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CHAPTER 1


Fiona


New South Wales, Australia
May 2010


My uncle Tad always said that books have a certain pattern to them – a rhythm in common regardless of genre. Every story has a beginning, a middle and an end, and around those things, you have certain changes in the momentum that readers recognise: rising and falling action, climaxes, black moments. Sometimes you sense an inflection point coming – a certain build-up that you recognise subconsciously, even if you might not be able to explain why. Tad said that life is like that too, and I’ve never felt the wisdom of that statement more than this year.


It’s the palms I spot first as I near Wurimbirra, and the sight of those waving fronds in the distance has my shoulders relaxing, releasing tension I’ve been carrying for far too long. I thought I’d be excited to arrive back here today, but as I steer my car through the concrete gate posts and onto the circular drive, the feeling that washes over me is a lot more like relief. I haven’t lived here for more than thirty years, but for some reason, this is still the place that springs to my mind whenever I hear the word home.


I park right outside the front doors and stare up at the facade of the mansion. Built in 1886, Wurimbirra was designed in a Victorian Filigree style – eight enormous bedrooms upstairs and five living spaces downstairs including a grand ballroom. The brick walls are stuccoed, lined to imitate stonework, painted in a once-bright beige that has faded to a weary grey, stained in places by red-brown dust. Verandahs surround both storeys, the top bound by friezes and columns and brackets and balustrades. Like much of the interior of the house, that cast-iron detail was once a crimson red, but it’s now blistered and patchy. The remaining paint has become rusty and browned – close to the colour of dried blood.


The windows are filthy. There are thick nets of spiderwebs in the gaps between surfaces all around the front facade. Knowing this house as I do, that immediately tells me there’s a bad foliage webbing spider infestation. Those little grey-brown spiders aren’t any danger to humans, but Uncle Tad always told me they do attract redbacks – one of the world’s most venomous spiders – and huntsmen, which don’t do humans much harm but they are big and hairy and the mere thought of them makes me shiver in disgust. I make a mental note to call around right away to find an exterminator.


I’d call a gardener too, but I can tell immediately that the existing gardens are beyond saving, at least here at the front of the property. Each bed was once a curated mosaic of flowers and carefully shaped shrubs. What’s left after ten years of drought and neglect in the wake of Tad’s death is a collection of sticks poking up from a thick cluster of weeds.


The icy wind seems to slice right through my coat as I slip from my car, the heavy key ring my cousin Jon gave me last night in my hand. He was originally supposed to come with me today, partly because this is a big moment for me and he’s not just my cousin; he’s also my best friend. But there are also practical considerations ahead which involve him too. The house is still full of his dad’s stuff, for a start, and Jon sold me the contents along with the property. We both understood all along that he’d walk through it one last time around settlement to help himself to anything he wished to take. That’s why I was so surprised when he arrived unannounced to break the news he wasn’t joining me today after all.


“I wanted to come with you for moral support and I’m sorry to dump the cleaning on you but to be honest, Fi, I wasn’t going to be much help with what little time I have and I really don’t want anything from the house,” he told me. “Maybe see if your mum can help sort through Dad’s papers, but as for everything else, just throw out anything you don’t want to keep. My deadline moved up and I have a ton of work left to do – it can’t be helped.” Jon is a novelist just as Uncle Tad was, and, also like Tad, Jon always puts his work first. I do get it, even if, deep down, I’m disappointed that he’s not here.


I tell myself there’s something fitting about me being on my own today anyway. I’m standing on my own two feet, facing the future as a single woman for the first time in twenty-five years. This is a moment of true independence. It calls for courage and self-reliance, not sulking because my cousin has a life of his own to tend to.


I wonder what Uncle Tad would say if he could see me as I make my way up the concrete stairs and across the verandah to open those double front doors with his key for the first time. I suspect he’d be pleased to see the house lived in again, but mostly nervous, worried that I might change the place as I restore it.


“I’ll protect it, Tad,” I murmur aloud as I lift the weathered brass key toward the lock. “I’ll look after your home, I promise. No-one loves this place more than I do.”


It’s possible that my whole life has been leading to this moment. I dreamed of restoring Wurimbirra even before my degrees and my decades-long career in conservation architecture – in fact, it was this very building that inspired me to go into that field. In the past I’ve designed restorations where structures were entirely gutted but for the facade, projects where complex extensions were added or layouts entirely re-imagined. This will not be one of those projects. I haven’t figured out the detail but I already know the end goal: I want to strip back the veneer of neglect and time to highlight the original character of this remarkable home.


As I push the door open, the hinges protest with a long, low screech that sounds so ominous it almost startles me. If Mum was here, she’d think that deeply unnerving sound was an auditory bad omen. It’s a very good thing that Mum isn’t here, and not just because of the creepy-sounding door – but she’s a problem for another day, and the door hinges can be fixed simply with a burst of lubricant spray. I’ll pick some up in town later when I’m gathering whatever else I need to make this place liveable in the short term.


I draw in a deep breath as I step inside, a huge smile on my face as I look around. There’s an enormous, triple-width staircase directly facing the door, leading to a grandfather clock at the landing on the second floor that has, as far as I can tell, been in that same position since it was gifted to the original owners in 1887. The parlour is off to the left of the foyer, the formal dining room to the right, and a long, dark hallway runs horizontally, right behind the stairs. Above me is an enormous chandelier – potentially stunning under a century of dust, but also useless, given it hasn’t worked since the ’70s.


And that brings me to the central problem with this house – the lack of maintenance, not just since Tad died in 1999, but for decades before it. My uncle was a brilliant man and he was proud of the grandiose scale of Wurimbirra. Life had been very good to him and he had plenty of money. For some reason I never could understand, he seemed to have no interest in maintaining the house the way he should have, outside of the gardens, which were his pride and joy. He would spend hours out there every week, plucking by hand every sprout out of place, trimming the hedges the instant errant growth appeared, bringing in gardeners at the drop of a hat if his schedule or the scale of the one-acre block meant he couldn’t keep on top of it alone.


It was utterly confounding that when it came to the house itself, if I so much as suggested he get the shingles on the roof replaced or install some air-conditioning units, he always reacted as if I was threatening to bulldoze the place. I suppose I should be grateful that he did at least repaint the interior of the house in 1957, so there’s no lead paint inside. The “new” paint is in terrible shape but at least it isn’t a health hazard.


I drop the keys onto one of the two matching hall tables flanking the staircase and wince at the cloud of dust they dislodge into the air. Jon did warn me last night that I’d likely find the house in need of a good clean.


“It’s been a long time since I went inside,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I said. “Your dad’s death was such a shock, it only makes sense –”


“That’s not what I’m sorry about,” he said grimly. Jon’s imagination is vastly more vivid than mine, and even as a kid, the eccentricities of his father’s stately home were fuel for all sorts of nightmares. I’ve seen that haunted, tortured look in my cousin’s eyes before. “Please, please take care out there. You’re capable and brilliant and you know what you’re doing. But you’ve got rose-coloured glasses on when it comes to that house and ...”


“It’s not haunted, Jon,” I said. If my tone was shorter than I intended it was probably because I was disappointed he wouldn’t be joining me for the trip out to the house after all.


“The logical part of my brain knows you’re right,” he said, but then gave me a sad smile. “But Dad always said that where there’s smoke, there’s fire. And Fi, you have to admit there’s a lot of smoke in the stories people tell about Wurimbirra.”


“Tad would say that,” I laughed. “He was the one operating the smoke machine!”


Uncle Tad was a storyteller by nature as well as profession and he loved to tell elaborate stories about the “ghosts” he supposedly shared Wurimbirra with. So many ghosts. Not a menacing one among the crowd of them, at least in the stories Tad told me. I was possibly the first child in history to grow up believing she lived in a haunted house and thrilled about the excitement of it. I used to hope and pray I’d see one of Tad’s ghosts. Only as I grew older did I learn that there were other stories that circulate around this region – about the mansion’s dark past, about spirits lingering on the land because of unfathomable injustice and unresolved pain. There’s a terrible truth behind all of that – a few years before this house was built, something unthinkable did happen right on the other side of the low concrete wall that bounds the existing property. Even so, I don’t believe in ghosts, and that’s mostly because I lived right here for sixteen years and in all of that time, I never felt anything but safe and loved.


I walk into the parlour first. It’s dark in here, the space illuminated only by scattered light through a series of alarming vertical tears along the bottoms of the velvet curtains. It takes me only a moment or two to wonder about those tears, because the air is so heavy with dust I can taste it with every breath, but there’s another scent, a faded hint of musk and decay. Growing up in the country, this is a smell I know all too well. Rats and mice have thrived in this house over the years.


This realisation has me walking quickly across to tug the curtains open, then unlocking all six sash windows. I push the lower panes up to let fresh air in and as light floods in, I sweep my gaze over the space, sighing happily as I pick out the very best details. I love the pressed-tin ceilings throughout this house, and here’s the second of six chandeliers – smaller than the one in the foyer, functional the last time I used it, but no less dusty. The wall above the dark brown picture rail is a soft shade of cream, but below this is that same familiar crimson which echoes through most of the rest of the house. The only room with a marked difference in colour theme is Uncle Tad’s office, where the lower half of the walls is painted a stunning forest green.


The parlour is startlingly dramatic, made homey by familiar possessions. Hundreds of books, mostly mine and Mum’s, are still stacked across the four tall built-in bookshelves. Mum was widowed before I was born, back in California, where she and Uncle Tad grew up. He brought her here to his new home to recover from the shock and she never went back – instead, we lived here until she married Alan in 1976. We couldn’t help but become voracious readers living with Tad, and Alan’s place is tiny compared to Wurimbirra, so when we moved we left most of our collection behind.


Antique furniture is scattered around the room – a circular table and matching wooden chairs, and armchairs, comfortable and otherwise, some beside small coffee tables, some placed strategically near the enormous fireplace. I remember what these chairs used to look like: an array of deep red to match the walls, some green and navy and beige to contrast, some patterned with floral motifs. I run my finger over the top of a worn upholstered armchair and wince at the stain on my fingertip. The furniture is all brown now because, like just about everything else, it’s coated in dust.


I’d hoped that Jon would have thrown some covers over the upholstered furniture at least, especially given how bad the weather has been for the whole time the house was empty. Like most homes of its era, this one is far from airtight – the wooden window frames have shrunk in places and are worn just about everywhere, and the ornate vents, originally designed to maximise ventilation, now funnel dust and pests right into each room. The Millennium Drought started in 2001 and dragged on through nearly ten agonising years – it’s only broken in the past few months. Rolling dust storms would have choked this house in dust for days on end at times over the years it was empty.


It’s all fixable. If the upholstery is stained, it can be replaced – the bones of the furniture will still be good. And if the rest of the house is this dusty it’s going to be a pain to clean, but this enormous old house is always going to be a pain to clean, and I expected the first few months would be particularly challenging. I’ll relish the scrubbing and sweeping and when it gets too much, I’ll bring in a cleaning crew.


I leave the parlour to walk through the hallway, across to push open the double ballroom doors. The curtains in here are in much better shape than those in the parlour, but they’ve been left open so I can see the sweeping expanse of the backyard all the way up to the small private cemetery in the back corner. The earliest occupants of the house, and some of their near descendants, were laid to rest there around the turn of the last century.


What was once an extensive formal garden is now utter chaos – a jumbled mix of dead and overgrown trees and vines and shrubs and weeds. It’s in even worse shape than the gardens out front. In time, I’ll find a way to restore beauty to the gardens, but for now, it’s almost a relief that Tad isn’t here to see what has become of his beloved oasis.


The ballroom is mostly empty, except for the ever-present dust over the floors and the once-gleaming grand piano in the corner. There used to be armchairs in here too but we cleared them out to squeeze in 180 plastic chairs for Tad’s wake. The rented chairs went with the caterers at the end of the day, and it seems that Jon never set the room right afterward.


I find the missing armchairs shoved into the formal dining room, around the twenty-four-seat table, which is lined with florist boxes and vases just as it was the day of the wake. Back then, the table was awash with white-and-cream floral arrangements – sent by Tad’s many fans and publishing colleagues from around the globe, celebrating his long life and illustrious career. Over the years, the boxes have decayed, and the vases are stained with dried brown scum around the bottom, the last remains of the decayed flower stems and wire sticking out of the florist’s foam. I pick up a card that’s fallen from one of the largest vases onto the table. Tad’s first-ever agent, Elsie Rins, died the week before he did, so his other agent, her daughter Rita, was unable to make the funeral.




Dear Jon, Ginny and family,


What a man, and what a loss to the world. I wish so much I could have made it to be with you today to celebrate our brilliant Tad’s life.


All my deepest love and sympathies,


Rita and the team at Rins Literary





My eyes prick with tears as I read Rita’s beautiful words about my uncle. The wake was a celebration of a man adored and revered all around the world, and a reflection on a life well lived. My cousin might think he doesn’t want any keepsakes from this house, but he might not remember cards like this one.


I knew Jon had a tough relationship with Wurimbirra. Maybe over the years I underestimated just how tough it really was, especially after his dad died here, because I’m beginning to suspect he hasn’t set foot in this building since the day of the wake. No wonder he dodged the question whenever I asked him about the house. Until a few years ago, Aunt Daph lived just down the road and Jon and his wife, Ilona, visited her a few times a year. I always assumed they were checking in on Wurimbirra at the same time.


I’d probably have realised otherwise except that I haven’t been in this area much either. Mum still lives nearby, but something in our relationship changed when Tad died. He was like a magnetic force, dragging the whole family together a few times a year, and once he was gone ... it just became so much harder. Mum and Alan came to Waverley and spent Christmas with me and my then-husband and our daughters for a few years after Tad’s death. But it’s a long trip, and it was always hard for them to leave the farm for more than a day or two, especially over bushfire season. She’d sometimes suggest we come out to the farm instead, but it was always a half-hearted request. Mum would say she didn’t want to put us out. She’d say she understood we probably couldn’t make it. And the truth was, most of the time, it was easier to just lean into that. To say sorry, it was too much, and we’d catch up with her soon. She came down to the city for my girls’ high school graduations, and again for my fiftieth birthday party, but I think it’s been five or six years since we managed Christmas together.


My phone rings in my pocket and I almost jump out of my skin at the unexpected sound. I didn’t even have a mobile phone when I was last here in 2000 – I was refusing to give in to what I was convinced would be a passing trend. I recall that other guests’ phones had absolutely no service here that day and I had hoped the coverage improved in the decade since. But Australia’s inland mobile coverage is still spotty at best, so it’s a relief that my phone will work while I wait for a land line to be reconnected.


“Hi, Caitlin,” I greet my eldest daughter. “Guess where I am?”


“You’re there already? What time did you leave?” she asks, surprised.


“The electricians are coming to check the wiring at 2.00 pm so I had to make an early start.” Besides, I hardly slept a wink.


“Mum – I think I messed up,” Caitlin says suddenly. “Grandma called me this morning.”


“She did?” I say, heart sinking. “Why?”


“She knows I don’t have any lectures on Wednesday mornings so she often calls me for tech advice,” Caitlin muttered. My mother has absolutely no clue about technology. I’m pretty sure she still does the bookkeeping for Alan’s farm in physical ledger books. She worked as Tad’s business manager and assistant for decades, but she had only just started to learn email when he died in 1999, and that was the end of that. “I think it’s an excuse to talk to me, to be honest. A few weeks ago she was thinking about getting ‘an internet’. Today she wanted to talk about whether or not you really can put radios onto ‘aisle pods’. But ...”


“Tell me you didn’t mention –”


“Well, Mum, funnily enough it didn’t occur to me for even a second that you wouldn’t have mentioned you’d bought her brother’s house and were moving five minutes down the road from her farm!” Caitlin cries. “I explained iPods to her and offered to help her pick one next time she’s in the city, or I said, ‘Maybe Mum can take you shopping in Forbes now that she’s going to be so close.’ Imagine my surprise when she had no idea what I was talking about!”


“It’s all happened so fast,” I say weakly.


“Seriously, Mum.”


“It did! Jon only agreed to sell me the place three weeks ago and I’m already here!”


“You couldn’t find time to call her in the last twenty-one days? Seriously?”


“Maybe I’ve been avoiding it a little too,” I mutter.


“I don’t understand. She must get lonely all the way out there with Alan and their farm workers. Surely she’ll be thrilled to have you so much closer.” I wince, and Caitlin hesitates before she adds, “Once she gets over the shock, I guess.”


“When did you speak to her?”


“I got off the phone about five minutes ago –”


And just then, I hear the roar of an engine on the road out front.


“She’s here, Catie. I’ll have to go.”


“I’m really sorry.”


“Don’t feel bad, honey. It’s my fault for not telling her sooner. Have a good day.”


We swap our I love yous and end the call, just in time for me to hear a car door slam, followed by pounding against the front door. I sigh as I walk to pull the front doors open, then wince as the hinge gives that long, ominous creak. Mum winces too, but she doesn’t comment.


“What have you done, Fiona?” Mum whispers fiercely. “What have you done?”


Virginia Winslow is famously calm and reserved. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her angry – maybe I even assumed she was incapable of the emotion – but right now, her small hands are curled into fists by her side. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes narrowed.


She’s standing a few steps back from the door in the middle of the wide verandah, dressed in her usual chinos with a busily patterned button-down. Her only concession to the cold wind is a knitted navy vest. Mum’s thick hair has been a steely silver for as long as I can remember, cut into the same short style. She’s eighty years old but she’s always looked much younger than her age. She brushes off compliments on how “well” she’s ageing, crediting good genes and her daily use of Oil of Olay. I’ve attempted to follow the same regime but I’m not sure it’s been anywhere near as effective for me. I never knew my father; in fact I’ve never even seen a photo of the man, but I assume I inherited my rather ordinary skin from him.


“Come in,” I say carefully, and I step back from the door to hold it open, making room for her. A pained, fearful twist passes across Mum’s face as she glances into the foyer. All at once I am reminded that we held Uncle Tad’s wake here in the ballroom because it was the logical place to do so, but my mother tried everything to insist on a different venue, to the point that Jon had to put his foot down about the matter. As much as Mum loathes this house, Tad loved it, and there was no more fitting venue to celebrate his life.


But even at the time I understood where Mum was coming from. It was Mum who found Tad the morning after he died, and she found him right here in his bed. Plus, she didn’t exactly love Wurimbirra even before she discovered her brother’s body here. Even when I was a child, Mum jumped at every creaking floorboard, and shuddered every time a window rattled in the wind.


And then to arrive one ordinary New Year’s Day to find her brother had died in his sleep overnight ... I can’t imagine how that moment has haunted her.


Her shoulders slump, and she takes a step backward, toward the stairs.


“Tad treated you like his own daughter,” she says, shaking her head. “He showered you with love and generosity and care. After everything he did for you, he asked one thing from you and Jon, and you kids can’t even honour that.”


“Mum, Jon couldn’t ignore this place forever. He had legal obligations –”


“You think you know this house,” she interrupts me, nostrils flaring again. “You’ve been so sure that you had already figured out everything there is to know about it. Well, now you’re going to be here all alone, and maybe you’ll finally understand.”


She turns to leave, and goosebumps break out all over my skin as a shiver runs down my spine. I take a step out the door toward her as I blurt, “Understand what, Mum?”


She glances back at me and gives a heavy sigh. Her gaze is hollow.


“History doesn’t always stay in the past, Fiona. I hope to God you know what you’re doing.”









CHAPTER 2


Fiona


There’s no time to collect my thoughts because just as Mum’s truck disappears through the gates, the electrician’s van turns onto the driveway and parks behind my car. Two men climb out. The first is an older man, and he stands scratching his head as he peers up at the house. The other is a teenager who’s probably an apprentice and who might just be the older man’s son.


“Hey!” the younger man gasps. “This is that haunted house, isn’t it?”


The older man glares at him and mutters something under his breath before he turns to look at the house again. His frown suddenly deepens, and I know he’s read the stained glass lettering over the door that spells out Wurimbirra.


“You just told me the address, Mrs Winslow. You forgot to mention the property name,” he says, frowning.


“Does it matter?”


“Oh, it matters, alright,” the younger man mutters. “I’ve heard the stories about this place –”


“They are just stories,” I assure them as I hasten down the concrete steps to stand closer. “I grew up here. It’s a big old house, sure, but about the scariest thing you’ll find in there are cobwebs and maybe some mice and I bet you’ve seen plenty of those over the years ...”


The men exchange a glance, then the older one turns to me and shakes his head.


“I’m really sorry, Mrs –”


“Call me Fiona,” I correct him automatically. I never took Lucas’s name, and that’s been a blessing this year, so I’m not about to let this man get away with calling me Mrs anything. “Please. The house has been empty for ten years and I’m moving here from Sydney. I can’t get the power reconnected until you’ve checked the wiring and I can’t exactly live out here without it. Please.”


“Fine. I’ll take a look,” he finally sighs. “But if I see anything, or hear anything, even ... sense anything in there with us – we’re out of there.”


I lead them upstairs to the bathroom near Tad’s bedroom – that’s where the hatch into the ceiling cavity is – and I tell them they’ll find the wiring box on the western exterior of the house, near the kitchen. After I’ve left them to get to work, I walk back down the hallway. This would be a dark space with the wood panelling on the walls but for the beautiful stained glass windows at either end, bathing the hallway in green-and-red-and-gold light. At this end of the top storey, the rooms were all Tad’s – his own room, his guest room, the bedroom he used for storage, Jon’s old bedroom. That room was rarely used even when Jon was a kid. Tad and Daphne divorced when Jon was very young. She moved to a house in town, and Jon lived with her until he left for university.


It’s not that Jon and Uncle Tad weren’t close. Jon spent every weekend with Uncle Tad, from Friday afternoon until after dinner Sunday. To my great frustration, he almost always went home to his own bed to sleep. If we were caught up in some particularly exciting game, I’d have a sleepover with him at his house, but it had to be a very special occasion for him to agree to sleep at Tad’s, and even then, he would never use this bedroom. Instead, he’d insist on sleeping on a mattress on the floor of my room in case he had a nightmare – which he frequently did. When we were quite young, I’d often wake to find some frightening dream had sent him climbing into bed with me. Poor Jon was always so ashamed, as if seeking comfort and company were cowardly.


I pause in the doorway to Tad’s room. Someone must have cleaned up in here after the ambulance took his body away. There’s no way Tad wouldn’t have left empty mugs and plates all over the place. Under a layer of dust, the bed is neatly made.


Tad probably wrote in his study until he got tired that night, then climbed into bed to read. He died on New Year’s Eve and he was here alone, but he wouldn’t have been sad about that. Uncle Tad liked his own company and he loved being here. The only ending more fitting for him would have been if he died slumped over his keyboard, midway through a sentence.


I reach the landing above the stairs, and the first of two doors leading into the mammoth library which served as Tad’s office. This was his workspace, but it was also his favourite place in the world. There are built-in mahogany bookshelves encasing the windows and doorframes to make the most of every inch. Tad crammed books onto every shelf, both his own novels and those written by others. He was passionate about literature and read widely – genre fiction, classics, literary fiction, non-fiction. Heck, he’s even got a whole section dedicated to atlases and from memory, I know there are a few baskets of comics in here somewhere.


He used to tell me that being surrounded by books made him a better writer, as if he could absorb the brilliance from the pages others wrote simply by close proximity to them. The success of his career might just be proof that theory was correct. Tad wrote sixteen novels during his forty-five years in this house. Tens of millions of copies of his books sold around the globe and he won just about every major literary prize in the world across his career. This house is remarkable in part because of the key role it played in the creative life of one of the most adored literary voices of a generation.


Tad’s library/office is every bit as long as the mammoth ballroom below it. The couple who built this home, Charles and Flora Fowler, were avid readers, and it showed. Even in a home with a literal ballroom, this library was the focus of luxury and expense.


There are rugs scattered over the wide floorboards – covered in dust so that their patterns are now unidentifiable, but I know they are all a dreadfully out of context mid-century style, geometric shapes and repeated patterns of swirling narrow lines, somewhat lost in a room with original 1880s windows and floors, and a twenty-foot, pressed-tin ceiling. Tad told me once that one of the first things Mum did when she moved here from their hometown in California was to drag him out to buy the very first rugs they saw. The echo in this cavernous space had never bothered him, but it almost drove her crazy.


On the eastern side of the room sits a stretched oval writing table with small drawers down the rounded sides. There are yellowed sheets of paper and a fountain pen resting on a desk blotter right where Tad left them – the mug Jon made him in Year Eight still on his desk, as if Tad might return to finish his coffee any second. If I close my eyes, I can still see my uncle there, his lip caught between his teeth, his shaggy eyebrows drawn, concentrating fiercely as he slipped into a world of his own creation.


I take my phone from my pocket and dial Jon as an impulse rises in me to share my nostalgia. He answers on the first ring.


“You will never guess who just rang me,” he says.


“Hmm. Whoever could it have been?” I wince. “How bad was it on a scale of one to ten?”


“Ten being much worse than I expected and one being much better? On that scale I’m going to say it was ... oh ... maybe a few hundred billion. No-one guilts like your mother. No-one. She could take down armies with passive aggression.”


I wince again at the heaviness in his tone.


“Sorry, Jon. I really should have told her sooner. I just wasn’t sure how she’d react and I guess ... with everything else going on ...” Maybe I just wasn’t ready to be disappointed, because on some level I was holding on to a foolish hope that Mum would at least be happy to have me living so close to her again.


“It didn’t matter when she found out,” Jon says. “Ginny was always going to try to manipulate me into changing my mind. She just kept talking about the terms of the will but ... even that is ...” He breaks off, then sighs. “Well, even that is complicated.”


“I didn’t get much in the way of guilt. Just a whole lot of vague threats. I think they were supposed to be hints that ghosts are going to torture me or something,” I mutter. Jon is silent for so long I say, “Hello? Are you still there?”


“Fi, there are things I should have told you in person before you left the city,” he says suddenly. “That’s why I really went to your house last night. I had to drop the keys off, yes, but I also ... I wanted ... I needed to tell you some things, and the truth is I lost my nerve when I got there.”


I wipe my forearm across one of Tad’s hideously uncomfortable chesterfield lounges and push the dust onto the rug, then sit gingerly. There are dusty books scattered all over the coffee table, most propped open and facedown, because Uncle Tad always had a heap of books on the go at once. It hurts my heart to see five more coffee cups and a small stack of plates here. Tad was a grown-up Hansel and Gretel – he left a trail of mess everywhere he went in case he got lost and needed to find his way home.


“You can tell me anything, Jon,” I say gently. The gravity in his tone seems dire, but knowing my cousin, this could be about something as simple as his guilt over helping himself to the last cupcake at my birthday in January, so I’m not unnerved.


“We grew up in an unusual family, right?” he says softly. “Most people I know aren’t close with their cousins like you and I are.”


“We only had each other.” Jon and I are both only children and we grew up with three parents between us who were the best of friends – Mum is as close to Aunt Daph as she is to anyone. Mum and Tad were the best of friends. Tad and Daph had the most amicable divorce in history and remained one another’s fiercest champion right up until he died. Three and a half years’ age difference between me and Jon meant nothing under those conditions. We all lived in one another’s pockets. “You’re more like my brother than a cousin.”


“To this day I still tell you pretty much everything, and I know it’s the same for you.”


“I know this, Jon,” I say, frowning. “But why –”


“Something happened right before Dad died.” There’s a decade worth of pressure behind that sentence. The words fly from Jon’s mouth as if a dam has broken. “You and I were supposed to see one another for Ilona’s birthday. That party we planned for the fourth of January, remember? I was going to tell you then. But then Dad died over New Year’s and ... I don’t know. I was overwhelmed. Heartbroken. I didn’t know how to explain.”


“What happened?”


“I was out in Forbes, staying with Mum,” he says. Aunt Daphne lives in a retirement community near Jon and Ilona in North Sydney these days, but until a few years ago, she lived in the house she bought in Forbes after the divorce. “She was hosting a New Year’s party that year. She’d invited Dad like she always did, and he declined –”


“Like he always did,” I finish for him, sighing fondly. “He hated parties.”


“I know. So it was wall-to-wall perms and blue rinses – you know how it was with her students and friends.” Aunt Daphne is a former high school art teacher who ran adult classes from a large studio she built at the back of her house. Over the years, she built an incredible community among her students, who were mostly older women. “I think Mum was probably the youngest person there except us. Ilona was in her element talking about Rodgers and Hammerstein and the kids were hiding in Mum’s studio watching a movie so I snuck out of the party and drove over to see Dad. We’d all had lunch that day and he seemed a bit off. Preoccupied, I guess you’d say.” Jon exhales slowly. “I let myself in and could hear them shouting from the lobby.”


“Who was there ... er ... here?”


“Your mum and my dad were having a bang-up argument. I’ve never heard anything like it.”


“Mum doesn’t shout,” I protest, and I’m almost laughing at the incredulity of such a statement. Even when she was here half an hour ago, she barely raised her voice above a whisper. And although Tad was physically imposing, towering over most people, he was also softly spoken and by nature, calm and steady.


“I could hardly believe my ears at first.”


“What were they squabbling about?”


“Dad wanted you to have something. He said you deserved it. Aunt Ginny vehemently disagreed. That was about all I could make out before your mum stormed out of Dad’s office, slamming the door behind her. She looked so shocked when she saw me. Ashamed.”


“Jon, you don’t think ...”


“What else could it be? He had to be talking about Wurimbirra. But you have to understand that this was an ugly fight, Fi. Your mum spoke to Dad with so much venom. I didn’t know she was capable of it. It sounded like she was ready to murder him with her bare hands.”


“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this.” I’m instantly annoyed. It seemed to go without saying that as Tad’s only child, Jon would inherit the house – but even Mum was baffled by the additional request we discovered when we read the will. Tad asked that, if he predeceased Mum, Jon should hold on to Wurimbirra in its present form until the end of her life.


No restoration work, no improvements, no sale to another party until Virginia Winslow has also passed.


Uncle Tad’s lawyer made it clear that although Tad had every right to ask this of Jon, he couldn’t legally demand it. This request – this baffling, nonsense request – was never enforceable. That doesn’t mean I haven’t felt some guilt ignoring it. As desperately as I wanted to get my hands on Wurimbirra, and even though I know to my core that me taking over this place is best for all of us, I have hated going against Uncle Tad’s wishes. If I hadn’t been so desperate to find something – anything – to focus on after my life imploded earlier this year, I’d never have even entertained this move.


“I tried to get Dad to talk about the argument but he said it was between him and Ginny and I needed to let them sort it out,” Jon says. “It was obvious that he was upset so I let it drop ... I just assumed there’d be time for them to smooth it over, you know? But then ...”


“He died that night,” I gasp, suddenly joining the dots. But then Jon’s words come back to me: It sounded like she was ready to murder him with her bare hands. “Wait! You don’t think Mum –”


“No! No, I don’t,” he hastens to assure me, but then he swallows heavily and my heart plummets into my stomach. “I don’t think that now. It’s just ... the timing, you know? I mean, I had to wonder at first ...”


A sudden memory comes to me, of me and Lucas and Jon and Ilona and Aunt Daphne at Mum and Alan’s farmhouse in those tender days after Tad’s death. Mum and Jon barely spoke to one another. It was odd enough that I noticed it even then, but while Tad’s death hit us all hard, Mum and Jon were even closer to him than I was, so I figured they were in shock.


“They said an autopsy was optional because of his age but I just had to know,” Jon admits, his voice just above a whisper. I feel instantly sick. Jon must have truly been suspicious to go as far as this.


“That’s why the funeral was delayed?” At the time, Jon told us that we had to wait a few weeks to bury Tad. And the funeral was a significant affair, with publishing folk from all over the world travelling to attend. The delay stretched out the acute phase of our grief and left us stranded in a heartbroken limbo, but it made enough sense that I didn’t question it at the time.


“Yeah, this was a big part of it. I got the preliminary results the day before the funeral. It was entirely conclusive – Dad had a massive cerebral aneurysm. There’s no way his death was suspicious. Maybe the stress of the argument hastened things, but I could never blame your mum for that. His time was up, that’s all.”


I release a giddy sigh of relief. She drives me crazy but there isn’t a sinister bone in my mother’s body.


“Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”


“I couldn’t tell you, Fi. Not while I waited for those autopsy results. What would I have even said? It all happened so fast. The autopsy came back. Then we had the funeral. The next day, we read the will and the lawyer told us about those stipulations about not renovating or selling. After what I overheard, I suspected Dad was about to change that, but the lawyers said he hadn’t contacted them, so I couldn’t be sure.”


“But why would Mum be so determined to stop him from giving me this house?” I ask uncertainly.


“I don’t know. But what else could they have been talking about?” We sit on the phone in silence for a few moments, each of us pondering that. Eventually, Jon sighs. “This is part of why I was so paralysed over the past ten years. I hate that house and you love it and Dad knew all of that and he burdened me with it anyway. So was I supposed to obey the instructions in the will, or trust my interpretation of a thirty- second argument and assume he had seen sense and was about to change it? The only person who knew the absolute truth was your mum. I did ask her a few times, but she always shut me down. You know how she is when it comes to difficult subjects – she’d have walked through fire to avoid that conversation. So I sat on that place for ten freaking years. It was weighing so heavily on my mind and you seemed so sure this was what you needed for this next part of your life. I just couldn’t say no. But ... my God. In some ways ... I already wish I had.”


“Jon, I need this.”


“You know I had nightmares as a kid in that house.”


“Your parents were divorcing at the time. Everything was chaotic and your dad happened to live in a big spooky house. It’s only natural that you had some bad dreams.”


“Fi. I don’t think they were dreams.”


“Don’t be silly –”


“I was lying in bed and a man was hovering over me. He was whispering something. I can’t remember what he said but his very presence was menacing. I just remember the terror and screaming but no-one came to help. It felt like I was alone with him, and then all alone, forever.” My cousin is not playing around. There’s no mistaking the fear in his voice. “This is one of my earliest memories and it’s a huge part of why I never could feel safe there. You want to know the truth, Fi? I walked out the door five minutes after you left the day of the wake and I haven’t been back there since, not even once. That house has haunted me forever and now I’ve passed it on to you.”


“It was just a dream ...” I try to protest, but something about this conversation feels different to Jon’s habitual histrionics. The stale air in Tad’s office has been cool since I stepped into the room, just like the rest of the house, but as I sit on the sofa, the temperature seems to plummet, until I’m shivering and the hair on the back of my neck starts to rise.


“Even the worst nightmare couldn’t be this vivid after fifty- odd years,” Jon says heavily. “I can’t explain it, but Fiona, you need to be careful.”


“Look, I’ll grant you that in its current state, it does feel like some kind of Halloween-themed haunted house,” I admit, but my voice is rough. I stop and clear my throat, then try to force a lightness into my tone as I promise, “Once I’ve cleaned the place up and finished the restoration, this place won’t even feel spooky!” I picture my mother at the front door, shaking with frustration that I’ve taken on this house and dropping hints about its dark past lingering, and I shiver again. This is so silly. I got exactly what I wanted – exactly what I know I need for the next chapter of my life! Why am I letting my family unnerve me?


“I better go, Fi. Just ... you know I love you, right?”


“Of course,” I whisper, and I’m suddenly misty-eyed. I know Jon loves me and he knows I love him, but I think the last time we said the words was after Tad’s wake. We aren’t that kind of family, ordinarily. “And I love you too.”


“I know you don’t like asking for help –”


“I ask for help when I need it.”


“Right,” he says wryly. “You do know I’ve met you, right? Just ... don’t be a stranger, okay? Keep me posted and let me know you’re okay?”


“Absolutely.”


After I hang up, I sink back onto the dusty sofa and look around the room.


I still love this room and I love the house more than ever, but I grudgingly admit that sitting here alone, in the cool light of this icy afternoon, that maybe there’s a kernel of truth to my mother’s accusations about my rose-coloured glasses.
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I wander through every room and it’s the same story everywhere I look – ever more dust, sometimes with alarming claw marks across it, sometimes tracks, as if some creatures have walked the same path so many times they’ve worn the dust away. Silvery rodent droppings and cobwebs are everywhere, but in the pantry, they are mixed with the spoils from old boxes of oats and flour and God only knows what else that mess used to be.


It’s not the end of the world. I’ll eventually replace lots of the cabinetry anyway, and I can’t see any recent droppings, so I’m hopeful that whatever was here is now gone.


Some rooms, like Tad’s bathroom, look just as they probably did when he died – cluttered, a little chaotic. There’s a cardboard toilet paper tube on the dispenser on the wall, but there’s a half-used roll sitting on the floor beside the sink. That kind of detail makes it feel as if the house has been frozen in time.


Wurimbirra is still every bit as beautiful and grand as it is in my memories, but unlike my beloved uncle, I’m a tidy person and I’m keen to start getting this place in order. As soon as I run out of rooms to survey, I head out to the water main, which is buried beneath a tangle of weeds and grass at the front of the block. Most houses out here rely on rain water but the town supply line happens to run straight past Wurimbirra so we’ve long enjoyed the luxury of treated water. I wince at the spiders around the cement lid on the main and gingerly pry it open to turn the tap back on. I’ve been nervous about this, just like the power. Over ten years anything could have happened to the plumbing; pipes could have burst or been damaged.


But when I walk back inside to run the taps in the kitchen and the laundry, brown water sputters for a while as the pipes flush, but the water soon runs clear and the pressure is good. I run every tap in the house for a while to clean them out. I’ll get myself a filter for the kitchen tap because most of this plumbing is very old – but for now, it seems water access won’t be a problem I have to deal with.


The kitchen runs the entire western edge of the house – a long, narrow space incorporating an informal dining room, and just off that area, a tiny door that leads to what was once my favourite place in this whole house.


I can’t remember how old I was when I went through my obsession with The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. I was certainly young – maybe five or six. I would sit with Tad in the parlour while he read me “just one more chapter,” as Mum nagged at us to stop so I could go to bed. In my mind’s eye that house in the English countryside looked just like Wurimbirra, and by the time we finished the book, I was convinced there was a magical land hidden somewhere in our house too. I checked every single wardrobe just about every day for a while, in case the portal had appeared overnight. It was driving Mum and Tad batty that I kept making a mess in the bedrooms, then inevitably crying in disappointment yet again.


One day I came home from school and Uncle Tad was waiting at the door, a battery-operated lantern in his hand.


“You’re not going to believe this,” he said, wide-eyed. “I found the magical portal.”


I ran behind him through the house into the kitchen to find that little door was open for the very first time. Up until that moment all I’d known about the door was that it was strictly off-limits to me and Jon. Now I could see that the door itself was a full thirty centimetres thick, with a steeped edge and a matching steeped edge on the inner wall. Later I’d learn that tiny room had to seal precisely, and that heavy door and the walls around it were all stuffed with compressed sawdust for insulation. It was a built-in ice chest – groundbreaking technology when the house was built in 1886.


All I knew that day though was that Uncle Tad had discovered a tiny room with shelves on one side and a floor covered with brightly coloured cushions.


“See,” he whispered conspiratorially. “Children have used this very portal to escape to other worlds in the years gone by.”


“How does it work?” I whispered back.


“See that door up there?”


He helped me inside, then lifted me up by the hips and I saw that at the top of the room was a tiny external door leading to the outside of the house beside the laundry. And now that he’d shown it to me, I could remember seeing it on the outside of the house – a metal door with a silver handle, beside a long- broken contraption with a pulley wheel at the top.


“What’s that for?”


“It’s for the fairies, obviously. It’s where they drop their magic off to make this room special. Now, Fiona, you must understand that they are fast, so you probably won’t spot them, but the fairy magic in the air in here will help you move into other worlds.”


“Really?”


“Really. If you sit here long enough, you’ll understand, but you have to be very patient and – Oh! What’s this?”


I had already clambered down onto the pillows and immediately noticed the baskets on the lower shelves. As I pulled one out, a little jar of hard lollies came into view, and so did several dozen books.


“What if I get locked in here?” I asked him, feeling suddenly unsure as I looked at the heavy door.


“Let me show you something,” he said, and then we shuffled around, and I climbed out and Uncle Tad climbed in, and then I climbed back in, but this time to curl up on his lap. We pulled the door shut and suddenly we were in that tiny, dark space, illuminated only by the lantern. “Now. Push the door.” I pushed it gently with my foot and it swung open easily; the hinges didn’t so much as squeak. “Don’t worry, love. There’s no latch now and I greased the hinges so it’s very easy to open and close. You are perfectly safe in here – in fact, if that magic works the way I think it will, it’ll be the safest place you ever go.”


For years, that cabinet was my absolute favourite place to sit and read. I think I still went in occasionally in my early teens. I had friends over to play all the time, but the secret portal was off-limits to them. Only Jon knew about it and I did let him look in there sometimes, but I never let him share it – he had other games he played with his dad that I wasn’t a part of, and it only seemed fair that I got to keep this one to myself.


I don’t remember when the cushions were moved or thrown out but I do remember that the pile of books in that room constantly changed, with a brand-new book appearing as soon as I finished one, and even if I gorged myself on those hard lollies, the next day the jar would be refilled. The fairy door never did open while I was in there, but I was convinced that there was magic dust in the air because when I read a book in that room I really could disappear into it – experiencing every story as if it were my own.


I know now that the chest was designed such that a delivery man could place fresh blocks of ice right into the room to keep the food chilled, without bothering the lady of the house by coming inside. There was even a drainage system built in to channel the water outside as the ice melted. By the ’60s, when I was a child, fridges were easy to come by and the feature was redundant. But this was what my uncle did – he took the ordinary, and he turned it into pure magic.


Maybe that’s what I’ve come home to find.


There’s a ten-seat farmhouse table in the kitchen, a mammoth, bulky thing as old as the house. There’s a small cardboard box on top that’s instantly familiar but I can’t quite remember why. I blow the dust off the top and discover it’s from a publisher in the UK. The postmark says November 1999.


A memory stirs. It was the day of the wake and the guests had gone. Jon and Ilona were finishing up inside but we had said goodbye and I was headed back to Mum’s to sleep for the night. I stepped out onto the front verandah and there was a box there – some hapless courier had just dumped it by the door during the day. I took it inside and sat it on this table. It never occurred to me that Jon wouldn’t come back to sort the contents of the house later.


I sigh as I slice the decade-old box open with one of Tad’s kitchen knives. Inside there’s a folded letter, and twelve copies of a novel.




Dear Mr Winslow,


Please find enclosed twelve copies of The Midnight Estate by Charity Wilkie.


With all best wishes,


Spencer Kallaide and Michaelson Books, London





I pick a book up and stare down at the front cover. The image is dark and moody – a shadowy oil painting of a beautiful young woman donning a masquerade mask as she stares into an ornately-framed mirror. The description on the back is almost as vague as the cover.




Silas thought he was going home to say goodbye. To be forgiven.


Marie thought the stranger in the cafe would pass through her life. To be forgotten.


Fate, in all of her mysterious wisdom, had other plans.





It was not uncommon for Tad to buy bulk-lots of the books he especially loved. Countless times after I left home I was surprised by a parcel from him and inside would be a book – sometimes without explanation, sometimes with a long letter in his barely decipherable scrawl, telling me all of the things he loved about the story and how I “absolutely must read it right away!” Often Mum and Daphne would be gifted the same book and he’d send one to Jon and he’d drop one off to Roberta at the town library and Marilyn, the woman who runs the Forbes cafe bookshop, Turn the Page. I always read the books he sent and I’d try so hard to read the way he did – pondering deeper meanings, dissecting the story, parsing every line for brilliance. And as soon as I finished, I’d call him and we’d talk on the phone for hours. I like to think I have a reasonable intellect but it didn’t matter how hard I tried, Tad always found insights I missed.


I’m not surprised to find that he’d ordered twelve copies of a book from the UK before he died, and I am more than a little excited to see what it was he was going to share with us all. I set the books on a chair and walk out to grab the cleaning supplies from my car so I can wipe down the table. As I’m wiping, my gaze keeps drifting back to the box, and I am very tempted to start reading right away. But no! I want to at least make a dent in this room – I have to be disciplined, to work before I relax. I rinse the cloth and move to the countertops. This is messy, frustrating work, because every time I wipe something down and move on, the next surface I wipe sends dust flying into the air, and it inevitably settles back over whatever I just cleaned. Soon enough I’m sneezing and my eyes are watering and it feels a whole lot like the book is calling to me, so I finally give in. The job is too big and I’m wasting effort and time starting it with the tools I have on hand today.


I take a seat beside the only-slightly-less-dusty farmhouse table and reach to pick up a copy of The Midnight Estate.


After all, what better tribute could I make to my uncle than do exactly what he would have – sit with the chaos and the mess, and lose myself in a book?
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