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PROLOGUE


London


October, 2009


From the moment Gracie Templeton knew she was going back to the Hall, she started to see him again.


He walked past her in the Tube station. She saw him studying at a table in the local library, his head bowed, engrossed in a book. Every second customer in the restaurant where she worked part-time sounded like him. An actor on TV had his shy smile. Everywhere she went, there was a man who reminded her of him, the same height, six foot three. The same dark curls. The easy, lanky walk. The same clothes – faded jeans, a dark reefer jacket. For eight years she’d been trying to put him out of her mind, to forget him, to rebuild her life. Now it was as if no time had passed at all.


As she watched the departure date grow closer, packed her suitcase, tidied her ﬂat, she could think only of him. Three days before her ﬂight, she gave in. Even as she typed his name into an Internet search engine, she knew it was a mistake. When his name appeared, she clicked on the link and began to read, then turned quickly away, shutting the laptop, breaking the connection. Quickly but not quickly enough. A line from the entry had leapt out at her: A promising career cut short —


If she’d dared to read on, would she have seen her name there? A promising career cut short by Gracie Templeton.


The phrase haunted her throughout the twenty-two-hour ﬂight. Until, there she was, stepping out into Melbourne airport for the first time in sixteen years.


The man behind the car-hire desk was the perfect mixture of efficiency and good humour. ‘That’s all great, Gracie Templeton aged twenty-seven of London, thank you.’ He handed her English driver’s licence back across the desk. ‘So, is this your first time here?’


Gracie hesitated, then shook her head. ‘I used to live here, with my family. For three years.’


‘But you all left again? Summer got too hot?’


‘Something like that,’ she said.


Minutes later she was in the small hire car, breathing in the too-sweet air-freshener fumes, unfolding the map and plotting her route. It was unsettling to see the place names again. Turning up the radio loudly to drown out her thoughts, she focused her attention on the road ahead.


Just over an hour later, something about the landscape made her slow down. A sign came into view: Castlemaine 25 km. She wasn’t far away now. She hadn’t been sure she would find her way so easily. There were no longer any roadside signs pointing to the Hall, after all. But it felt so familiar. The broad paddocks, gentle tree-covered hills, the big sky, the space. So much light and space. She stopped brieﬂy to double-check her map and the smell when she opened the car door almost overwhelmed her: warm soil, gum leaves, the scents of her childhood.


Five kilometres later, she was at the turn-off. The huge gum tree at the junction of the highway and the dirt driveway had always been their landmark. She indicated left and drove slowly, jolting over potholes and loose stones. As she tried to negotiate her way around the worst of them, she saw broken tree branches, crooked posts, gaps in the fencing. Her father would never have let the approach road look this uncared for. ‘First impressions are everything, my darlings,’ she could almost hear him saying.


The closer she came, the more neglect she saw: uneven patches of grass where there had once been smooth green lawn, bare brown earth where she’d once picked ﬂowers, rows of fruit trees now left to grow wild, their branches heavy with unpicked, rotting fruit.


One final bend of the driveway and there it was in front of her. Templeton Hall.


She slowly brought the car to a halt, feeling as though her heart was trying to beat its way out of her chest. She’d expected the building to look smaller, but it seemed bigger. Two storeys high, large shuttered windows, an imposing front door reached by a ﬂight of wide steps made from the same golden sandstone as the house itself. It needed painting, several roof tiles were broken and one of the window shutters was missing a slat, but it was still standing, almost glowing in the bright sunshine, as beautiful as she remembered.


As she walked towards it, the sound of the gravel crunching beneath her shoes mingled with unfamiliar bird calls from the trees all around. She automatically reached for her talisman, the antique silver whistle she always carried in her bag, holding it tight in her hand. He’d given it to her when she was just a child. Back then it had been a good luck charm. Now it was her only reminder of him.


She climbed the first step, the second, the third, wishing, too late, that she hadn’t offered to arrive early, hadn’t volunteered to be the first to step back inside the Hall again.


The front door opened before she had a chance to put the key in the lock.


In the seconds before her eyes adjusted completely from the bright sunlight, she registered only that a man was standing there. A tall man with dark, curly hair, holding something in his right hand. As she saw his face, she felt a rushing sensation from her head to her feet. She heard herself say his name as if from a long distance away.


‘Tom?’ She tried again. ‘Tom?’ 


‘Hello, Gracie.’


He took a step forward into the light. 


‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ he said.






PART 
ONE






CHAPTER ONE


Templeton Hall, 
Victorian Goldfields, Australia


1993


Gracie Templeton had just turned eleven when she discovered there were people who didn’t like her family as much as she did. 


It was Saturday morning, June fifth. She woke at seven, knocked on her two older sisters’ bedroom doors, waited for them to shout at her to go away, then knocked again, twice as loudly. Ignoring their second wave of sleepy insults, she went in search of her little brother. He was inclined to sleep in cupboards rather than in his bed, but on this particular Saturday he was, surprisingly, in his bedroom. Under his bed, rather than on it, but easy to find at least. After three failed attempts to wake him, she returned to her own small bedroom at the back of the east wing, the one with blue wallpaper that her father called the Red Room, for reasons he seemed to find funny and she didn’t quite understand.


It was the first Saturday of the month and Gracie’s turn to be the head of the house. She put on the well-ironed long blue cotton dress she’d hung up in her wardrobe the previous evening, adjusted her petticoats, tied on her apron, brushed her unfortunately ﬂy-away white-blonde hair until it was a little less ﬂy-away, checked that her black patent-leather shoes were shining and her bonnet neatly fastened.


After a final look in the mirror, she went downstairs and opened up the dining room, the library and the morning room. She switched on all fifteen of the lamps, from the small table ones with the coloured glass shades to the large standard models with the heavy brocade covers. Next, she polished the dining-room table. It was eight foot long and four foot wide and she couldn’t quite reach the middle of it, but with the lamps turned low she hoped any dust wouldn’t show.


She lit the incense in the small Chinese-themed room. She straightened the rugs in the entrance hall, tweaked the runner on the main staircase (it always seemed to stick on the fifth stair) and turned the bronze statuette of Athena on the side-table in the smoking room so it was correctly facing forward rather than staring at the wall. Her brother, Spencer, thought it was funny to move the statue around in unexpected ways and at unexpected times. One Saturday Gracie was about to open the heavy front door and welcome the first of the day’s visitors to Templeton Hall when she noticed Athena was standing on her head, balanced precariously against the wall, her bronze legs akimbo. Gracie only just had time to rescue her before the first visitor appeared.


Returning to the morning room, Gracie used a broomstick to gently nudge the portrait of her great-grandfather above the fireplace back into position (it tended to tilt to the left) and set a record of Beethoven’s sonatas playing on the old gramophone in the corner.


That was her preparation almost done. Even though she’d checked the appointments book the night before, she checked it again, trying to memorise where each group was coming from. Her sisters, Charlotte and Audrey, always mocked her diligence.


‘Who cares who they are or where they come from?’ Audrey would often say. ‘They’re just tourists, Gracie. Here to pay our bills for us.’


‘Not tourists, stickybeaks,’ Charlotte would correct her. ‘People with more money than sense.’


For years, Gracie had heard that saying as ‘more money than cents’, which didn’t make any sense to her at all. Not that she dared ask Charlotte for an explanation. She’d learnt from an early age that it was best not to question any of Charlotte’s pronouncements. There was less chance of being a victim of her sharp tongue that way. Her ‘legendary’ sharp tongue, as Charlotte herself proudly referred to it.


Gracie loved both her big sisters, but preferred them separately rather than together. Seventeen-year-old Charlotte was quick-tempered, but on her own she could also be surprisingly patient. And if sixteen-year-old Audrey wasn’t busy gazing at herself in the mirror or complaining that she wasn’t receiving enough attention from their parents, she could be quite kind to Gracie.


At least their father approved of his youngest daughter’s passionate interest in the Hall. ‘That’s my girl,’ Henry would say if he came across Gracie sitting on the staircase with the appointments book. ‘If only the others were as good at this whole malarkey as you.’


‘I am as good at this whole malarkey,’ Charlotte said once, overhearing. ‘Better, probably. I just can’t be bothered. There’s a difference.’


Gracie put the book back neatly where she’d found it. This morning was going to be busy. The first group was due in at ten, and three others before lunch, but as all the Templetons knew from experience, casual visitors could also arrive at the Hall any time. She caught sight of the family motto written in curling Gothic script around a framed portrait of her grandfather, Tobias Templeton. It was in Latin, but her father had translated it for her – loosely, he explained – as ‘Fail to prepare; prepare to fail’.


Gracie would never admit it to her sisters, or to Spencer, but that motto was like a life message to her. She did her best with her schoolwork and her share of the housework and gardening, but she really tried to be prepared when it came to the family business. She bit her lip as she stood in the hallway, mentally checking her to-do list. Something was missing. She walked through the rooms again until it hit her. Flowers! There were no ﬂowers. And there had to be ﬂowers.


She ran up the two ﬂights of stairs and this time opened Audrey’s door without knocking.


‘Did you get the ﬂowers?’ 


‘I’m asleep.’


‘Audrey, did you?’


‘I’m sleep-talking. Go away.’


Gracie’s voice got louder. ‘You promised you’d get them. We made a deal. I’d polish the silver if you got the ﬂowers. You promised.’


‘I forgot.’ Audrey’s voice was mufﬂed by the pillow. 


‘That’s not fair!’ Gracie was shouting now.


‘Can you two shut up?’ Charlotte’s voice sounded clearly from her room across the hallway. ‘I’m trying to get some sleep here.’


Gracie surprised them both, and herself, by giving a loud shriek that lasted nearly ten seconds. It hurt her throat but it worked. Before the last note finished sounding, both Audrey (in a silk nightdress) and Charlotte (in plaid pyjamas) were standing in front of her. Their expressions were murderous, but they were at least paying her attention.


‘Bloody hell, Gracie. Shut up. You’ll wake Mum and Dad and Hope,’ Charlotte hissed. ‘You know the rules. No sleep-in on Saturdays, no pocket money for any of us.’


Gracie stood her ground. ‘Audrey was supposed to get the ﬂowers and she didn’t.’


Charlotte rolled her eyes. ‘So what? Who cares? If anyone asks, blame it on the maids.’


‘We don’t have maids.’


‘People don’t know that. Tell them we had a maid but she turned out to be light-fingered —’


‘Flower-fingered,’ Audrey interrupted.


Charlotte laughed. ‘So we had to dismiss her. Hence, no maid and no ﬂowers.’


Gracie wanted to cry. She hated it when her sisters ganged up on her like this. She also hated it when there were no ﬂowers in the rooms. At any other time of the year, she would have gone out into the large gardens surrounding the house and picked what she needed. But there were no ﬂowers at the moment, just lots of dry autumn leaves.


‘Stop fretting so much, Gracie,’ Audrey said, more kindly. ‘It really doesn’t matter.’


‘It matters to me.’


‘It matters to me.’ Charlotte and Audrey both mimicked her passionate tone, before laughing again.


That did it. She stomped, as noisily as she could, down the hallway.


‘Shut up, Gracie. You’ll wake everyone,’ Audrey hissed again. 


‘I don’t care. I hope I wake them all, Mum and Dad and Aunt Hope. Then I’ll be able to tell them about the ﬂowers. About your broken promise.’


‘I’m going back to bed,’ Charlotte said, turning away.


Gracie turned back towards her. ‘You can’t. You’re supposed to be dressed and ready by now too. I checked the roster. It’s you and me on today. I’m downstairs, you’re upstairs.’


‘Check the roster again. It’s you and Spencer on today, not me. I did a deal with him.’


Gracie felt a sudden rush of anger again, secretly enjoying the feeling. It gave her the courage to stand up to Charlotte and Audrey. She borrowed one of her Aunt Hope’s phrases: ‘You two are absolutely and completely bloody incorrigible.’ She headed downstairs, muttering to herself but loudly enough so they could hear her, borrowing another one of Hope’s favourite sayings. ‘If this was my house, I’d throw you all out.’


She did her best to ignore their laughter as she tramped back down the polished stairs to the entrance hall. Audrey was probably right, none of the visitors would notice the lack of ﬂowers. They were usually so busy noticing everything else about Templeton Hall, as well as whispering to each other about the age of their tour guide and the whole unusual set-up. But this kind of fine detail mattered to Gracie. Unlike her two sisters and brother, she longed for her turn as head guide. She didn’t do it purely for the pocket money on offer, either. She loved sharing everything she knew about the Hall: its history, its beautiful contents, all it meant to her whole family, stretching back for generations . . .


‘We’re just a tourist attraction, Gracie. You have to understand that. People don’t care if we’re descended from English aristocracy, Australian squattocracy or a pack of werewolves,’ Charlotte had said once. ‘We’re just one more stop before they drive on to their hotel or caravan park. Something to fill up the day. A place to take a photo or go to the loo. Don’t take it so seriously.’


But Gracie did take it seriously. She couldn’t help it. She checked the time now on the large grandfather clock ticking beside her in the hallway. Nearly nine a.m. A glint of metal on the side table caught her eye. Charlotte’s car keys. They shouldn’t have been there, for two reasons. One, all signs of their ‘modern’ life were supposed to be hidden on the weekends when the Hall was open to the public. And two, their parents had asked each of them repeatedly to please hang any keys on the hook behind the pantry door. The house was so big that a few rules and regulations had to be made. The alternative was many wasted hours searching through eighteen rooms.


Gracie did some quick mental arithmetic. Templeton Hall was out in the countryside, a long way from a shop. It would take her twenty minutes to drive into Castlemaine, their nearest big town. Ten minutes, if she was quick, to buy ﬂowers from the grocery store where the family had an account. Twenty minutes back. It was possible. If there were no delays, she’d be back with ten minutes to spare before the Hall opened to the public.


There was the minor matter of it being illegal for her to drive. But she’d been driving Charlotte’s car, a little automatic, since she was ten years old, over a year now. So far, only in the paddocks around Templeton Hall, but Charlotte had always expressed amazement at how quickly she’d caught on. Her lack of height was the main problem, but a couple of folded wheat sacks from the stables had always given her the inches she needed before. A coat or jumper or two would do the same now, surely?


Five minutes later, she was at the wheel, turning from the Hall’s long dirt driveway onto the main road to Castlemaine. Her heart was beating so fast she could almost hear it. She was up a little high in the driver’s seat (she’d decided on three coats rather than two, and regretted it slightly now). Her steering was good, her braking impeccable and the roads were thankfully quiet. As she passed the ‘Welcome to Castlemaine’ sign twenty minutes later and drove into the wide main street, she started to breathe more easily. She could see the greengrocer ahead, setting up his outside display of fruit and vegetables. Yes, he had roses there. And she could see carnations too, and chrysanthemums.


She was so busy looking at the ﬂowers that she didn’t see the car pulling out in front of her. There was, however, no missing the bang that sounded as the front of Charlotte’s car hit the back of the other vehicle, or the sound of her car horn as she fell forward against it, for ten long seconds that later would re-sound in her ears as lasting for hours.


Afterwards, she wondered where all the people had come from and so quickly. The street had been quite empty. But within seconds of the collision people came rushing from shops, from other cars, from side streets. She heard snatches of sentences.


‘I didn’t see her. She just appeared.’ ‘What the hell is a kid doing driving a car?’ ‘Why is she dressed in that weird gear?’ ‘She’s one of those mad bloody Templetons, that’s why. They think they own the bloody place.’


The greengrocer’s concerned face was replaced by a fiercer face attached to a body dressed in a policeman’s uniform. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You could have killed yourself or someone else.’


‘I was getting ﬂowers. We’re about to open.’


The policeman looked away from her, around the crowd, as if hoping they might be able to make sense of Gracie’s words. It was clear he couldn’t.


A bystander stepped in. ‘You’re new here, aren’t you? She’s one of the Templetons.’


‘The mad bloody Templetons,’ someone added. 


‘Up to another publicity stunt.’


‘From Templeton Hall.’


‘Tembledinall?’ the policeman misheard. ‘What is it, a religious cult?’


More murmurs as locals hurried to offer explanations. Gracie didn’t have time to listen, or to worry about her family being called the mad bloody Templetons twice in five minutes. The town hall clock was striking nine thirty. She had to hurry. She struggled out of the seatbelt. One large brown arm pushed her back in her seat.


‘You’re not going anywhere, kiddo.’


Much later that night, Gracie’s father, Henry, announced that he found it very funny. Hilarious, he said. Her mother, Eleanor, was still in a shocked rather than amused state and also angry – Gracie’s arrival at Templeton Hall in a police car just as a bus filled with tourists pulled up had caused such a fuss that Hope, Eleanor’s younger sister who stayed with the family on and off, had taken a ‘turn’, as Eleanor usually put it. ‘Threw a wobbly,’ Audrey preferred to describe it. ‘Went psycho,’ Spencer would say. ‘Exhibited pure attention-seeking behaviour, more like it,’ Charlotte would insist.


Charlotte, as the oldest, had plenty of opinions on the relationship between her mother and Hope. ‘It’s Queen Elizabeth and Princess Margaret all over again,’ she’d announced once. ‘The youngest is jealous of the older sister’s standing and marriage, so she goes wild and hits the bottle, resulting in the older sister having to take care of her for the rest of her days – the ultimate revenge.’


‘Hope got upset at the sight of the police, nothing more and nothing less. Stop talking about her like that, please,’ Eleanor had said, in the voice they’d all learned to obey.


‘On the bright side, at least Gracie can’t lose her driver’s licence,’ Henry said, as the family sat around the kitchen table that evening. ‘Unfortunately it’s because she doesn’t have a licence.’


Gracie’s arrival in the police car had set off a domino effect of arrivals, with cars following buses following caravans and camper vans, all filled with tourists, as well as more than a few people from the nearby area. Usually, the locals avoided Templeton Hall but word had obviously spread quickly about Gracie’s accident, and curiosity had overcome their usual aversion to the family.


‘On the extra bright side, at least they all got the full “At Home with the Templetons” experience,’ Charlotte said cheerfully. ‘“Welcome to our world, where chaos reigns —”’


‘Flowers are missing,’ Audrey added.


‘And where the souvenir biscuits are always stale,’ Charlotte finished.


‘It wasn’t the full experience,’ Gracie said, sulky now that the excitement had passed and she just felt achy and cross. ‘I was the only one dressed up, even though I begged you to go and put your proper clothes on.’


Charlotte laughed. ‘I’d forgotten that bit. You, draped over the policeman’s shoulder, shouting at us all to go and get dressed. You should have seen his face. I’m sure he thought you were hallucinating, that we were greeting you in the nude.’


‘I don’t think anyone asked for refunds, Gracie,’ Audrey added, in a kind voice. ‘It was all quite festive, actually. Until Spencer let off that stink bomb, at least.’


‘That was Spencer?’ Eleanor wasn’t happy to hear it. ‘I told everyone it was the drains.’


Ten-year-old Spencer said nothing, just smiled secretly to himself from his hiding place under the table.


‘I think we pulled together beautifully in what were very trying circumstances, actually,’ Henry said, leaning back in his chair and beaming at his family. ‘Triumph over adversity, as our ancestors might have said.’


‘I still think you should all have got dressed up,’ Gracie said. ‘It’s false advertising otherwise. It wasn’t the full colonic experience.’


No one pointed out her error. Gracie often confused colonic with colonial. It had been Henry’s idea not to put her right. ‘It makes a funny story, which leads to word of mouth,’ he’d said. ‘We’ll get more visitors out of that story than any advertising we do.’


Now, though, Henry took pity on his youngest daughter. ‘Poor Gracie,’ he said, pulling her onto his lap in one easy motion. He was nearly six foot and very fit from all the outdoor work he did in the grounds. ‘My poor lawbreaking Gracie. How can I make it better?’


Gracie wriggled out of his arms and sat up straight. ‘Put me in charge again tomorrow,’ she said.






CHAPTER TWO


That night Gracie could barely sleep with the excitement. It was possibly turning out to be the best weekend of her life. Not only had she been the centre of attention for the whole day, not only had she survived a car crash (it was getting more spectacular every time she thought about it), and not only had her father agreed that she could be head guide again on Sunday – ‘As long as you’re okay, Gracie. Any dizziness or headache at all and you’ll have to stay in bed’ – but best of all, she’d just had a whole hour of her mother to herself. All to herself, no sign of Charlotte or Audrey or Spencer or, especially, Aunt Hope, who seemed to take up more and more of their mother’s time these days. Just Gracie, in her bed, the room made cosy by the lamplight, the rose-patterned curtains drawn against the cool night air, and her mother lying beside her, stroking her hair and talking in that low voice she only used when she was especially worried.


‘Promise me you’ll never do anything like that again, Gracie, please. It was so dangerous. Anything could have happened.’


‘But the ﬂowers —’


‘You’re a good girl to be so meticulous – that means concerned with details,’ Eleanor added without a pause. She was always very good at explaining the meaning of any long words she used, whether they were in the middle of home lessons or not. ‘But sometimes you have to be a little more relaxed about things. Think of the consequences. Be careful not to put either yourself or others in danger.’


‘But I wasn’t hurt when I hit the other car.’ Eleanor winced at her words and Gracie immediately felt guilty.


‘No, you weren’t, but you could have been. And other people might have been hurt as well.’


‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Now she was eleven she tried to call her mother Mum like Audrey and Charlotte did, but sometimes it felt so comforting to call her Mummy.


Eleanor pulled her in close and kissed the top of her head. They lay there in silence for a few moments. Gracie relived the accident in her mind again, in slow motion this time, relishing and exaggerating the sound of the impact, the blare of the horn, the rushing feet as crowds gathered, all the comments. The comments! She sat upright and told her mother all she’d heard people say about the ‘mad bloody Templetons’ and ‘another publicity stunt’. She paused. ‘What’s a publicity stunt?’


‘It’s a way of getting people to notice you and talk about you.’


‘People thought I did that crash to make people notice me?


I didn’t!’


‘I know, Gracie. It was just an accident.’


‘So what other publici— . . .What other stunts did they mean?’


‘I can’t imagine,’ Eleanor said, but in the voice Gracie knew she used when she was pretending she didn’t know something. 


‘And why would they call us the “mad bloody Templetons”,’ she asked. ‘Don’t people in town like us?’


‘Gracie, please don’t swear. It’s not nice, even if you’re just repeating what other people have said. Don’t worry about what you heard.’


‘But that wasn’t all. Another man kept saying that we carry on as if we own the whole bloody place. We do own it, don’t we? The Hall and the gardens and everything? Or whose is it if we don’t own it?’ Gracie turned as her mother made a sudden odd noise. ‘Are you laughing at me? Is what I said funny?’


‘Not in the least bit funny, darling. And you’re to ignore that as well. Some people just don’t like other people and it sounds like unfortunately you met a few of them today.’


‘Maybe I should have run those people over?’


Eleanor laughed out loud. ‘You could have, but all round I think it’s best you didn’t.’


‘So we’re not the mad bloody Templetons?’


‘No, Gracie, we’re not. We’re not mad or bloody. We’re just the very ordinary Templetons.’


Ordinary? Gracie wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that, either.


Across the hall, Charlotte lay in bed, disgruntled and not just because of the damage to her car. Usually she liked action-packed dramatic days, but she’d had other plans today involving a leisurely bath and a new paperback, all cancelled when it became clear it was going to be one of those all-hands-on-deck Saturdays at Templeton Hall. She’d put up a feeble kind of resistance when her father insisted she do the guiding upstairs instead of Spencer. 


‘That’s not fair! I’d swapped with him. Why do I get stuck with it again?’


‘Because you’re my daughter, because I’m asking you, because today is an unusual day, and because if you don’t, I’m pulling you out of boarding school and you can start going to the local high school again.’


That clinched it, really. She’d suffered through one term at the local school before announcing to her parents that if they made her go back there again she would set her bedroom on fire. It was a bad threat to choose. Her aunt Hope had recently tried to do something similar, stopped only by Spencer coming into the bedroom to investigate the smell of kerosene as Hope was trying to get her lighter to work. Charlotte had swiftly apologised for her lack of tact, while just as swiftly insisting that she was serious, that after years of being home-schooled by Eleanor, having her intelligence taken for granted, her brain nurtured and encouraged – she’d laid it on thick, if she did say so herself – it felt like a personal insult to be lumped with the local kids who treated her like she’d arrived from another planet, and taught by teachers who didn’t know even half as much as she did . . .


She was prepared to argue her point for days if necessary, but to her amazement her parents gave in that night. She’d started researching the best boarding schools herself and quickly decided on one in Melbourne, far enough away from Castlemaine for independence yet not too far to prevent her coming home on the train at weekends. It was only later she discovered that while she’d been complaining about the local school, the local school had been complaining about her. She was ‘a disruptive inﬂuence’, according to the letter from the principal she happened to find in the desk in her father’s study. ‘Her arrogance prevents her from easily making friends, and the teachers find her lack of regard for their methods off-putting and unacceptable.’


Charlotte took great pleasure in tearing the letter up into pieces and mixing them in with the kitchen scraps. Her father wouldn’t miss it, she knew. His filing system was a mess.


At least she’d spared Audrey the horrors of that principal and her half-witted cronies. When the time came for Audrey to move from home-schooling to secondary classes, there was no question of the local school. She was enrolled in the same boarding school as Charlotte, and the two of them had been students there since. Charlotte preferred not to let Audrey forget it, either. ‘If it wasn’t for me . . .’ she liked to say, until Audrey turned on her one day.


‘If it wasn’t for you, I’d be happily living at home with friends from my own area rather than exiled with girls from miles away. But if banging on about it makes you feel less guilty about your own bad behaviour, you go right ahead.’


Charlotte just laughed. She knew they both liked being away from the family for weeks of the year, far from the Hall, far from being tarred with the ‘one of the Templetons’ brush and, best of all, far from the tedium of trying to maintain a property as large as theirs without the help of an army of servants or a tribe of gardeners.


Charlotte argued with her father about that too. ‘It’s ridiculous. Here we are recreating the authentic colonial experience, giving visitors a glimpse into yesteryear, yet we’re doing it without the most basic element of life in that era: maids. How can I act the part of an aristocratic miss if twenty minutes earlier I was cleaning the toilet?’


‘We call it a lavatory, Charlotte. And you know why we don’t have servants. Because unlike your esteemed ancestors, we don’t have a gold fortune to pay them.’


That was the most annoying thing of all, really. There she was, not just snatched from her happy life in London and forced to leave all her friends behind, but locked in this strange historical bubble that was Templeton Hall, gaily spouting detail after detail about life in the goldrush days, wearing the clothes, pretending – pretending, for God’s sake, the humiliation of it – that they were living in that era, and yet it all seemed to be built on such ﬂimsy financial foundations.


Oh, she knew her father was still dealing in antiques, heading away from the Hall now and again on buying and selling trips. Selling with some success too, from what she’d occasionally overheard him say to her mother. Not that Charlotte cared much for old glassware or furniture, but she’d always known her father had a very good eye for spotting valuable pieces and selling them on just as quickly. But was the antique trade as lucrative a business in Australia as it had been back home in England?


One day she’d had a poke around her dad’s study in search of some answers. She was the oldest of his four children, after all. Someday, all this would be partly hers. It was only right she should have some knowledge of the family’s financial picture beforehand.


Unfortunately the snooping session was interrupted before Charlotte had time to even work out which was the best drawer to start looking through. Aunt Hope came in, silent as ever, giving her a fright, though Charlotte did her best not to show any alarm, not until she could work out what her aunt’s mood was that day.


Fiery, it turned out. Aunt Hope was melodramatic at the best of times. At the worst of times too. Catching her niece in her brother-in-law’s out-of-bounds office was a heaven-sent situation. She slammed the door, gave a great intake of breath and said in her mannered, husky voice, ‘And what do you think you’re doing, young lady?’


Charlotte knew it annoyed Hope to hear the relaxed hybrid English-Australian accent in her nieces and nephew, after the elocution lessons she and Eleanor had suffered back in England. ‘They just sound so common,’ Hope liked to say, with a theatrical shudder. But that Australian accent could come in very handy, Charlotte had discovered. She used it now, dragging out her vowels, leaving out letters, enjoying the sight of Hope’s disgust.


‘Just havin’ a look around, Hope.’ She pronounced ‘around’ as ‘arind’. ‘I’m doin’ a school project on the psychological impact of clutter’ – she pronounced it ‘cludda’ – ‘and Dad’s office seemed a perfect place to start.’


‘He wouldn’t be happy to find you here.’ Hope’s vowels were as sharp as diamonds.


‘Nor you, I’d wager,’ Charlotte answered, switching to a well-bred English accent to deliberately annoy Hope further. ‘What were you doing here? Dad’s office is out of bounds to all of us, isn’t it?’


Charlotte watched with interest as Hope, ﬂustered by the direct question, changed the subject and started to talk in great detail about the hot weather instead. Quickly bored, Charlotte decided to get out before Henry came in and started interrogating the pair of them.


For as long as she could remember, Charlotte had disliked Hope. She felt plenty of other emotions towards her as well. Anger, mostly, when Hope drank too much and threw the tantrums that upset not just Eleanor, but the whole family and any poor visitors who happened to be in earshot. Hope in full ﬂight could be a terrifying spectacle, with tears and shouts and objects being hurled around the place.


‘She can’t help it. She’s unwell.’ They’d heard the excuses from their parents for years.


‘So send her to a hospital,’ Charlotte snapped back one night. She’d been angry and hurt on that occasion, just a few months after they arrived in Australia. It was her birthday, the only day in the Templetons’ newly established family schedule when the birthday girl, or boy, was truly able to be the centre of attention, get out of tour-guiding, cleaning and gardening and instead spend the day doing just as they pleased, finishing with a dinner made up of all their favourite dishes.


That day, though – Charlotte’s fifteenth birthday – Hope had one of her ‘episodes’. Not a standard plate-throwing or screaming one, but a get-completely-drunk-and-slash-at-herself-with-a-broken-glass one. They were all in the kitchen, about to start serving dinner, the usual teasing and joking ﬂying around, Charlotte the centre of attention. One moment Hope was standing at the sink, obviously drunk, yes, but apparently happy, the next she was weeping loudly, a broken wine glass in one hand and a gash down her other arm. Pandemonium followed, Charlotte remembered; attempts to stop the blood with a tea towel, then a bath towel, before a rushed trip to the Castlemaine hospital, Henry driving and Eleanor in the back cradling her sister. There was no time for apologies to Charlotte about her ruined birthday dinner. By the time they’d arrived back, after midnight, her birthday was over in any case.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Eleanor had said, coming into her room. ‘What did you do, darling? Did you manage to have any fun at all?’


Charlotte took perverse pleasure in telling her the truth. ‘How did I spend my birthday? As a matter of fact, I spent it cleaning your drunken sister’s blood off the kitchen ﬂoor.’


She’d regretted it afterwards, seeing the hurt expression on her mother’s face, but anger had eventually won over regret. Her mother needed to know the impact Hope had on the family. Secretly, when they were sure their mother wasn’t listening, it amused Charlotte and Audrey to call their aunt Hope-less, to imagine the joys of a life without Hope, to bemoan the fact that Hope springs eternal. But no matter how they joked, before long the same drama would play out, the whole family held hostage to Hope’s drinking, her mood swings and temper. The only saving grace was that Templeton Hall was so big they could at least try to avoid Hope as much as possible, except on days like today when there was a fuss about something and she would place herself in the centre of it.


Sighing, Charlotte turned her pillow over, thumped it twice, then lay down again. The sooner she finished school, turned eighteen and could get away from this madhouse, the better. On the bright side, her father owed her now, for having given up her day off. It had to be worth double pocket money. As she lay there waiting unsuccessfully for sleep to come, she took great pleasure in concocting a long shopping list.


In her bedroom, Audrey couldn’t sleep either. She pulled out the sheet of paper from under her pillow and read it one more time. She’d intended to show it to her family today, but changed her mind after the drama with Gracie. She wanted everyone’s full attention when she made her announcement. Charlotte already knew, of course, but she’d been sworn to secrecy until Audrey decided the time was right to tell the others. For once, Charlotte had seemed to understand how important it was, and also what a recognition of her talent it was. The drama teacher had said it too, in front of the whole class, after he announced the cast. ‘I think we have the makings of a fine production of Hamlet, girls, with a very special Ophelia in Audrey Templeton. Here’s to a marvellous end-of-year production.’


It was like a wonderful dream, except it was actually real, Audrey thought, gazing down happily at the play’s rehearsal schedule. There it was, in black and white, a list of cast members, with her name beside one of the lead roles!


This wasn’t just some ordinary school production, either. Word had it that drama scouts for film production companies, acting schools and advertising agencies came to all the Galviston Girls’ School productions. Whether it was because their daughters attended the school, Audrey didn’t know and preferred not to think about. This was her chance, her moment and, more importantly, the only way to show her parents she was serious about a career as an actress.


When she’d tentatively raised the subject a year before, armed with brochures from her school career guidance counsellor, she hadn’t got very far. Her parents hadn’t even looked at the information on drama studies. They both concentrated on the weighty documents explaining the courses on offer at Melbourne University, the best tertiary institution in the state, in their opinion. A chemistry degree for Audrey, they’d decided.


That day, and many days since, Audrey had cursed her own easy ability with scientific formulations and chemical compounds. So what if she could sort out formulae in her head? She could run fast too, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be an Olympic athlete. But any hints from her about chasing her dream met with blank stares from her parents.


‘Acting’s not really a career, darling. It’s a hobby.’


‘We didn’t even know you liked acting. You never show much interest in it here.’


This isn’t acting, she’d wanted to shout. This is some weird family business involving ill-fitting costumes and dull facts, spouting information to motley groups of tired and sweaty people in shorts and T-shirts who think it is somehow funny to follow a costumed teenager around an old building for a family outing. Acting was different. Acting on a stage, in a darkened theatre, was a suspension of disbelief, a way of blocking out the real world, of seeing other people’s lives and stories brought to life – she had listened attentively through every one of her drama theory classes and had her arguments ready. Except her parents didn’t ask for her arguments. Before she’d a chance to object, Henry had filled out the form requesting she be coached towards a chemistry degree.


‘And don’t worry, of course you can keep acting,’ Henry had said. ‘Melbourne University has a terrific drama society. It’ll be a great outlet for you – give that right brain of yours a workout after all the left-brain study.’


But this piece of paper in her hand could change everything. Her parents’ minds, her future, everything. Once they saw her as Ophelia, they would realise just how talented she was and how serious she was about acting. After the play was staged, she’d ask her drama teacher to write a letter, begging for their understanding, urging them not to make the mistake of denying the world a great dramatic actress.


Audrey climbed out of bed, too excited to sleep now. Silently crossing the room, she took a seat on the elegant antique stool in front of her dressing table, lit two of the candles that formed a waxen guard around her extensive collection of make-up brushes and hair ornaments, and stared at her reﬂection in the bevelled mirror. She’d decided recently that the best way to describe her looks to any possible casting agent was ‘classic English beauty’. Pale skin, high cheekbones (not high enough, in her opinion, but her experiments with various shades of blusher were helping towards her ideal look) and shoulder-length dark-red hair that she liked to wear in, yes, ‘classic’ styles. Her role models, she’d decided, were the silent screen goddesses of the 1920s, with their immaculate grooming and strong femininity. Elegance never went out of fashion.


Not that she’d shared her thoughts with anyone in her family. Her mother had started to grow very impatient with the time Audrey spent sitting in front of the mirror. Audrey suspected it was jealousy. Her class had studied female psychology at school recently and it was apparently a common phenomenon that ageing mothers became envious of their daughters’ blossoming beauty. Not that that was a problem in Charlotte’s case. In Audrey’s opinion, Charlotte might look reasonably attractive if she took a bit more care and particularly if she went on a diet, but Charlotte just didn’t seem to bother, pulling that thick mop of hair of hers back into a ponytail and wearing any old baggy clothes around the place. As for Gracie, while it was too early to tell for sure, Audrey thought her little sister might turn out quite striking when she was older, with her dark eyes and eyebrows, and that unusual white-blonde hair. If it stayed blonde and didn’t go mousy, of course. Most annoyingly, it was Spencer who’d got the best looks in the family – a mass of blond curls that Audrey would have killed for, dark-blue eyes like their father’s and lashes so long they could have been false. Still, Audrey thought again now, leaning in towards the mirror and practising arching her left eyebrow, the mark of true talent was making the best of your attributes, wasn’t it? Growing into oneself. Having faith in oneself and one’s place in the universe, staying grounded and yet confident at the one time.


‘Breathe, Audrey, breathe,’ she said to her reﬂection in the low voice she was trying to cultivate. ‘Centre yourself. Trust in yourself. Believe in yourself.’


A noise outside made her jump. She swiftly blew out the candles and hurried back to bed. Charlotte had walked in on one of these private moments once, and after howling with laughter, ‘Who do you think you are, Audrey, Sophia Loren?’, had spent the next week mimicking her: ‘Breathe, Audrey, breathe, or else you will die, Audrey, die.’ Audrey knew it was counter-productive to waste valuable emotional energy on negative feelings, but sometimes she really did hate Charlotte. What would she know about the trials of having an artistic spirit? All Charlotte cared about was annoying teachers and spouting her ill-informed opinions. What would any of her family know about her hopes and dreams, if it came to that? Her parents barely gave her any attention when she was home on the weekends any more. It was always all about the stupid Hall. Even Hope got more attention than she did these days. It wasn’t fair, it really wasn’t. She was truly starting to believe she was the cuckoo in the Templeton family nest.


To hell with them all, she decided now. Liking the sound of that sentence, she said it out loud, in a melodic deep voice. She tried it again, in an American accent. She was good at accents, her drama teacher had told her as much. Perhaps she could even try doing Ophelia in a foreign accent? What a great idea! Checking the schedule again, she was happy to see the next rehearsal was three days away. Plenty of time to prepare a convincing case about the accent. Already imagining the applause on opening night, she slipped the schedule under her pillow and fell asleep with a smile on her face.


Spencer was too busy to sleep. What a great day that had been. He liked to think of a day’s events as being divided into Good Things and Bad Things. Today had definitely been more Good Things. He made a list of them in his head as he rummaged around in the cupboard in search of ingredients for his current project.


The Good Things were:


1. Successful stink bomb


2. Gracie’s crash


3. Police visit


The Bad Things were:


1. Crackdown on kids driving


That was exactly how his mother had put it. ‘There’s going to be a crackdown on the children driving from now on.’ Spencer was hiding behind the curtains in the dining room after the police arrived back with Gracie and he’d heard a big fight between his parents. Lots of soft shouting about whose fault it was, about the children running wild ever since Hope had started drinking again. That wasn’t true, in Spencer’s opinion. He’d been running pretty wild before Hope had started drinking again, it was just his parents didn’t know about it. But it was a shame about Gracie’s accident. Charlotte had promised to start teaching Spencer to drive now he’d turned ten, but it looked like there wouldn’t be much chance of that for a while, at least until all the fuss had died down about Gracie’s crash.


In the meantime, there was still plenty of other stuff for him to do around the place. His new friend, Tom, who lived in a farmhouse a few paddocks away, thought Spencer had it made. No school. A huge house to roam around. Spencer had put him right on a few things. He did have school, it was just that he did it at home and his mother was his teacher. Tom had asked loads of questions about it, as if he’d never heard of home-schooling. What happened if Spencer misbehaved? Did his mother get him to stand outside the classroom? Did he still have to sit exams? Wasn’t it lonely sometimes? What if he woke up one morning and felt sick? Did he still have to go to school if his home was also his school? Spencer hadn’t even thought about all that stuff before. He’d just always been taught at home and that was that.


‘Is it because you’re so rich?’ Tom had asked. 


‘We’re not rich.’


‘Everyone in town says you are. Look at the size of your house.’


‘Dad inherited it. We didn’t buy it. His grandfather gave it to him. Or his uncle. Someone, anyway.’


Spencer wasn’t completely sure of the facts. He’d sort of listened when his father gave him the lessons about what to say when he was showing visitors around, but they couldn’t expect him to remember everything. He’d never told his dad or his mum or Gracie – especially not Gracie, who would go crazy if she knew – but sometimes he just made up any old thing about where a painting or a piece of furniture had come from.


It didn’t help that Spencer’s dad was always arriving home with new clocks or paintings or small tables, all excited, saying they were ‘great finds’. Spencer thought at first he was saying ‘grapevines’ but Audrey put him right. A week or two later, some of those new ‘great finds’ would turn up on top of the long cupboard in the big dining room, or in one of the glass cabinets in the morning room, or in one of the bedrooms they showed their visitors. Their father would give them a little speech about what to tell visitors: how valuable it was, how it had found its way into the Templeton family and been a treasure for generations now, blah blah blah. Spencer had found it all a bit strange at first. How could it have been in the family for generations if his father had just bought it in a shop?


He’d mentioned it to Gracie once, who got a bit funny, the way she did whenever any of them said anything about the Hall not being the most perfect place in the entire universe. ‘Dad knows what he’s talking about,’ she’d said. Fine, Spencer thought. If Dad wants to tell visitors that the blue jug he’d bought the week before in some junk shop was six hundred years old and had arrived in Australia on a ship with Captain Hook or Cook or whatever, then that was his business.


It had been funny one day recently when Spencer was showing a group around. His dad appeared in the dining room, all dressed up and with that cloth thing around his neck as if he was going to a wedding, putting on the really posh voice he used in front of visitors, calling Spencer ‘son’. ‘That’s right, son. I couldn’t put it better myself.’ Spencer found it a bit weird. Of course he was his son. He was hardly the family dog.


His dad had taken over, telling all sorts of stories and making a fuss about the big glass vase on the table between the two windows. It was from the nineteenth century, he told everyone. It had been lying covered in dust in the Hall’s pantry for years, until he, Henry Templeton, at the time living in England and working in antiques, had learnt of his inheritance of the Hall and arrived in Australia with his wife and four children.


The Hall had been full of hidden treasures like that, he told them. A treasure trove of wonders. People nodded a lot, Spencer remembered, although a boy his own age just stood there pulling faces at him and picking his nose. Then a man who’d been having a close look at the vase put up his hand and started talking really loudly. He was an expert in that sort of glass, he told Spencer’s dad, and that vase wasn’t even fifty years old, let alone one hundred.


‘But this is terrible!’ Spencer’s dad had said. ‘Someone must have substituted a fake. The one that was there was certified by experts. I have the certificate somewhere. It’s registered with Sotheby’s. You’re telling me it’s a fake?’


‘It’s worthless,’ the man said. Spencer remembered him having quite red cheeks, as if he had run a race. ‘You’ve had a thief in the house. And if you don’t mind me saying, your whole approach here is very risky and opens you up to exactly this kind of crime.’


‘But if we can’t trust people in our home, where can we trust them?’ his dad had said.


Since that day, any time any visitor announced they were an expert on something, or questioned an item’s authenticity, there was a ‘new rule of behaviour’ to observe. They were to thank and congratulate the person, ‘quietly and firmly’, their father said, for noticing, and also ask them to keep the news to themselves. They were right, it was a copy. They had been advised by their insurers and the local police that they’d been too relaxed about displaying treasured family heirlooms. So ‘regrettably’ (it had taken Spencer a few attempts to pronounce that word) the family was forced to lock away the most valuable items, and put nearly identical but less valuable copies in their place.


‘You shouldn’t say it’s original, then,’ a man said to Charlotte one afternoon, when Spencer was under the piano, listening. The man was cross about Charlotte telling his group that a painting over the fireplace in the drawing room was an original Gains-borough from the 1780s, commissioned by a member of the Templeton family. Charlotte had followed her father’s directions to the letter, gently drawing the man aside and explaining that there was an original in a bank safe in Castlemaine but in the interests of protecting the family’s assets, this copy had been hung in its place.


‘That’s false advertising, then. We paid good money for this tour and your brochure says all the interior decorations are authentic to the period.’


‘And so they are,’ Charlotte said. ‘This copy is from the 1860s. Thieves didn’t just appear this century, you know. Our great-great-grandfather in Yorkshire had this copy made after coming home from a shooting party and disturbing a thief about to cut the original from its frame. In many ways, it’s almost as valuable, don’t you think?’


Spencer asked her about it afterwards. He didn’t remember his father telling him that story. Charlotte just laughed. ‘Of course it’s not true, Spencer. What do I know about nineteenth-century forgery practices? Remember Dad’s second golden rule? If in doubt, make it up. Do it quickly and then move on.’


It was a lesson Spencer had taken to heart. He’d got away with it too, so far. His Aunt Hope had listened in one afternoon, standing in a corner of the room in that creepy way she did sometimes, hardly moving or even blinking. Her zombie mood, Spencer called it. He toned down his stories that day, but he probably needn’t have bothered. Hope just stood there for a while, doing that thing where she scratched her arm over and over before wandering out again. He’d thought about saying something funny about her being the house’s resident ghost but then his mother had come in and he was glad he hadn’t. His mum got very fierce very quickly if any of them said anything about Hope.


Still, he didn’t have to worry about doing the tours now for another week. He had his own projects to work on instead. The stink bomb had just been a practice run, but amazingly easy. Coming up next, just as soon as he’d saved up enough to buy all the ingredients he needed, would be the very best project of all.


He created a new list in his head. Future Good Things. 


The fire-spewing volcano was top of the list.


In her room, Hope was trying to make the inch of wine in her glass last as long as possible. The bottle on the ﬂoor beside her was empty. How could that be, she wondered, staring at it. It must have been half empty when she got it out of her wardrobe. She couldn’t have drunk it all already, surely?


She took a small sip. Then another. Another. All tiny ones but as quickly as possible, trying to relax, trying to calm herself, trying to stop checking the door every two minutes to make sure no one was about to come bursting in. She hadn’t meant to cause a fuss today, she truly hadn’t, but when the police car turned up and she saw Gracie being carried in, she’d thought the worst, thought that Gracie had been killed. Even when she learnt the truth, that it was just a minor accident, it was too late, her nerves were jangling, the anxiety had set in, the tears too . . .


Not that anyone understood, Eleanor especially, trying to shush her, saying that Gracie’s accident had nothing to do with her. But of course it did. She knew what they were all saying. If Hope hadn’t been there, causing problems, the Hall would be running like clockwork, the vases would have been filled with ﬂowers and Gracie wouldn’t have had to drive into town. Did they think she didn’t know what they were all thinking about her? Even as she’d tried to apologise for her tears, for getting so upset, even though she’d slipped away as quickly as she could back to her room, their voices had stayed with her. She’d sat on her bed for five minutes, telling herself that of course she could get through this without a drink, she just needed to calm down, to think of something else, all the things she’d been taught in different consulting rooms over the years. But her own voice wasn’t strong enough. That other louder, stronger, nicer voice inside her started talking. She liked what it had to say. One drink wouldn’t hurt, would it? It would take the edge off everything, make everything feel better, wouldn’t it?


And it did. It always did. It just didn’t last, that was the problem. It was a big, big problem, she thought, gazing again at the empty glass in her hand. Why did people make wine bottles so small? Why didn’t someone invent an alcohol patch like a nicotine patch? Some sort of hidden device, like a morphine drip, that would keep a nice steady supply of alcohol drip-dripping into her vein, keep her nice and steady all day long, without anyone needing to know? She glanced over at the wardrobe, knowing she had another full bottle hidden behind her winter coats. No, she wouldn’t get it. She’d be strong. She didn’t need it. It wasn’t good to mix her medication with alcohol. Besides, the way her luck was going lately, Eleanor would walk in just as she’d taken out the cork and there’d only be another lecture, another reminder of how awful it had been that time Eleanor had found her on the ﬂoor of her London ﬂat.


‘I thought you were dead, Hope. I thought you’d killed yourself. Can you even try to imagine how I felt?’


‘How you felt? It wasn’t exactly fun having my stomach pumped out.’


She’d been trying to be funny, but of course Eleanor had got all high and mighty again. No sense of humour. She’d never had one. Anyway, for heaven’s sake, why did she have to keep going on about that day? So she’d happened to drop round just in time. What did she want, a medal? Where was her Good Samaritan spirit? They were sisters, weren’t they? Family? She would help Eleanor if she ever needed it, of course she would. If Eleanor ever stopped being so bloody perfect and showed some vulnerability or understanding once in a blue moon . . . Anyway, why was there such a fuss about her choosing to dull her pain with the occasional drink? Eleanor should be glad it was only alcohol and a few tablets. What if it had been heroin or another class-A drug?


‘It’s just wine, Eleanor,’ she’d said to her last time Eleanor had started on one of her tedious lectures. ‘It’s legal, isn’t it?’


Even now, Hope could hear Eleanor’s voice, at her, at her, all the time, like a bloody machine gun. I’m begging you, Hope, please don’t do this to yourself again. Please Hope, don’t drink any more. Please, Hope, don’t mix alcohol and tablets like that. Please Hope, don’t make a fuss. Please, Hope, change everything about yourself. Please, Hope, try to be as good and saintly and married and motherly as me . . .


Oh, please, Eleanor, shut up and mind your own fu—. Just in time, Hope realised she was talking out loud.


It was all right for Eleanor, of course. It had always been all right for Eleanor. Always gone so perfectly: marriage, babies, career satisfaction. But had she ever shown her own sister any sympathy? No, of course not. Had she cared when Hope’s heart had been broken, time and time again? Understood how she’d felt that time she thought she was pregnant, and the father had said he didn’t want to know? So what if she’d been mistaken, that her period had just been late? Eleanor had shown her true colours that day, going on and on about her own problems, the children being unwell or something boring like that, actually saying to Hope that she ‘didn’t have time for this right now’. No time for her own sister’s heartache and pain.


Hope stood up. Damn it. Damn her and damn all of them. She wanted a drink, so why couldn’t she just have a drink? Who were they, any of them, to tell her how to live her life? Her life. The life she had given up for them. Hadn’t she ﬂown all the way across the world to give them a hand with this ridiculous Hall? Hadn’t she spent hundreds, maybe even thousands, of unpaid hours helping Henry to design and plant the garden? Had Eleanor or Henry ever thanked her? No. Never. Too busy, all the time. Too busy loving each other, being so happily married all the time. As for the children. No gratitude from them either, ever. That brat Charlotte was the worst of them, the arrogant little cow. What she needed was a good kick up the . . . As for Audrey – had there ever been a more self-obsessed child in the world? The way she wafted around the house as if she was the bloody Lady in the Lake, it would make you sick. And Gracie? Well, all right, Gracie could be sweet, but if she didn’t watch herself she’d end up too sweet. Thank God for Spencer. At least he had a bit of spirit. More to the point, thank God for that little arrangement she had with Spencer . . .


The empty wine glass was annoying her now. Really annoying her. So was the empty wine bottle. Swaying only slightly, she tiptoed across the room to her wardrobe. It was so childish. So embarrassing. At her age, still hiding bottles as if she was back in boarding school. While downstairs she could just picture them all, Henry especially, pontificating, helping himself to another whisky, then another. What was the difference? Seriously, what was the difference between him having too many drinks and her drinking, every night? ‘But, Hope, I don’t need to drink. I can stop any time I like.’ Oh, shut up, Henry, and you shut up too, Eleanor. She realised she’d shouted that and waited, poised at the wardrobe door, for movement in the hall. Nothing. Good.


Stuff it. She would have another drink. She’d never get to sleep now without it. Just a small one. Just to get her to sleep. As she opened the wardrobe door, she was smiling.


In their bedroom, Henry and Eleanor were fighting. Eleanor had come in from saying goodnight to Gracie to find Henry already in bed, reading a newly arrived copy of Antiques Australia.


‘I thought you were going to do the accounts tonight?’ Eleanor said.


‘Too tired, I decided. No point doing them when I’m not at my best.’


‘You haven’t been at your best for the past two months, then? Longer? Henry, this is getting serious.’


‘Eleanor,’ he said her name in a mocking tone, ‘your problem is you think everything is serious.’


‘No, my problem is I’m starting to think I am the only one in this house, in this family, who takes our problems seriously. You do nothing but stick your head in the sand.’


‘I’ll do them when I’m feeling up to it.’


She snatched the magazine away from him. ‘And when will that be, Henry? When the house falls down around our ears because we can’t afford the most basic of repairs? When the visitor numbers dwindle to zero because you haven’t felt like advertising or because you’re too busy doing your family tree or entertaining yourself rather than anyone who happens to stumble upon us? Have you checked the bank statements lately? The money from that silverware sale is practically gone and you know the electricity bill is due any day. You’re not even trying any more, are you? Do you think all the vases and those chairs you were so thrilled to find are going to sell themselves?’


‘I think I preferred it when you were in awe of me. The sweet little Eleanor I met twenty years ago would never have talked to me like this.’


‘Don’t patronise me, Henry.’


‘I’m not patronising you. I’m telling the truth. You were much easier to handle back then. Darling, you’re just tired. Upset about Gracie.’


‘Yes, I’m tired. Yes, I’m upset about Gracie. But I am also completely and utterly tired and upset with you. How many more excuses, Henry? Do you know what Gracie’s just asked me in there? Why people call us the mad bloody Templetons. Why we think we own the place.’


‘We do. Well, most of it. I think the bank might have an interest in the stable roof.’


‘It’s not a joke, Henry. I’m not joking.’


‘No, Eleanor, but you are shouting and I don’t want you to wake the children any more than you do. You’re tired, I’m tired, it’s been a busy day. Come here. Come here and let me give you a kiss.’


‘I don’t want a kiss. I want you to fix everything you promised you’d fix and haven’t. I want you to bring in more money. I want you to do all the accounts you said you’d do months ago. I want Charlotte to start behaving, I want Audrey to stop all this acting nonsense, I want Gracie to stop being so anxious and earnest about everything, I want Spencer to stop plotting to blow us all up.’ She was now somewhere between laughter and tears, even as Henry patted the bed beside him, reached for her and drew her closer. ‘I want a normal family life, Henry. Is that too much to ask?’


‘Yes, darling. I’m sorry, but it is.’ He held her closely as she gave in to the tears. ‘That’s not all, though, is it?’


She didn’t raise her head from his shoulder but she shook her head. He stroked her back, her hair, held her tighter. Her words were mufﬂed and he had to ask her to repeat them. She lifted her head and looked him straight in the eye.


‘I want Hope to go. I want her to leave me alone. Leave all of us alone. She’s ruining our lives. She tried to do it in England and nearly succeeded and she’s trying to do it again.’


‘She can’t help it, Eleanor. She’s not well.’


She shook his hands off her at the same time she shook her head against his words. ‘I don’t care, Henry. I don’t care any more. I just want her to go.’






CHAPTER THREE


Four days after Gracie’s accident, in the kitchen of a farmhouse three paddocks away from Templeton Hall, thirty-five-year-old Nina Donovan was reading the local weekly newspaper. A large headline dominated the front page: UNDERAGE DRIVER WREAKS HAVOC.


Nina already knew all about it. She’d got the first call only minutes after the crash, as she came in from dropping her twelve-year-old son, Tom, to his junior cricket match, her head filled with the work she needed to finish, despite it being a Saturday. As a freelance illustrator, her income and reputation depended as much on her meeting her deadlines as her artistic talent. The caller was one of the school mums, breathless with excitement as she described the little girl in costume; the crash; the policeman.


‘That family will do anything for attention, won’t they?’ the woman said as she finished her account. ‘The reporter from the local paper was there just now too, taking photos – exactly what they’d want.’


Another day Nina might have agreed with her friend, settled in for a spot of Templeton-criticising, but she wasn’t in the mood today. She surprised herself by defending them. ‘You really think they’d get a little kid to crash a car to get some publicity?’


‘They’ve done that sort of thing before,’ her friend said, her tone huffy at Nina’s refusal to play the game. Nina had found an excuse to hang up soon after.


It was a funny thing, Nina thought, as she finished reading the newspaper article now. Just because she was the Templeton family’s closest neighbour, people assumed she either wanted to hear every bit of gossip about them, or already knew it. The truth was, she knew as much about the Templetons as anyone else in the area. She was happy to keep it that way. After what happened when she made the mistake of going to their first fete two years earlier, she’d deliberately kept her distance.


She’d heard talk of them long before the fete, of course. She’d even been taken to see Templeton Hall when she first moved to the goldfields area nearly three years previously, more than a year before the Templetons’ arrival. Not that it had been called Templeton Hall then. The real estate agent showing her rental properties had been proud of the area’s oldest colonial property. ‘Eighteen rooms, including eight bedrooms, three bathrooms, a huge kitchen and a three-acre garden. A bit big for you, perhaps?’ A bit beyond her budget, perhaps, she’d said wryly. It wasn’t available anyway, he told her. ‘It’s in a family trust of some sort. We’ve been waiting for a duke or duchess to arrive on a private Lear jet to claim their inheritance.’


It wasn’t royalty or a Lear jet, it turned out. It was the Templetons, a family of six or possibly seven, newly arrived from England. They were the talk of the town whenever Nina went shopping. ‘It’s taken lawyers years to track them down, apparently.’ ‘They’re spending a fortune on the renovations.’ ‘You must have seen them, Nina, surely?’


But she hadn’t. Oh, she possibly could have if she’d re-routed her daily walk to go up their long driveway, walk across the extensive front garden and peer in one of the house’s twenty or so windows, but she chose not to. She’d been the focus of enough gossip herself over the years to know it was no fun being under scrutiny. Good luck to the Templetons, that’s what she thought. They sounded like a perfectly nice family.


‘They sound like weirdos,’ the man in the post office insisted.


Three months after their sudden arrival, the Templetons held a fete. They placed ads in the local paper. Flyers appeared stuck to the outside of shop windows early one morning. One of the children had been involved, the shopkeepers guessed. Most of the leaﬂets were glued at a child’s eye level. All the neighbours within a fifty-kilometre radius of the old house found leaﬂets pushed under their doors as well, Nina included. Everyone insisted they hadn’t heard anyone come to the door, that the dogs hadn’t even barked. One child at Tom’s school, overhearing his mother talking about the silent overnight leaﬂet drop, decided there were supernatural elements at work. The Templetons were ghosts, he announced, living in a haunted house. He did a great job convincing nearly all of his classmates of the fact. It didn’t seem to matter what any of the parents said after that. The Templetons weren’t just odd, weren’t just foreign, weren’t just mad to attempt to renovate that old house, they were also creatures from the underworld.


Those who didn’t believe in ghosts found plenty else to be disgusted about.


‘A fete? Who do they think they are? The royal family?’


The puzzling thing was that that no one Nina knew, or even friends of people she knew, had actually talked to any of the Templetons. Someone said they’d seen the mother in the super-market early one morning, her trolley filled with food, but she’d paid and left before anyone spoke to her. None of the children had joined any of the local sports clubs. Mr Templeton had apparently been seen in a Castlemaine pub one Friday night, but it turned out to be a false alarm. He was always referred to as Mr Templeton. It felt somehow wrong to call him by his first name, believed to be Henry.


On the morning of the fete, Nina wasn’t surprised to hear far more traffic on the nearby roads. She glanced at her watch. Nine thirty. The fete was due to start at ten. It was a fine, sunny day. It wouldn’t hurt for her and Tom to take a look.


Her first thought as she walked up the driveway, with the then ten-year-old Tom cycling beside her, was that perhaps the kids in the school had been right about the supernatural forces. The last time she was here with the real estate agent, the drive-way had been overgrown with weeds and dry grass, rutted with potholes. The trees lining the road had badly needed pruning, the fences running beside in need of repair. Now, the fence lines were straight and new. The trees had been cut back expertly, to form a cool and attractive natural arch over the road. The drive-way itself was still dirt, but it had been graded, and a path for pedestrians constructed along the right side.


If the driveway was impressive, the house itself was a miracle. There were already forty or more people milling on the front lawn when she reached it, and their talk was a hub-bub of amazement. Not only was the garden immaculate, but the sand-stone of the house looked polished, the window shutters freshly painted, the glass gleaming. It must have cost a fortune. How did they get it done so quickly? And one other question: what on earth were they doing here?


She heard a chime of a clock, from where she didn’t know. Ten o’clock. The front door opened. There, standing beaming at them all, was Henry Templeton. He strode out, enthusiastically shaking people’s hands, touching shoulders, leaning down and kissing babies. ‘Welcome! Welcome, all of you. Welcome to Templeton Hall.’


His accent was upper-class English, his bearing was – yes – regal. He was in his late forties, perhaps early fifties. He had a thin face, tanned, creased. Dark hair, with a long fringe that he ﬂicked away now and again. Above-average height. He was dressed in a dark frockcoat, a cravat and shining black shoes with buckles, more suited to a ballroom than a dusty lawn.


‘Oh my God,’ Nina heard someone mutter beside her. ‘He’s a madman.’


‘What is this, some kind of film set?’ someone else said.


That was it, Nina thought. That was the whole effect. It felt manufactured, as though it had appeared overnight and would disappear just as quickly. Henry Templeton himself was like an actor, playing the part of an English country-house gent under a bright Australian sun, surrounded by broad yellow paddocks instead of sweeping green fields.


After Henry Templeton introduced himself to everyone waiting on the front lawn, he returned to the front steps, shaded his eyes and invited everyone into the house.


‘Make yourselves at home. Look around. See what we’ve been doing. And then I hope you’ll enjoy yourselves in the side garden where all the fun of the fete awaits.’


It was then that Nina noticed bunting adorning a row of trees to the east of the house. Music was just audible now too, a tinkling fairground sound, like a glockenspiel.


Henry Templeton spoke again. ‘Before you set forth, though, may I introduce my family. My wife, Eleanor.’ A petite dark-haired woman, easily his junior by ten years, stepped out of the house. ‘My oldest daughter, Charlotte.’ A plump girl aged fifteen or so, her thick brown hair tied back, a defiant expression on her face. ‘My middle daughter, Audrey.’ A pretty younger girl, tall and thin, with a dark-red bob. ‘Gracie, my youngest daughter.’ A smiling little girl, nine or ten, with a halo of white-blonde hair that made Nina think of a dandelion. ‘And my one and only son, Spencer.’ A cross-looking little boy with a head of blond curls, perhaps seven or eight years old, stepped forward, scowled, then stepped back. ‘And, of course, my sister-in-law, Hope.’ An elegant brunette woman in her early thirties standing at the back of the group gave a small nod. She didn’t smile or step forward. 


The gathering crowd looked at the Templetons and the Templetons all looked back. There was silence for a moment as each took in the other. All five females were dressed in full colonial costume. Henry may have got away with it, his look formal but somehow in keeping with the house. There was no mistaking the women’s clothing for daily dress. Eleanor was wearing a long, pale-blue gown and matching bonnet. Hope had a similar dress in bright-red satin. The three girls looked very pretty in their long dresses, gloves and satin pumps, Nina thought. Even the little boy was dressed in old-fashioned clothing, breeches, braces and a hat, which from his tugging seemed to be the cause of his scowls.


‘Come now, don’t be shy.’ Henry Templeton smiled at them all again, before throwing out his arms once more. ‘Welcome, all of you, to Templeton Hall!’


‘What did he call it?’ the man beside Nina said, too loudly. 


‘Templeton Hall,’ Henry Templeton repeated, beaming at them all once more. ‘Officially renamed today in honour of ourselves, but also, most fortuitously, in honour of William Templeton, one of the finest surveyors in Australian history and architect of many local settlements. His name already graces several of your streets, of course, but this is our additional personal tribute. I’ll officially unveil the plaque this afternoon, but if you can’t stay until then, please do take a peek in the meantime. In fact, why don’t I read it out?’


He strode towards a velvet curtain covering a square of brass on the wall beside the front door and pulled it back with a ﬂourish. Templeton Hall, officially opened May 1860, it read.


‘Typo there, mate,’ someone called out. ‘It’s 1991, not 1860.’


‘Oh no, it’s not,’ Henry Templeton said with a warm smile. ‘The moment you drove past our gates you went back in time, didn’t you realise? You think we would wear these clothes otherwise? Templeton Hall officially opens today as a perfect time capsule of life in the 1860s. I am honoured and touched that so many of you are here to mark this special day with us. So please, come inside and make yourself at home with the Templetons with our compliments today, and for a nominal charge on all other weekends. And be sure to tell your family, your friends – even your enemies – about us.’ He laughed cheerily, then turned and went inside, followed by the rest of his family. 


There was initial hesitation, then almost a stampede to the front door. Within minutes the house was filled with chatter, as people practically ran from room to room, exclaiming at the renovations, the furniture, the work that had been done, how authentic it looked, how much it must have cost, then, in more whispered tones, the strangeness of it all.


Henry Templeton was constantly on the move, smiling, pointing out this painting or that table, giving potted histories of the goldrush days, answering questions, no matter how rude or invasive, with charm, grace and humour. The five costumed females seemed to drift rather than walk – that ghostly feeling again, Nina thought – into different rooms, smiling at guests, each of them talking in confident, beautiful English accents.


‘They’ll go bust in a month,’ she heard people saying more than once.


‘This will all get stolen within a month.’


‘He’s nuts.’


‘The whole family is nuts.’


Nina and Tom stayed for half an hour. They walked through each of the rooms, Nina marvelling as much as the others milling around them, but keeping her thoughts to herself. She knew nothing about the interiors of grand homes during the goldrush era of the 1860s, but she’d have bet anything this was a faithful reproduction, with its gleaming wooden furniture, richly patterned ﬂoral wallpaper, thick rugs on polished ﬂoorboards, all the walls covered in portraits, landscapes and still lifes. Throughout the house everyday items like vases, lamps, hardback books, even an elegant hairbrush and mirror set, were arranged on top of chests of drawers and sideboards, as though they had just that moment been used. The kitchen had cutlery, china bowls, wooden utensils and what looked like freshly picked vegetables on the long table, old-fashioned jars and bottles on the shelves, even an apron and a ﬂour-covered rolling pin lying waiting. It all looked right. It felt right. And somehow, despite the whole oddness of the situation, the Templeton family members were making her feel as though she’d just casually wandered into a day in their life.


As she toured the house, sometimes one of the costumed women would be in the room, playing the piano or sitting quietly, embroidering, looking up at her with a smile. In one of the front rooms – the morning room, she heard someone call it – the littlest girl was playing with a spinning top toy that also looked as though it was from the previous century.


It was in the dining room that the spell was broken. Nina thought at first it was Eleanor, Henry Templeton’s wife, but she remembered the red dress, and realised it was the sister-in-law. Hope, was that her name? Another visitor, clearly throwing herself into the spirit of the occasion, had asked where all the servants were.


Hope looked a little bored by the question, but answered it all the same, in a languid, refined voice. ‘We had one maid, a young Irish woman, but she wasn’t to be trusted. That’s been the trouble with life here in the colonies, all sorts of riffraff made it here and of all of them the Irish are the least trust-worthy. Quite dishonest, in fact. It’s in their blood. The Italians are as bad.’


Perhaps the woman was trying to be funny. Perhaps it was an authentic replica of the thinking of the time. But it burst a bubble for Nina. In that minute, the setting, the whole pantomime aspect of the house ceased to be entertainment for her. She wanted to object. My name is Nina Therese Donovan, nee Kelly, and I find your comments offensive. She could imagine her father urging her to speak up. He was proud of his Irish heritage.


Hope was still talking. ‘The Chinese are just as dishonest. Thieves, most of them.’


Two women beside Nina, both of Asian appearance, looked as angry as she was feeling.


‘If it was up to me, I’d bring all our staff out from England. Though that’s as bad as anywhere else now. Immigration laws too lax. They let anyone in, more Indians around my house than in India these days. As for the blacks —’


Glancing around, Nina could see the group was a multicultural one.


‘You might think I’m exaggerating,’ Hope was saying, ‘but you should see some of the streets in London near where I used to live. You wouldn’t think you were in Engla—’


‘That’s enough.’ Nina spoke up then, conscious of the red ﬂush ﬂooding into her cheeks. ‘I don’t care if you’re playing a role here, but what you’re saying is racist and offensive.’


‘I’m telling the truth and if you don’t like it, then leave.’


A man entered the dining room behind her. ‘You’re asking one of our guests to leave? My dear Hope, what is happening here?’ It was Henry Templeton.


‘I’m just explaining the situation here and back home and this woman seems to be taking offence,’ Hope said, her voice sulky.


Henry turned his full attention to Nina. ‘My dear, I’m so sorry! Tell me, what’s your name?’


‘It doesn’t matter what my name is,’ Nina said. 


‘Her name’s Nina Donovan,’ Tom said beside her. 


‘Donovan? A fine Irish name.’


‘Don’t you start, she was bad enough,’ a woman beside her said. Nina knew her. Carmel O’Leary from the library.


‘Would you please tell me what happened?’


Nina told him, as Hope stood sullenly and other people in the group nodded in agreement.


‘I do apologise,’ Henry Templeton said. ‘Hope, haven’t I asked you to keep your thoughts to yourself?’


‘My thoughts? My honesty, you mean.’


‘Eleanor,’ Henry called then, leaning out the door. ‘Could I see you here for a moment?’ As he waited for his wife to appear, Henry turned his full attention back to Nina.


‘My dear Anna —’


‘Nina.’


‘My dear Nina, I do apologise. Sadly, that is how some people thought in the 1860s.’


‘I’m sure they did. What bothered me more is it’s clearly how she feels in the 1990s.’


‘Please, don’t be upset. Now, why don’t you have a sit-down and we’ll get you a cup of tea. I’m sure you’ll calm down soon.’ 


That was the last straw for Nina. ‘No, I won’t actually. We’re leaving and we won’t be back. She’s racist and you’re condescending.’


She and Tom had just collected his bike from beside the garden path when she heard a voice behind her. ‘Excuse me. Excuse me.’


It was the woman from the dining room. Hope.


Nina stopped, waiting for the apology. Beside her, Tom watched quietly, pushing his bike back and forth.


Hope was staring at her with something like hatred in her eyes. ‘How dare you,’ she said.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘How dare you humiliate me like that, in my house? Who do you think you are, coming into a family house like this and grub-bying it with your rudeness.’


‘Excuse me. You were the one who was rude. I found what you had to say offensive.’


‘Offensive? You have difficulties with the truth, do you?’ Hope was shouting now.


‘Mum —’ Tom said beside her.


Nina put her hand on Tom’s shoulder to comfort him, still staring in disbelief at the other woman. She tried to be reasonable. ‘Look, I know this is all a joke, fun and games for tourists and to make money —’


Hope lifted her chin. ‘This is not a joke. This is living history. Something we all take very seriously. And I meant every word of what I said in there, and I mean every word of what I’m about to say to you. Get off this property this minute, you and your son, and never come back. You’re not welcome. Do you hear me? Get out of here or I’ll call the police.’


Tom was now staring wide-eyed at Hope, pressing even closer to his mother. People around the garden were starting to look across. Nina was tempted to call them over to listen. This place was supposed to be a tourist attraction?


The woman took a step closer. ‘Do I have to make myself any clearer? Leave. Go.’


The walk back down the drive wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the walk up had been. Despite Hope’s ranting, Tom told her he hadn’t wanted to leave yet.


‘We had to. They’re not nice people, Tom.’


‘But I wanted to see the fete.’


‘I know. I’m sorry, but we’re leaving.’


‘Are you mad at me now?’


‘Of course not. I’m mad at them, not you.’


‘Because their house is bigger than ours?’


That made her laugh. By the time they were home, ten minutes along the dry and dusty road, her son was back in good spirits again.


Nina wasn’t, however. If anything, she was more upset. The unsettled feeling stayed with her all afternoon. She went to bed early that night, not long after Tom, and tried to distract herself with a book, then a magazine, before tossing them both aside. She turned the bedside lamp off, then on, then off again, moving restlessly in her bed, unable to sleep, annoyed at herself.


She sat up, switched on the full bedroom light, looking across at the photo on the wall opposite her bed. It was her wedding photo, taken eleven years before. She looked so young – she had been young, only twenty-two. So happy, too. Her hair had been completely black then, no grey hairs like now, her blue eyes so optimistic. Beside her, easily a foot taller, her husband, Nick, was looking down into her eyes and laughing, the camera catching the moment beautifully, his face full of love, his eyes crinkled, his tanned, open face proof of his happiness that day. Not just that day, either. Nick had been the most cheerful, most optimistic man she’d ever met. The perfect antidote to her own often anxious nature, constantly reassuring her. ‘Everything will turn out for the best, sweetheart, you just wait and see.’ In appearance, Tom was a perfect mix of them both – he had her olive skin, Nick’s tall, lanky build, her black hair and Nick’s dark eyes. Even though he was still only a child, not even thirteen yet, she could tell Tom had also inherited his father’s determination, his calm nature, his gentle humour . . .


Back it came again, that yearning need for Nick to be there beside her, the longing to be able to turn to him in their bed, talk through her worries, take pride in their son together. The empty side of the bed seemed to mock her, as it always did. There was no telling when the grief might descend, even this many years later. The most ordinary of things could set it off: an unused pillow, an advertisement for family holidays on TV, or times like today, when she knew that if he had been here, Nick would have had her laughing in seconds about the crazy things that woman Hope had said; would have made everything all right again.


She knew she wouldn’t sleep now. Instead, she got up and made herself a cup of warm milk. Sitting outside on the step, cradling the cup, she tried to sort through her thoughts and understand why today’s events had upset her so much. Hope’s racist comments, yes. Henry Templeton’s condescending manner, yes. There was even a grain of truth in Tom’s words. Sometimes she did wish they lived in a bigger house.


But as she sat out under the night sky, sipping slowly, listening but not bothered by the rustlings of birds and small animals in the bushland around their house, she realised they weren’t the main reasons for her reaction.


As she’d walked around Templeton Hall, as she watched the family play their parts – not Hope, but the others – she’d become aware of a strange, unhappy feeling inside her. Jealousy. Not of the big house, the big garden or of the family’s obvious wealth. She was jealous of the Templetons themselves. They were a family. A happy family. A happy mother and a happy father and four happy children.


The contrast between them couldn’t have been starker. There she was in her small, rented farmhouse, trying her hardest, coping as best she could on her own, still desperately missing her husband, feeling lonely and sad and worrying about Tom, about money, about the future. And there they were, the perfect rich family, carefree and adventurous, with enough time and money on their hands to arrive out of the blue from the other side of the world, hire the best and quickest of builders and architects to open a living museum, and all with such style and confidence. 


Another rush of envy overwhelmed her now. She tried to dismiss it, recalling what she’d heard people saying around her today as she and Tom moved through the house. Show ponies, she’d heard one man call them. Crazy. Mad. Eccentric.


They were all those things, Nina agreed. But their antics had also looked like fun. Any family that felt the need or had the desire to undertake a renovation like that and spend their week-ends dressing up was having fun together. And that was exactly what she missed in her own life. The fun had gone missing the moment she was told about Nick’s death.


She tried to concentrate on that exchange with Hope. Tried to summon the anger again. But even as the other woman was speaking, Nina had sensed that all wasn’t quite right with her. Whether she’d been drinking, or had taken something else, her eyes hadn’t been quite focused, her words too bizarre, as if she too had been playing a role, like the rest of the family, but in a much darker, stranger play.


Nina did what she often did at times like this. She went inside and rang her sister, hoping she was still awake. Her elder by just fourteen months, thirty-seven-year-old Hilary was her best friend and sounding board, sensible without being a stick-in-the-mud. After leaving school, she’d studied to be an accountant and worked for five years in a large Brisbane firm, before taking two years off to go travelling. She’d come home a changed woman, thrown in accountancy and retrained as a nurse. For the past four years she’d worked as a theatre sister in a Cairns hospital, living with her husband of three years and happily playing stepmother to his two teenage daughters from a much earlier marriage.


Hilary was up, ready to listen, and even more importantly, seemed to understand Nina’s feelings immediately. ‘Just keep away from them. You’ve done your civic and neighbourly duty now, haven’t you? You’re not a tenant on their land, legally bound to make regular weekend visits so you can be harangued by racist upper-class ladies or offered cups of tea by a man who quite frankly sounds as though he would surpass Basil Fawlty when it comes to interesting approaches to hospitality . . .’


Nina laughed, feeling her tension lift and her mood change as she agreed completely with her sister that no, she need have nothing else to do with Templeton Hall or its new inhabitants.


‘They’ll try and seduce you, though, you know,’ Hilary continued. ‘Lure you into their world. Promise me, Nina Donovan. Swear on the nearest Bible or trashy paperback or school news-letter. Promise you won’t be drawn into their debauched world of dress-ups and gala balls and garden fetes and cucumber sandwiches and croquet on the lawn and —’


‘I promise,’ Nina said, smiling again.


Hilary’s voice softened. ‘Maybe they looked perfect from the outside, Nina, but who knows what the truth is. You look like you have the perfect life yourself sometimes, you know. A beautiful son, a successful career.’


‘Oh, sure.’


‘I mean it, you do. Forget about them, honey. Don’t visit the house again. Just try to put them and what happened today out of your mind. Promise?’


‘Promise.’


It was easy not to visit the Hall again. Not quite so easy to forget about it, however, when her route into Castlemaine to drop Tom to school each day took her past the entrance to their driveway, and her route back gave her a brieﬂy perfect view of the Hall through the trees, but she made herself look away each time. It was even harder to insulate herself from news about the Templetons themselves. It quickly became obvious that anything the family did was prime gossip in the area. Over the next months, Nina heard countless anecdotes. There was the story of Henry Templeton marching into a council meeting to declare war on the mayor, insisting that a recent turning down of a planning permission application relating to Templeton Hall was vexatious and ill-informed. A lawyer from Melbourne had followed him in, apparently, to state the case in far more civilised tones and language. A stormy exchange had taken place, Henry at the centre, ‘carrying on as if he was in the House of Lords’, one councillor described it. The application was passed a week later. Bribery, people in town whispered. Money talks.
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