taken out a mortgage on the property to cover mounting bills and by the time Mummy died, Molly not only had almost missed out on marriage and children but had a very large debt hovering over her head.

      Bax shook his head. ‘When I first met Major B.S. at the orphanage, he was plain old Jerry Smythe.’

      ‘So you were an orphan too, Bax?’

      ‘Yeah, but he didn’t let those circumstances keep him down. All of us other orphans were gobsmacked when he won a scholarship to a public boarding school. He had to go back to the orphanage every holiday. But it was always onwards and upwards for him, he wouldn’t settle for second best. He changed his name, got top marks in most of his subjects and joined the army. He rose to the rank of Major before, you know, the whatsis hit the fan.’

      Molly frowned.

      ‘You didn’t know? He was accused of selling arms to foreign armies.’

      Molly felt just about every muscle in her body tense up. ‘Did he?’

      Bax shook his head, triggering another shower of snowflakes. ‘The charges were trumped up. He had upset the wrong people in high places and they just wanted to get rid of him. Nothing was ever proved. In fact, he was dishonourably discharged on an entirely different fabricated matter. He had no choice but to become a mercenary. That was all he knew how to do.’

      When Major B.S. returned, Bax gave his apologies and moved on.

      Jeremy watched him walk over to another group. ‘Sorry about that. I had to have a word with B.J.. I see you coped though. Did you ask Bax about his missing ear? I’m guessing he’s jolly glad we rescued him before they chopped off any other extremities. He was delirious when we found him. He didn’t know who we were and kept pleading for his life. Pathetic really, but I guess some men’s breaking points are lower than others’.’
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