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Introducing who’s who from Ravenshead Estate in this story

Henry Finchley -M- Martha Winstanley

Offspring = Jane Finchley


Henry Finchley –/– Erin Wilson (widow)



Offspring =  Darcy Wilson  (illegitimate)


Jane Finchley – M – George Creighton



Offspring = Amelia (Amy) Creighton 


Amelia (Amy) Creighton –/– William Tingwell



Offspring = Gabrielle (Gabby) Creighton 
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“Sophie, would you have a few minutes to talk to me about something you will probably find a bit strange? I apologise if I am intruding. I can talk to you at some other time if you would prefer.”

I looked up at a familiar face I hadn’t seen in some time, standing beside my table in the coffee shop on the High Street.

“Gabby... This is a surprise, and yes, I definitely have time to talk to you. Besides, you made it sound so intriguing, I couldn’t say no. Pull up a chair and sit down.” 

A few minutes later, armed with a fresh coffee, I slid back onto my chair across the small table from Gabrielle Creighton.

“Right, now I am all set, and I don’t have anything booked for the rest of the day. God, I haven’t seen you since your mother’s funeral, and that was a few years ago now. Anyway, it’s great to catch up with you again. Now, what brings you to my table today?”

“At the risk of sounding as though I’ve lost the plot, I’ve come to engage your services. I want you to investigate something for me.”

“I am a freelance journalist... well, more of a correspondent really, so what could you possibly want me to investigate? Is it a crime of some sort? Has there been a crime? Do you want me to do some form of exposé?”

“No. It’s a personal matter, not something that will generate column inches for you, but I was hoping you might apply your investigative skills to it for me.”

“As you don’t have a husband, unless you’ve acquired one since your mother died....” Gabby shook her head. “Okay, so it can’t be a problem with a wandering spouse that’s bothering you. So, what is it? Drink some coffee, relax, and tell me all about it.” She took a couple of sips of her coffee before speaking.

“No cheating husband or bothersome lover to report. It’s not as simple as that. I’m here because I think a crime has been committed. Well, I think a crime might have been committed, but it was a long time ago.”

“Right, let’s start with some basic facts and see where it goes from there. Who was the supposed victim of this crime? You said it was a personal matter, so was it you?”

“Me? God, no. If it had been me, I would have spoken to you long ago. No, it happened – if it happened – long before I was born and involved my grandmother, Jane. Well, I think a crime might have been committed, but it would have been decades ago.”

“Decades? Perhaps I should hear the whole story before I comment further. I should warn you, though, that it is likely to be difficult, if not impossible, for you to take any action after so long.”

“That’s not an issue. I never thought to take any action over it. I just want to know if a crime was committed. I want to know if what I think happened did happen, or whether the notion is no more than a child’s overactive mind’s reaction to something heard and overheard.”

“Perhaps I should hear the whole story before commenting. Right, let’s start with basic facts and see where that takes us. All the usual details, please: who, what, where, and approximately when. So far, it appears our starting point is with your grandmother. Tell me about her, or as much as you know and remember.”

“As I said, it involved my grandmother, Jane. Before you ask, she is long dead. It happened – if it happened – before I was born. I was only a child when she died, and I suppose it’s true to say I barely knew her, but I do remember she had little time for me, and that, somehow, she terrified me from the moment I first met her. I know that’s not helpful.” 

“It’s a good start, but... what about the crime?”

“Ah, yes, the crime... Well, I believe some of Jane’s books were stolen.”

“Stolen books. Really? Is that what this is all about? What...? Were they rare and valuable first editions of something?”

“No, not exactly.”

“Okay, Gabby. Please tell me about this mysterious crime that may or may not have occurred. Once I know more about it, I will be able to tell you whether I can do this or not.

“Well, we are talking about legends, not about hard evidence. It’s about things I was told and things I overheard. Some of it goes back to when I was a child. That will give you an idea of how long ago it was. In fact, it goes back to when my grandmother, Jane Finchley, was a teenager.

“Why have you brought your suspicions to me? Surely, if you think a crime has been committed, there are others you should tell about it.”

“Yeah, I suppose it does seem a bit odd, but I remember all the work you did and everything you found out about Aunt Lillian and her family. I know she wasn’t your aunt, but you still managed to find out everything that had been covered up for so long. I hoped you might consider doing much the same for me, only this time it’s my grandmother’s and not Aunt Lillian’s life you would be investigating.”

“Am I to understand we are going to be talking about her various writings and not actual books that were stolen?” Gabby sighed and nodded. “Right, tell me how and what you came to know about all this.” Gabby sighed again before continuing.

“When I came back to Ravenshead with my mother, I was about four years old. One day, I overheard Mum and Jane talking. The bit of their conversation I heard stuck with me until after Jane died. That’s when I thought it safe to ask Mum about what I’d heard. Previously, I didn’t want it to be known that I’d eavesdropped on a discussion about Jane’s father, Henry Finchley. To my young ears, the discussion did not paint him in a favourable light. 

That was the start of it, but the subject of Jane’s writing was revisited often, and again on a couple of her more lucid days before she died.”

“So, somewhere, there should be a monumental stack of stories in exercise books or whatever. Why do you think they’ve been stolen?”

“You would expect so, wouldn’t you? I believe Jane was more organised than that. According to Mum, at some point, Jane employed a typist to turn her handwritten documents into more professional-looking copies. Later, Jane and Mum were at a fete held on the grounds of a nearby manor house. I don’t know when it was, but I remember other stories I’d heard at different times, and I realised it was quite some time before Jane died. Anyway, at the fete, Jane was drawn to a bookstall and looked through its books with a view to purchasing some. Long story short... When she flicked through one of the books, she realised it was one of her stories. A search of a couple of the stacks of books on the stall identified at least another handful of her manuscripts.”

“Ah hah, it sounds like the typist’s employment was about to end, although finding the books was not proof that the typist was responsible.”

“Well, Sophie, you are right about the immediate outcome. Miss Parker, the typist, was instantly dismissed without a reference.”

“Does anyone have any idea how much of Jane’s work was pirated? And I suppose the other big question is: how well did those pirated works sell? If they proved popular reads, there could be considerable money involved in the crime. Perhaps you had better tell me about Jane before we go any further. Who was she, apart from being your grandmother, I mean?”

“Right... Grandma Jane was the daughter and only child of the Finchley family of Ravenshead Estate.” 

Gabby stared off into the distance for a few moments. I allowed her to organise her thoughts before nudging her to continue. 

“So, Granny Jane Finchley came from a monied background?”

“Yeah, that probably describes her situation. She was brought up to be a lady. Family legend has it that her father held the view that she would marry the only son of a neighbouring major landowner. He wasn’t happy that Jane shunned her position in regional society, and showed no interest in taking over running Ravenshead Estate ... or in the boy nextdoor.”

“A bumpy time ahead for everyone involved, by the sound of that.”

“It gets worse. After Jane outgrew her nanny, a governess, Miss (Dorothy) Glover, was employed to ‘finish Jane off’, so to speak. Her task was to ensure Jane was well-versed in appropriate behaviour for someone of her standing while advancing Jane’s skills in music, painting, embroidery, and her fluency in French. During that time, Jane developed a love of books and reading, and it appears she also developed a love of writing.”

“Sounds like a standard upbringing for girls in a similar position to Jane’s. What else can you tell me about Jane’s early life?”

“From what I’ve been told, I think Jane was pretty much ignored by her parents during her younger years. Perhaps it might have been different had she been a boy. Who knows? In Jane’s case, she was left in the hands of a nanny for her basic upbringing and education before being handed over to Miss Glover, the governess.

Simply put, legend has it that Henry became annoyed that his only child, Jane, was spending so much time in her room when he expected her to be helping him in his office and learning how to run the place. On one particular day, he is supposed to have shouted, ‘Does that damned girl ever come out of her room?’. His wife, Martha, tried interceding on Jane’s behalf by suggesting that Miss Glover was keeping Jane hard at her studies every day. 

That wasn’t good enough for Henry. He bounded upstairs, burst into Jane’s room without bothering to knock, and demanded to know exactly what she was doing. Miss Glover, unaware of Henry’s views regarding Jane’s spending so much time in her room, rushed to praise Jane’s ability as a writer of both prose and exceptionally fine poetry. It resulted in Henry’s announcement that, henceforth, Jane was forbidden from wasting time in such pursuits and that she should spend time every day assisting him in his office. Miss Glover departed Ravenshead a couple of days later, and Jane’s education was deemed completed.”

“It must have made life interesting for Jane. I don’t imagine she had produced too much work before Henry put a stop to it. Do you have any idea how much work might have been involved?”

“Oh, that wasn’t the end of her writing. She just had to be more covert about it for the next few years while Henry was still alive. After that, she was free to do as she pleased. She remained a prolific writer right up until shortly before her death – or so I’m told.”

“Does anyone have any idea how much of Jane’s work was pirated? And I suppose the other big question is: how well did those pirated works sell? If they proved popular reads, there could be considerable money involved in the crime.”

“No. Even my mother had no idea how much work was involved, or if it was all of it, and we don’t know how much of the pirated work ended up for sale on the open market. Come to think of it, Mum only had Jane’s word that the books she saw on the stall were Jane’s manuscripts.”

Although I knew Gabby was waiting for me to say something more, my mind was far too occupied with trying to take in all I’d been told. I needed to process that before asking for more information. I heard Gabby fidget on her chair and then clear her throat to grab my attention again before she continued.

“Sophie, I know this is not the kind of investigative work you do, and I do appreciate how confusing this story must be for you, but I don’t know who else to turn to. I really want.... No, I need to get to the bottom of this family legend before I drop off the twig. It has eaten at me since I was a child. Although I now know more than I did then, I still don’t know how much of the stories of Jane’s writing and pirated books is true, and how much of it is the product of overactive creative minds.

At the very least, please consider accepting this investigation. I promise to be a model client, and always pay well and on time. And, if your investigation uncovers anything interesting, you have a story to use if you wish.”

“The fact that it is not my usual type of investigation doesn’t bother me. What does bother me is the lack of evidence to work with. All I have so far is hearsay. Do you have any ideas about where we might start to look for evidence to confirm that Jane ever wrote anything?” Gabby shook her head and looked downcast. “Right, then, Gabby, perhaps we had better return to Jane’s story and the rest of your family’s history.”

“Do you think we might have another coffee before I tell you more about it?”

“How about we have an early lunch instead? And, over lunch, you can finish your story and tell me why you have come to me now about all this.”
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Gabby had seemed to be struggling with the Ravenshead story until lunch intervened. Whether the food revitalised her or it was the break that revitalised her thinking was unclear, but she was eager to continue her story. I eased her into it again while a good portion of lunch remained on our plates.

“Jane’s father, Henry, died when she was about 18 years old, and she inherited Ravenshead Estate.”

“She wasn’t yet 21, so how did that work out? I mean, Jane was still a minor and had no legal authority, although she then owned the property.”

“I’m not sure how that happened, but I think her mother, Martha, was bitter that the property wasn’t left to her. Henry was still a young man when he died. I suppose he anticipated dying as an elderly man when leaving everything to his ‘heir apparent’ would have been the logical thing to do.”

“It must have been a difficult time for both Jane and her mother. Do you know how life was after that or how Jane managed to keep the place running?”

“Not much... But it seems Jane wasn’t about to follow anyone else’s plan for her life. Despite her mother’s best efforts, Jane refused to become a debutante and take her place in regional society. She didn’t marry the boy nextdoor and remained single until about age 26 – and until not long after her mother had passed away.

When she inherited the property after her father’s death, Jane employed a manager, George Creighton, to oversee the estate's management on her behalf. Soon after her mother’s death, Jane married her estate manager, although he was a fair bit older than her.”

“A feisty young woman by the sounds of it. Despite the age difference, I’d like to think they settled down to a happy life on Ravenshead Estate after that.”

“Yes, it would be nice to think so, but I don’t know. The couple continued to live in the big house on Ravenshead. Their only child, my mother, Amelia (Amy), wasn’t born until Jane was about 28, and no others followed. Then, George Creighton died from a fall from his horse. His only child, my mother, Amy, inherited Ravenshead and everything else. His wife, Jane, spent the rest of her life as a widow at Ravenshead Estate. She was only 35 when George died.”

“Amy was a young child when she lost her father, George. Like her mother before her, she wasn’t legally able to run the property, but Jane had been much older when she inherited the place. How did they manage Amy’s inheritance? As her mother, did Jane run the place on behalf of her daughter?”

“She tried to. George’s solicitor was aware of what was happening and appointed a manager when Jane appeared determined to take over the place despite the terms of George’s will. The solicitor, appointed by George as his executor, maintained oversight of the running of the property and, I think, he managed the finances until Amy turned 21.”

“While Amy and my Aunt Lillian were good friends, and I met her on a number of occasions at Lillian’s home, I never got to know anything of your mother’s life. I hope the relationship between Amy and Jane turned out better in their later life than the relationship between Jane and her mother.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say that. It’s more like an example of history repeating itself. Although you might not realise it from the person you knew as my mother, Amy was something of a rebel and more than a bit like her mother before her. Things were never sweet between Amy and her mother.

As happened in the previous generation, Jane expected to inherit Ravenshead Estate after her husband died. However, shortly after Jane and George married, the landholders next door experienced financial difficulties during lean years. Jane and George pooled their resources to buy most of the neighbouring property. Somehow, as part of that process, the title deed for the amalgamated property was put in George’s name – with no mention of Jane. As a result, on George’s death, under the terms of his will, my mother, Amy, inherited the property. Jane was angry that it didn’t revert to her, as it had been her property to begin with. She refused to leave Ravenshead and demanded to be kept in the manner to which she was accustomed – and would have continued to enjoy had she inherited.”

“Oh dear, that must have made life difficult.”

“Yeah. Jane went out of her way to make life difficult for Amy. To prevent Jane’s interference, Amy waited until after she was 21 before leasing out all the Ravenshead lands, except for a small area around the big house, and then escaped Ravenshead to create a new life for herself elsewhere.

“So, you weren’t born at Ravenshead?”

“No, in western Queensland. My parents were never married, and their relationship ended when I was about 12 months old. Subsequently, my father died of some sort of aggressive cancer when I was about four years old. That’s when Mum and I came back to Ravenshead. Again, history repeated itself.”

“If the property was leased out and Amy was receiving an income from it, I’m surprised she elected to return to Ravenshead.”

“Although I didn’t know much about it at the time, the doctor and family friends had been telling Mum that her mother, Jane, was not well and was nearing the point when she would need a carer. The lease over Ravenshead lands had only a couple of months remaining. We returned and set up home at Ravenshead so Mum could care for Jane.”

“I notice you still have your mother’s maiden name as your surname.”

“Mum was just as much a rebel as her mother was. My mother, Amy, had a long-standing relationship with my father, William Tingwell, but they never married. I was born when Mum was about 34 years old. Tingwell was gone from our lives about a year later. She claimed never to have heard from him again. Obviously, I don’t have any memory of him, and there are no photos or anything else to help me know anything about him.

Then, when I was about four and Mum received word that Jane’s health was failing, she returned to look after her. My father was dead by then.”

“I see what you mean about history repeating.”

“It was an interesting time. We were not allowed to live in the main part of the big house. Instead, we were allocated a small suite of rooms to live in. It originally was part of the servants’ quarters. Mum was upset but chose not to make a fuss because of Jane’s deteriorating condition. However, she decided not to care for Jane herself and instead hired a full-time nurse. For a while, Jane had good days followed by periods of bad days.”

“That was a bit rich... given your mother actually owned the property and the house. How did that arrangement work out in the end?”

“Mum talked to grandma for a few minutes every day, but apart from the first couple of days after we arrived, I was not allowed anywhere near her. Mum and the nurse seemed to confer constantly about Jane’s condition, and about 12 months later, it was agreed Jane should go into care.”

“Well, at least you would have the run of the full house once Jane went into care.”

“No, it didn’t happen like that. We continued to live in that small suite of rooms. Even after I was sent to boarding school and then went on to university, Mum continued to live in that small apartment.”

“So when did you return to Ravenshead?”

“I was working overseas when I received word that Mum had dementia, and it was worsening. I came home and moved into that small apartment, where I cared for her until she went into a nursing facility. Then I leased an apartment in town so I could visit her easily.

Before you ask, yes, I have inherited Ravenshead Estate, but only now have I moved back to Ravenshead... where I plan to remain.”

“Do you have any ideas about where we might start to look for evidence to confirm that Jane ever wrote anything? Are you living at Ravenshead now?”

“Yes, I moved back on the weekend, but still in that same small suite of rooms Mum had. I will probably continue to live there. I can’t see any point in opening up the rest of the big house for just me.”

“What about Jane’s rooms, and her office in particular? Have you searched those areas?

“Argh, no, I haven’t. I’m not sure what rooms she used, and I can’t quite bring myself to go anywhere beyond my apartment. There’s something about the place that terrifies me. Don’t look at me like that. I know it sounds stupid coming from an adult, but it is the truth.”

“Right... I’m not making any promises, but here’s what we are going to do. Starting tomorrow, I will begin investigating Jane’s stolen manuscripts. 

Our first step in this case is to establish that Jane was, in fact, a writer. Once I have some evidence of that, I should be able to map out how to proceed with the investigation. So, first, I come to Ravenshead to begin searching any of the rooms Jane might have used – and any others that look interesting. Do you have any problems with any of that?” Gabby shook her head. “Okay then, do you confirm that you have engaged me to undertake this investigation on your behalf?”

“Of course, I do. That’s what I’ve been trying all morning to get you to agree to do. Do I need to sign a contract, a release form, or something? Is there something you need me to do to help you get started?”

“Not yet. Let’s see where the preliminary search takes us before we worry about signing anything or assigning tasks to you. Now, as it is way past lunchtime, we can continue to sit here and have the staff glare at us, or we can adjourn until tomorrow.”

I spent the rest of the afternoon typing up my file notes from this morning and trying to get my head around the main characters mentioned. It didn’t take me long to realise I needed a visual reference, a Ravenshead Estate family tree to refer to as I worked my way through the jumble of names I had already encountered and others that might pop up in the future.

I arrived home a little earlier than usual, but a late night followed after I decided to research online anything and everything I could find on Jane (Finchley) Creighton.

Having nothing definite scheduled for today, it made sense to work from my home office. My first task for the day was to review all the material gathered during last night’s research. As I discovered then, most mentions of the Finchley and Creighton names were of the social variety. They offered no insights into Jane’s literary endeavours or much else about the family’s affairs, but there was one item of interest. It was the last thing I came across before quitting my search last night.

There was an inquest into George Creighton’s death, at which Jane was called to give evidence. According to the newspaper report of the inquest’s proceedings, Jane’s evidence, not surprisingly, only provided timings for the various events that led to the discovery of her husband’s body. It appeared George had come off his horse. When the horse arrived home minus its rider, a search was mounted for George. It was a couple of days after George left the house before his body was found. Although there appeared to have been some suspicions concerning his injuries, the inquest found that George died by accidental death.

“Okay, so it was an accident... Nothing helpful there,” I murmured as I finished reading the newspaper report, “...Or was there?”

While the inquest, as it was reported, appeared quite straightforward and contained no surprises, there was something about it niggled me. I read it all again. That third reading produced no new clues and served only to strengthen the niggles it generated. I set it aside and tried to focus on the only other item of interest from my research. 

Jane’s mother was Martha Winstanley, the eldest child of the Winstanley family that almost passed as royalty in Victoria. So it appears that Henry Finchley scored himself a well-heeled catch. As Henry appears to have had a much lesser background, I felt it fair to assume that whatever Martha brought with her made a significant contribution to Henry’s rise in standing in the community.

“Interesting but of no consequence to my case,” I confirmed for my muse. “Come on. Where to from here? A wee bit of inspiration would be useful,” I added as I went to make yet another coffee.

I had nothing else to work with, so my investigation had now stalled before it even began. The big house on Ravenshead Estate was where I needed to be. I had no doubts about that, but what would I do there? I needed a list of what to search for and where to search within the house. At least that way, I’d be a little more focused when I finally went to the house. That then brought the big question front and centre: When am I going to gain entry to the house? Gabby didn’t rush to extend an invitation, and she seems reticent about venturing into the house beyond her small apartment. Maybe a more direct approach is required. I flicked through the contacts on my phone.

“Gabby, am I interrupting anything? ... Good... I just wanted to ask when you might find it convenient for me to begin searching the house... Oh, I see. I didn’t realise that was the case, and I was waiting for you to tell me when I could come. Well, if it’s all right by you, I might make a start this afternoon... Okay, I’ll see you then.”

Having arranged to meet Gabby at one o’clock this afternoon at Ravenshead Estate, I needed to spend the rest of my morning planning what I would do there. That didn’t take long. I knew nothing about the layout of the house, which rooms Jane used, or if any areas were sensitive for any particular reason. Given all that, it didn’t take me long to realise the most I could do this morning was to set up files and go back over the transcript of yesterday’s meeting with Gabby.

After a quick lunch, I packed everything I could need into my oversized tote bag, threw it into the car, and headed for Ravenshead Estate. Gabby came out to meet me as I pulled up, and after having ascertained that I’d already had lunch, she opened the front door of the big house and gestured for me to enter – while she remained outside on the doorstep.

“Aren’t you going to come in and show me around?” I was surprised when she didn’t come inside with me.

“No, I’d prefer not to. Besides, to begin with, I think it might be best if you take a look around on your own first. Then, come and join me for coffee at about three o’clock. That door over there opens into a short hallway that leads to my apartment. Does that suit you?”

Perhaps she had a point about my having a look around on my own being a good start. That way, when I join her for coffee, I’ll be able to ask her any questions I developed in the course of my wander through the house. Obviously intent on not getting in my way and having delivered her invitation, Gabby promptly disappeared into her apartment. Stunned for a few moments, I stood there alone in the small entrance area and wondered what to do next. Finally, head and feet were in sync, and I set forth into the interior on my journey of discovery. At least, that’s how it felt at the time. It felt nothing like searching a crime scene for clues.

For the best part of two hours, I wandered in and out of rooms, not really looking for anything in particular, just trying to get a feel for the layout of the place and the past function of various rooms. The whole house felt forlorn and abandoned in some way. It had nothing to do with dust and cobwebs. It was the vibes it gave off, and perhaps it provided an insight into how the house affected Gabby. By the time I started for Gabby’s apartment, I still didn’t know which rooms had been Jane’s personal spaces.

Over coffee, I showed Gabby the rough sketch map I’d made of the rooms on the ground floor. There were a lot of them, and, to me, several of them seemed to have served much the same purpose. Gabby confirmed that, to the best of her knowledge, I had identified most of the rooms correctly.

“What about the upper floor?” she asked. “Have you been upstairs? Did you sketch that floor as well?”

“Yes, I had a quick look around up there, but it was obvious that, except for a couple of the rooms, all were bedrooms. Is there something in particular about up there I should have noted?”

“No. No, I just wondered whether they were still bedrooms or if they might have been utilised in other ways over the years.”

We discussed my sketch of the ground floor for a few minutes before I became anxious to move on with what I had come to do. There was one last thing I wanted to check with Gabby before I went back to work.

“Gabby, can you indicate on my sketch which rooms Jane used? I’m not so interested in the earlier time of her life so much as the period after her husband died. My key interest is in which rooms she might have used as her office or writing spaces.”

“I’m sorry, Sophie, but I really don’t know. When Mum and I came back to care for Jane, she was using one of the small sitting rooms on the ground floor – that one, I think – as her bedroom.” 

After indicating the room on the sketch, Gabby seemed to study the sketch for a few moments. I was about to prompt her for more information when she continued.

“Yeah, I reckon it was that room. She had something like a daybed installed there and used it as her bedroom. A big cupboard was in that far corner of the room. I think she might have used it as her wardrobe. When we first moved back here, I visited Jane a couple of times in that room. Then, when Mum hired the full-time nurse, Jane was moved upstairs into one of the bedrooms up there. I don’t know which one because after I saw her those couple of times, she didn’t want to see me again. So, I never went to see her upstairs.”

“What about her office or somewhere she did her writing? Was that down here somewhere?”

“Again, I don’t know. By the time we arrived, she was no longer writing. Logic suggests that if she were essentially living downstairs, she would have used a room down here as her office. Another thing that supports that idea is her engagement of Miss Parker as a typist. Jane would not have her typist working out of one of the upstairs bedrooms. So, yes, I’m pretty sure Jane and Miss Parker would have worked out of rooms on the ground floor... but I haven’t a clue which ones.”

“Were you never tempted to explore the house after Jane died? I find it hard to believe you weren’t tempted.”

“You might find it strange, but apart from those couple of times I visited Jane soon after we arrived here, I have never ventured anywhere in this house other than this apartment. I’ve never been tempted.”

“Why is that? You appear almost afraid to enter the main part of the house. Just standing in the entrance area talking to me earlier seemed to have you on edge. Did something happen in this house to frighten you? Maybe it was a long time ago rather than recently. Perhaps it was a story you heard as a child. Whatever it was, I would at least like to know about it before I spend too much more time wandering around in there.”

“Please don’t think I’m mad, Sophie, but I really don’t know why I’m frightened to go into the house. I suspect your suggestion that something bad happened there might be right. Perhaps as a child, I did hear – or overhear – an incident being discussed. I just don’t know, Sophie, but my feelings are real.”

My questions had Gabby quite agitated. I felt concerned about how poorly I had handled the situation. After announcing that I needed to achieve a bit more before the end of the day, I stood up to leave. Gabby caught my arm and looked up at me.

“Sophie, I know it must appear that way, but I am not losing my faculties. Maybe having you wandering around in the house will give me the courage to explore the place myself.”

“That would be good to see. I don’t think you’re losing your marbles, Gabby, but I hope that before I’m finished here, we get to the bottom of whatever prevents you from going in there.” 

Whatever had caused this situation for Gabby, I doubt it resulted from sitting around listening to ghost stories. To begin with, there were no other children around when she was a child.

Resuming my exploration of the house after coffee required a decision. Should I start a more thorough search of the downstairs rooms or take another look at the upstairs rooms first? Upstairs won. I didn’t expect to find much of interest up there, so it made sense to tackle them first and tick them off the list.

It was all proving too easy. While none of the bedrooms appeared to have been in use recently, two of the rooms suggested that they had been used more recently than the others. After some consideration and a bit of to-ing and fro-ing between the two rooms, I finally assigned the smaller of the two to the live-in nurse and the other one to Jane.

“Well, that’s progress. Little enough, I know, but still progress,” I told the empty house as I scribbled the occupants’ names on the relevant two rooms on my sketch.

Before heading downstairs again, I gave each of the remaining bedrooms another cursory inspection. That exercise produced nothing new, and neither of the bathrooms provided any clues as to which of them was used most recently – ‘recently’ being a relative description, I reminded myself. A dilemma prevented me from leaving the upper floor. Should I conduct a fingertip search of Jane’s bedroom before going downstairs, or should I leave it and concentrate on finding where the writing took place? The latter won out.

Back in the entrance area again, I laid my sketch map out on a small hall table and studied it for a moment. Where to begin? The age-old answer came through loud and clear: Start at the beginning and work through until you reach the end. It made sense. I looked over at the first small room to my right. ‘Yep, that’s where I need to start,’ I told myself, but my perverse ‘other self’ told me I had seen nothing exciting in that room before. My phone helped delay the inevitable. The call was not unexpected.

As seems to have become our regular practice, Detective Inspector Warren Tyson would be dining with me tonight. His call was to check whether he should pick up something for dinner on his way through town or if I was planning to cook tonight. Most of the time, we are both busy people. When I am not in the throes of some investigative journalism exercise, I do love to cook. Tonight, there will be no home cooking, but there will be plenty of discussion of Jane (Finchley) Creighton.

Nevertheless, if I didn’t head home now, Warren and our dinner would be there before I was.
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Chapter 3
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Tonight’s fare consisted of a couple of pasta dishes and garlic bread that Warren had picked up on his way through town. A few minutes after I arrived home, he marched in, carrying the pasta, a tub of gelato, and one of fruit salad. My contribution to tonight’s dinner was the wine, coffee and after-dinner port. As is often the case, having come straight from work, we required a few minutes to relax and unwind before conversation began to flow. Tonight was no different. We took our glasses of wine out onto my back deck and settled down in silence for a minute or so. Warren roused himself first.

“Were you working today? I thought you didn’t have any projects on the go at the moment and were relishing a few days of reading books and hanging out in coffee shops.”

“That was the case until my new investigation. I’m not even sure whether I should call it an investigation or a case, but I suppose it is just an investigation.”

“Sounds intriguing. A case, eh? Tell me more ... and whether I might be involved with this one.”

Warren’s eagerness for details was evident in his voice, and his body language confirmed it as he slid forward onto the front edge of his chair. I considered his request for a few moments before replying. My problem was that I wasn’t sure how to describe what I had agreed to do.

Once a copper, always a copper... That’s what they say, and in Warren’s case, it seems about right. I first encountered Detective Inspector Warren Tyson a few years ago, following the death of Lillian Cavendish. Although I had only ever known her as Aunt Lillian, I was never able to prove whose aunt she really was, but I proved beyond doubt that she really wasn’t mine. A lot of mysterious information and events followed her death, and my investigation into her background. Suffice to say, DI Tyson led a police investigation when events turned from mysterious to criminal. The friendship developed at that time has continued and, at times, threatens to become something more than just friendship. So far, neither of us has felt brave enough to venture down that track.

He brought me back to the here and now by reminding me he was waiting for information.

“How can you not be sure whether it is a case or not?” he demanded. “You either have a crime to investigate or not. What’s so different about this investigation? ... Or is it the client that’s a problem?” He added after a moment’s pause.

“Argh, you’re reading too much into what I said. My client is someone I’ve been acquainted with for most of my life. Our mothers were friends, and that’s how my client and I know each other. We were not close friends, just two people who happened to encounter one another occasionally over the years.”

“So what’s the case about?”

“As I said before, I’m not sure it is a case, and I won’t know until I’ve completed my investigation. I’ll give you the story so far. Gabby, my client, has returned to the area after being away from here for quite some time. She came back when her mother became ill, but after her mother’s funeral, Gabby returned to her job overseas. On her mother’s death, Gabby inherited Ravenshead Estate and has now returned to live there.”

Warren let out a low whistle. “That is one well-heeled client you’ve added to your list. You’re not going to tell me the case is about problems with the inheritance, are you?”

“No, there’s no problem with that. This will sound weird, but my case appears to be about manuscripts that possibly were pirated decades ago.”

“Possibly...? Surely, they were either stolen, or they weren’t. So why the apparent confusion?”

“It’s a long and convoluted story involving family history, and it’s one I’m not sure I’ve got my head around yet. The crime, if there is one, was committed against my client’s grandmother at some unknown date in the past. So, I have embarked on an investigation without too much in the way of hard facts and absolutely no evidence.”

“You said you’ve known Gabby for some time. How would you rate her? More importantly, should you be wasting your time on something so imprecise?”

“That’s an interesting question, and it’s one I’m not sure I can answer honestly. Gabby is an extremely intelligent woman and quite lucid in every way, but there is something not quite right there.” 

I explained how, when Gabby was growing up, she and her mother had lived in a small apartment attached to the big house on Ravenshead Estate rather than in the house itself. Gabby, having recently returned here, has moved back into that apartment.

“Why is she living in the apartment? If she inherited the estate, she owns the big house and is free to live in it. Is she planning on having renovations or something done before she moves in?”

“Not that I’m aware of. What do you make of an elderly, intelligent woman who claims not to be afraid of ghosts but can’t bring herself to enter that house?”

Not unexpectedly perhaps, Warren cocked his head to one side and studied me before responding to my question.

“Are there ghosts associated with the house – psychological ghosts, I mean? There must be a deep-seated reason why she refuses to enter the house. Maybe something unpleasant happened to her there, or she witnessed something that happened there that has traumatised her.”

“She says not, but admits she doesn’t know why it happens or what it’s all about. I know it’s real because I witnessed it this afternoon. She let me into the house and followed me a little way into the entrance area, where she spoke to me for about a minute before retreating to her apartment. Over that brief period, I watched her become increasingly agitated before she fled to her haven. It was the first time she’d actually set foot in the house since she was about five years old.”

“So, whatever the problem, its origin lies way back in her childhood. If she can’t identify what happened back then, I don’t like your chances of helping her sort herself out. But what about this supposed crime? Do I want to know about that, or more precisely, do I need to know about it?”

“Who knows? I’ve already pointed out to her that if a crime were committed back then, there would be little chance of taking action against it now. Apparently, she’s not interested in compensation or anything else. She simply wants to confirm whether her grandmother’s manuscripts were stolen or not. Watch this space... This exercise could drag on for a long time – or it could be all over in a couple of days. So far, my thinking leans towards the latter.” I reminded him that our pasta dishes, kept warm in the oven, would be quite dry if we didn’t eat soon.

It wasn’t late when Warren left. I wasn’t disappointed. After so much discussion about my new case, I was eager to act on a couple of ideas that had come to me during the evening. The big issue, of course, was the need for an inquest into George Creighton’s death. Although I had no idea how useful it might be, I also considered researching the Finchley family history. 

George’s inquest details would involve trawling through the State Archives’ online index to files. I gave it priority on the basis that it was more likely to provide useful information than the family’s history. After a short spell and with minimal bad language, I located what I thought was the appropriate file. I ordered a copy after checking the number of pages and performing a quick calculation of the cost. I knew it would take a few days for my copy of the file to arrive, so I turned my attention to the Finchley family history. It felt like repeating history. My work surrounding Aunt Lillian’s estate had given me a crash course in family history research.

My research into the Finchley family history didn’t provide much information other than the fact that Henry Finchley snagged himself a valuable, well-heeled asset when he married Martha. A thorough search of birth indexes for most states produced only one recorded live birth for the couple: Jane. It wasn’t a complete waste of time, I told myself. At least I had confirmed the true nature of the Finchley family at that time. 

By then, it was almost midnight. My eyes were telling me they had endured enough staring at screens for one night, so I went to bed and lay awake for what felt like hours, trying to think of where else to search for clues.

With no new ideas to pursue, there was no alternative except to return to Ravenshead today to conduct a detailed search of the house. I thought my chances of finding anything helpful were slim, given the lack of evidence my preliminary search uncovered. I had seen no evidence of writing and not even a reasonable amount of writing paraphernalia to support the notion that any serious writing had occurred there.

After letting myself into the house, I took a deep breath and made my first serious decision of the day: where to start my search. The layout of the ground floor was interesting and obviously designed to create the impression of affluent living. An impressive front door opened into a small entrance foyer, which, in turn, opened into a large entrance space dominated by a grand staircase, situated centrally about halfway along the room’s length. The staircase swept majestically up to a first floor balcony that fronted the bedroom area of the house. On the ground floor, rooms lined both sides of the grand entrance space and continued beneath the upper floor. Each room was the mirror image of its twin on the other side of the entrance space.

My memory of yesterday’s search results suggested the first small rooms on either side of that entrance area were not a high priority. Nevertheless, in the interests of thoroughness, I did quick circuits of the interiors of both of them without discovering anything new. After making appropriate notations on each of the rooms on my sketch, I moved on in the hope the next couple of rooms might prove more interesting.

Those next rooms, situated on either side of the grand entrance area, were larger than the first two and contained more furniture. I felt my spirits lift a little as I entered the room on the right-hand side of the space. Built-in bookshelves complete with a travelling library ladder lined one end wall. The other dominant piece of furniture was a mahogany desk. Huge and impressive-looking, it seemed to shout ‘male’ to me. I paused for a moment to consider why I thought it was a man’s desk. Of course, it could have been a woman’s desk, but its size and general appearance suggested it was more to a man’s taste.

Various other items scattered around the room, including the pipes rack and ashtrays, also contributed to the sense of male ownership of the space. A couple of small cabinets, a number of mismatched chairs and various side tables were scattered around the room. It all suggested this had been a man’s study, his private den, but I had scant evidence to support such an assumption. Still, I knew instinctively I would be spending more time later exploring this room.

I started across towards the mirror image room on the left-hand side of the entrance space, but only made it as far as the foot of the grand staircase. It seemed to beckon me to come up, so I did. After all, I have to inspect the upper floor as well at some point, so it might as well be now. No surprises awaited me upstairs. There was evidence of only two of the bedrooms having been in use most recently. On closer inspection today, I found nothing of any consequence to my case. After scribbling a couple of notes on my sketch of the upper floor, I returned to the ground floor and turned my attention to the room I was about to search before the staircase lured me upstairs.

Although the furniture that remained looked dated and tired, it was obvious it had been the main dining room. After searching the few places where manuscripts might be lurking, I stepped outside the room and ran my eyes along the wall towards the next room on this side. It appeared the dining room didn’t quite mirror its counterpart on the other side of the entrance space. The dining room was longer, and I could see that the next room along from it was smaller than expected. That was the room I searched next.

In another time, it had been a sitting room, probably the sitting room the ladies retired to after dinner while the men went elsewhere to drink and smoke. No more than hints of its former glory remained. A couple of faded and worn overstuffed chairs and a few side tables remained, but little else worthy of mention remained in the room.

Rather than crossing to the other side, I chose to stay on the left-hand side and proceeded to the next room. It was another sitting room, but this one had a distinctly different feel. By the time I had finished searching it, I had decided it probably had been the private sitting room of the lady of the house. If the thought ever crossed my mind that this might have been where Jane did her writing, I found nothing to confirm it.

It was lunchtime. My stomach rumbled to remind me, but I still had a couple of rooms on the right-hand side of the entrance space to search. I was unlikely to succumb to starvation if I searched those rooms before doing anything about lunch. In the end, I found both rooms were so empty, it looked as though all the furniture had been removed from them some years before. I was finishing my search of the last room when I heard my name being called. Surprised, I rushed out into the entrance area.

Gabby was standing on the doorstep outside the open front door. She waved at me to catch my attention, but I was already on my way to meet her.

“Have you done anything about lunch today?” she asked in a concerned voice. I shook my head in reply, and she continued. “I intended to talk to you earlier, but time ran away from me this morning. Anyway, I haven’t had lunch yet either, so will you join me now?”

“Thanks, but you’re not expected to feed me while I’m working on your investigation.”

“No, I know, but I would appreciate the company, and I do want to talk to you. It will only be sandwiches if you are okay with nothing more exciting.”

“Sandwiches will be fine. In fact, they will be wonderful as an alternative to hunger. You said you wanted to talk to me. Does it have something to do with my investigation?”

“Yes, but let’s eat first and then talk,” she said as she sliced through the last of the sandwiches we had made.

The sandwiches were much better than anything else I might have found for myself, and they were washed down with long glasses of iced tea as my curiosity about the ‘talk’ Gabby wanted skyrocketed. After a couple of minutes, I couldn’t restrain myself any longer.

“You said you had something you wanted to talk to me about,” I said in the hope of progressing the matter.

“Eh? Oh, yes. I wanted to let you know that I'll be away for a few days. I’ll be on the other side of the country, but please feel free to call me if you need to discuss anything. Something has arisen regarding the last major project I managed. It’s not a problem for me, but I do need to be there to help sort things out. So, I will go into the city this afternoon and overnight there before catching the early morning flight. As I said, I’ll be gone for a few days... Well, probably for at least a week. You have your own key, and you should continue to come and go as you please. Come into my apartment to make coffee and lunch, or whatever, while I’m away. Please feel free to make yourself at home whenever you are here. Before I go, is there anything I need to do, or anything you want to talk to me about?”

After thanking her and assuring her there was nothing I needed to discuss with her, I went back into the house and left Gabby to her packing or whatever she had to do before she left. A little while later, I heard Gabby drive away. I perched my backside on the edge of the nearest sturdy-looking table and took a few moments to consider ‘what’s next’. It was already three o’clock. I decided that giving myself an early mark might be the best next move, so I locked up and went home, but I knew my working day was far from over.
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