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Chapter 1

 

Belinda pressed her nose to the window and glared at the rain coming down as if it was never going to stop. It was the first day of the school holidays.

She stroked her kitten, Senna Two. He rolled over with his paws in the air and let out a small snore. 

Her mother stood in front of her easel. Her smock was blotched in black and purple paint, and her hair fell over her face. There were paints all over the table, and a strong smell of turpentine hung in the air.

"It's raining," Belinda told her mother.

"So it is," her mother said vaguely. "Where are your friends today?"

"Kate will be at basketball; Julie has violin lessons; Amanda's probably gone away," Belinda recited gloomily.

There was a thunderous knocking at the front door. Belinda rushed to open it.

Kate Kennedy dripped on the front door step. Her curly hair was plastered to her head, and her runners were a sodden grey. 

She gave Belinda a cheerful grin as she wriggled out of her plastic coat. "Too wet for basketball, so I thought I would drop around."

Behind her a large black umbrella bobbed up to the front door. Under it was Amanda Jones, not as wet as Kate, but just as cheerful. "Thought I would visit. Mummy and Daddy are out, and Mrs. Smith is in a bad mood."

"Hello, Mrs. Robinson," the two girls chorused as they followed Belinda into the kitchen.

"Nice to see you, Kate and Amanda. Would you mind playing in the other room? I want to finish this painting."

They went through into the lounge-room. 

Amanda pounced on the kitten and it let out a protesting squeak. "Hello, Senna Two. Isn't he growing beautifully?"

"I changed the name of mine to Benna," Amanda said.

Kate giggled. She sat on the floor drying her hair, and her blonde curls stood on end like a golliwog. "I changed the name of mine to Tenna, because he doesn't stop yowling."

The three girls had been given a kitten each from the same litter. They were odd-looking kittens with the narrow Siamese heads of their father, and the fluffy fur of their Persian mother.

"Senna, Benna and Tenna make it still matching names," Belinda said.

Kate put the kitten down and glared at the rain pouring down outside. "Nothing much to do in wet weather." 

"Can always cook." Amanda spent all her spare time experimenting with new recipes.

"And if you cook, we can always eat," Kate agreed. "But what is there to actually do?"

"There's a police car pulling up outside," Belinda said as she looked out the window. 

There was a knock on the front door. They waited. Belinda's mother answered the door. They heard the murmur of voices as people walked into the kitchen. Then silence.

"Something must be wrong," Belinda said uneasily.

"Probably only after street directions," Kate said.

Belinda sneaked open the kitchen door. Her mother sat at the table looking at nothing. One policeman patted her on the shoulder and the other one was at the sink getting a glass of water.

There was something wrong with her mother's face. It was almost as if she had gone blind. Belinda got a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

She walked into the kitchen. The two police, one woman and one man both had strained expressions on their faces.

"What is it?" Belinda asked.

"There's been an accident." The policeman sounded uncomfortable.

"An accident," Belinda repeated. 

"The car skidded off the ocean road, probably late last night. The rain undermined the road. They are waiting for low tide to salvage the car," the policewoman explained as she gave the glass of water and a tablet to Belinda's mother. 

"Daddy?" Belinda gasped.

Her mother washed the tablet down with the water, and dabbed at her face with her paint-covered rag. Her eyes focused. "They think your father might have gone over with the car, Belinda." 

The funny feeling in the pit of Belinda's stomach tightened into a painful knot. Suddenly, rain on the first day of the school holidays was unimportant. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Outside the window, the rain poured down grey and unceasing. The big shabby lounge-room was gloomy and shadowy.

It was Sunday afternoon. Belinda and her kitten had spent the night with the Kennedy family. Her mother had gone to the scene of the crash. 

Under normal circumstances, Belinda would have loved staying with the Kennedy's. Boy Kennedy's wrestled up and down the lounge-room and left skate-boards and bikes in the passageway. Girl Kennedy's played doll's houses in the pantry, and cut out and pasted all over the kitchen floor.

Everywhere you looked was the clutter of sporting equipment; cricket bats, tennis racquets and hockey sticks tumbled together with basketballs, footballs and table tennis nets. 

All the Kennedy's had made her very welcome, but Belinda stayed scared. What was happening, and why didn't her mother ring with some news?

"No news is good news," Mrs. Kennedy said at breakfast.

"Cheer up," Mr. Kennedy said at lunch. "Your Dad won't want to come home to a daughter with such a long face."

Mr. Kennedy was fat, bald and jolly. He had said "nonsense" so firmly to any suggestion that something dreadful had happened that Belinda almost believed him.

Kate looked at Belinda's unhappy face. "He could have been thrown clear."

"So why haven't we heard?"

"Maybe he got picked up by a passing car and taken to hospital?"

"None of the hospitals have reported his arrival."

"He could've lost his memory?"

Belinda wiped her eyes. Perhaps her father was dead, his body washed out of the car and swept under rocks. Perhaps he was staggering around dazed and injured. Perhaps he was lying unconscious in the dense bushland behind the coastline. 

During the afternoon, Amanda arrived, with Benna tucked under her jumper. She put him down to play with the other two kittens. 

"Come on, Amanda," Kate's brother Tim prodded. "You promised to make us coffee scrolls."

"I suppose afternoon tea would be a good idea," Amanda said with a sigh.

"A beaut idea." Tim held the door open. "This way to the stove."

Belinda's mother arrived as Amanda was handing out freshly baked coffee scrolls, and Mrs. Kennedy was pouring tea. The noise stopped. Mrs. Kennedy shoved the little Kennedy's out of the kitchen.

"I've made a nice pot of tea, Mrs. Robinson."

Belinda's mother sat down, taking off her wet beret and unbuttoning her raincoat.    Belinda's mouth was dry. She wanted to ask that one dreadful question, but it wouldn't come out.

"I came back with Mr. Jones." Her mother looked at Amanda as though she didn't quite see her. "Your family beach house is near where the car went over." She stared at her cup of tea. "The police divers don't think he went over the cliff with the car."

"That's wonderful!" Belinda said.

"So where is he?" Amanda asked.

Belinda's mother stared at her teacup.

"What's wrong?" Belinda asked. The tight sick feeling was returning to her stomach.

"Your father is missing, and so is a briefcase of the firm's money. The police think he wrecked the car, stole the money and disappeared."

"Daddy wouldn't," Belinda said.

"Ridiculous!" Amanda gasped.

"Idiotic!" Kate snorted.

"Nonsense!" Mrs. Kennedy said.

"We just have to find Daddy and the money, and everything will be all right." Belinda felt a lot better. At least her father was alive. The missing money wasn't important. 

"Mr. and Mrs. Jones have offered us their beach house for the holidays," Belinda's mother said. "I want to stay around the area in case something turns up."

"And if anything does, we will be there on the spot," Belinda said. "Can Kate and Amanda come, too?"

"If it is all right with their parents."

"Beaut!" Kate exulted. "I can go, can't I, Mum?"

"If you promise to be useful," warned Mrs. Kennedy.

"And I'll help with the cooking," Amanda said.

"Mr. Jones will run us down in the morning," Belinda's mother said. "Can you all be ready?"

"Yes," chorused the three girls.

"We will be able to have a thorough search of the area," Kate said. 

"I know every gully and creek around there," Amanda said.

Belinda picked up her kitten and cuddled him. She was feeling better all the time. "If we can find Daddy, it will be the best holiday I've ever had."

"Even if it does rain all the time," Kate agreed as she rolled the ball along the floor for Tenna to pounce on.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The windscreen wipers swished backwards and forwards, pushing back the curtain of water that ran down the glass. Mr. Jones drove slowly, leaning forward to peer through the windscreen. Beside him, Belinda's mother sat straight and silent.

The three girls sat in the back. In the wicker basket at their feet, the three kittens had given up yowling protests, and were snuggled together asleep.

Belinda brooded over the conversation she had with her mother the previous evening.

"But why can't you let grandmother know about the accident?" she had demanded as she folded towels and sheets. "She could probably find Daddy straight away."

"I don't know where she is," her mother admitted with a sigh. "She could be anywhere from Tibet to Timbuktu."

Belinda thought about her grandmother as the car made its slow way along the curving ocean road. It was very mysterious that her grandmother never left a forwarding address. It would be nice to have a stay-at-home grandmother, especially when there was an emergency.

The car turned off the highway and down a side street. Kate jabbed Belinda as they went past a garage. In the far corner of the yard was a battered grey Ford. The windscreen was shattered, and the lovely sleek nose was crumpled as though some giant had kicked it. One door was missing and the other hung drunkenly from one hinge. 

Belinda swallowed at the sight of it. Mr. Jones stopped the car, and went into the general store. He returned with bread and milk. He drove the car further along, slowed and turned down an overgrown driveway.  

Amanda sat up straighter. "We're here!"

"Where?" Kate asked looking bewildered.

At the end of the driveway was a shabby little house, so weathered and small it was almost hidden by the bush around it. Everyone got out. Mr. Jones started unloading cases and boxes. 

Amanda danced on ahead and unlocked the door with a flourish. "Welcome to 'Emoh Ruo'," she said.

The house was enclosed in a fly-wire covered veranda, damp and smelling of gum leaves. Double doors opened into a large room, with a sink and stove in one corner divided off by a bench. There was one bedroom off the big room, and a shower recess, hand-basin and toilet at the end of the enclosed veranda.

At last the cases and boxes were unloaded and piled in a neat heap in the veranda. Belinda made one last trip out to the car for the wicker basket of kittens.

Mr. Jones turned lights on, and did something to the back of the refrigerator. "Needs painting. It's getting very shabby."

"Where do we sleep?" Belinda asked.

"In here," Belinda's mother said. "Much too damp to be sleeping out on the veranda."

"We can fix it later," Amanda said. "We'll have lunch, so Dad can get back."
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