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Praise for The Secrets of Bridgewater Bay


			‘I thoroughly enjoyed this immersive story which spans both generations and continents. The evocative details and impeccable research make for a delightful reading experience and I can pay it no greater compliment other than to say, I wish I’d written it’

			Kathryn Hughes

			‘A sweeping tale of family secrets, betrayal, jealousy, ambition and forbidden romance . . . Fans of The Thorn Birds and Downton Abbey will love the epic scope of this novel’

			Ali Mercer

			‘This is an epic dual time novel which draws the reader in right from the start and keeps you in thrall until the very last page. The writing is superb, the descriptions detailed, lush and evocative’

			Christina Courtenay

			‘A gripping story full of family secrets: the price of love and loss within two generations . . . convincing and poignant’

			Leah Fleming

			‘Rich in evocative detail – the complex mystery kept me guessing right up to the last page’

			Muna Shehadi
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			England, 1919: Rose and Ivy board a ship bound for Australia.

			One is travelling there to marry a man she has never met.

			One is destined never to arrive.

			Australia, 2016: Amongst her late-grandmother’s possessions, Molly uncovers a photograph of two girls dressed in First World War nurses’ uniforms, labelled ‘Rose and Ivy 1917’, and a letter from her grandmother, asking her to find out what happened to her own mother, Rose, who disappeared in the 1960s.

			Compelled to carry out her grandmother’s last wish, Molly embarks on a journey to England to unravel the mystery of the two girls whose photograph promised they’d be ‘together forever’ . . .

		

	
		
			For my grandmothers, Rose and Ivy

		

	
		
			
Prologue

			Rose scrambled down the bank in a storm of sand, arms flailing and legs protesting. Funny how her legs didn’t work as well as they had once. Inside she still felt like the girl who had landed on these shores forty years ago, yet her body resembled an old woman’s more each year. Sometimes, catching a flicker reflected in a window, she didn’t recognise herself.

			Reaching level ground, she shook the sand from her shoes, before settling the canvas hold-all on her shoulder and looking up to see the bay spread before her like a half-moon of glittering blue, Cape Bridgewater jutting into the ocean to the west with rugged Cape Nelson and its lighthouse rising to the east. The bay was fringed with two and a half miles of white beach, the surf rolling in long easy lines to the shore. Yet beneath those lazy breakers strong currents swirled, while sudden waves could trap unwary swimmers.

			Keeping to the firmer sand to conserve energy, she set out for Cape Nelson. The further she trudged the less likely she would be spotted by a farmer herding sheep on the grassy headland or the occasional motorist exploring this wild strip of coast. But the sand was hard going, sucking at her feet so that she felt each of her sixty-four years. After half an hour, she reached a point in the shadow of Cape Nelson where rocks invaded the beach and dense scrub defended the foreshore. Here was as good a place as any. She didn’t need to take a moment to reconsider for she’d had more than forty years to think about this.

			Traipsing to the high-tide line, she placed her bag upon the sand before turning to the sea. Then, without removing her brown loafers, she braced herself for the cold waters of the Southern Ocean in midwinter. The water was icy, filling her shoes and needling her skin through her stockings. As she waded deeper, the wet wool of her pleated skirt belled around her, water creeping up her torso and soaking her twinset. She sucked in her breath, cold piercing her lungs. When the breakers hit she held her ground, letting the first waves wash over her, foaming to her chin. Then, abandoning her shoes, she struck out in a slow crawl, the way Jim had taught her all those years ago, shocked that his new bride couldn’t swim. She wore almost as many clothes then as she did now, the woollen swimming costume they had purchased in Portland weighing her down even as the saltwater bore her aloft.

			Not far enough yet.

			She continued swimming, arms crawling feebly through the water, legs barely kicking. Each breath became more laboured than the last. The cold tightened her chest in its vicelike grip. Soon she could no longer feel her fingers and her clothes were dragging her beneath the waves.

			Never mind. It wouldn’t be long now.
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			Port Fairy, Victoria

			2016

			It’s easy to forget the good things, but the bad have a way of staying with you forever. Molly eyed the roll-top desk waiting patiently in one corner, wondering if she could leave it until tomorrow. As a child she had often sat there, creating crayon masterpieces for her grandmother, yet here she was ruthlessly sorting through Nan’s life. It was only months since she had last seen her and already she barely recalled her laugh. She could picture her soft powdery face, the coral lipstick bleeding into the fine lines frilling her mouth, but she couldn’t hear her. Nan’s voice had faded into eternity.

			Running her hands through a thicket of sticky chestnut hair, she rolled her neck, inhaled deeply, and blinked to clear her eyes. Dust motes stirred up by the unaccustomed activity floated in the last rays of sunlight and the air was thick with memories. The desk was the last remaining item in the room to be cleared, but it had been a long day immersed in a jumble of cartons brimming with newspaper-shrouded knick-knacks, and she was exhausted.

			‘Do you want me to make a start on the desk?’ she said, turning to her mother.

			‘Thanks, sweetie, I’ll finish up with the bookcase and we can call it a day.’

			Picking her way through boxes, she crossed to the desk, her eyes drawn to a hand-tinted photograph stuck to one of the pigeonholes. She had never seen it before. A studio portrait of two boys wearing crisp cotton shirts, hair slicked to their scalps, with a small girl in a smocked dress and patent-leather shoes posed on a chair between them. The boys had laid protective hands upon the girl’s shoulders, making Molly momentarily wish she had brothers.

			‘Is this Nan? With Great-Uncles Ted and Harry?’ she asked, prising the photograph from the desk and waving it in her mother’s direction.

			‘I wondered what happened to that,’ said Wendy. ‘It used to be mounted in a perfectly hideous frame on the mantlepiece at Wuurnong.’

			‘Can I keep it?’ She liked the idea of seeing her grandmother in a new light, a reminder that she had once been young enough to have big brothers.

			‘Sure. I have others. Remember that one of her on a bicycle? She was about sixteen, with a boy and a picnic basket . . . and the boy wasn’t your grandfather. It’s hard to believe.’

			‘What – the bicycle, the boy or the basket?’

			‘I think they came as a package.’

			‘I wonder if Pop was jealous.’ Molly couldn’t imagine her grandmother with anyone other than her grandfather, but if you had asked her twelve-year-old self to imagine her mother with anyone other than her father she would have laughed in your face. Yet Wendy and Leo had been married for ten years now.

			‘It’s all ancient history, isn’t it?’ Wendy mused.

			‘Not so ancient.’

			‘I suppose you just have to get on with it.’

			Placing the photograph in her to-keep box, Molly rifled through sheaves of paper stowed in various pigeonholes, discarding fliers for discount toiletries and window-cleaning services, before spying the yellow-and-white gridded cover of a Spirax sketchbook. She slid the dog-eared book from its shelf, placing it on the desk to flip through the first pages. To her surprise, rather than drawings, she found pages filled with yellowed newspaper clippings, the brown stains of ancient glue seeping through the headlines.

			Missing Presumed Drowned

			Local Woman Feared Drowned

			Surf Takes Another Life

			Search Continues for Missing Woman . . .

			Intrigued, she flicked back to the beginning, scanning the text of the first clipping, where a notation ‘5 August 1963’ had been written alongside in a younger, neater version of her grandmother’s shaky handwriting.

			A woman is missing, feared drowned, after her car was found abandoned at Bridgewater Bay by a local farmer about noon yesterday. The car, a late model green Holden belonged to Bessiebelle local, Rose Turner . . .

			‘Granny Rose,’ she whispered, surprised to see the name of the great-grandmother who had died long before she was born.

			‘What about Granny Rose?’ asked Wendy, looking up from a box of books that were destined for the local charity store.

			‘Nan’s got all these clippings about Granny Rose. Did you know about this?’

			‘What? No.’ Wendy levered herself up from the floor with a groan and came to stand at her daughter’s shoulder.

			‘Look at this.’ Molly flipped through pages, the news articles becoming shorter and shorter until they shrivelled to the size of a postage stamp. ‘Not just news clippings but personal notices from all over Australia.’

			MISSING PERSONS

			TURNER, ROSE – Would any person claiming to be, or knowing the whereabouts of, Rose Turner, wife of Jim Turner of Wuurnong, via Bessiebelle, please contact Brown Day Solicitors of Collins Street, Melbourne. Reward.

			Personal notices, dozens of them, all annotated with the names of regional and major newspapers, with dates ranging from the 1960s to the 1980s. In some cases, names and phone numbers had been written alongside, mostly struck out.

			She heard a soft intake of breath and her mother’s voice at her shoulder saying, ‘I had no idea. All these years . . . I had no idea she was searching. I had no idea she thought Rose might still be alive.’

			Molly took a step back, turning to face Wendy, whose eyes unexpectedly welled with tears. 

			‘I thought she’d accepted Rose’s disappearance like everyone else,’ her mother continued.

			‘You told me Granny Rose drowned.’ After years of practice she could finally utter the word without a wobble.

			‘She did. At least that’s what we thought. Her car was found out near Cape Bridgewater, and some of her clothing washed ashore later. But the body was never recovered.’

			‘Didn’t the police investigate?’ Molly pictured sombre police, armed with notepads, and armies of volunteers combing the deserted sands of distant beaches.

			‘I remember a lot of hushed voices. And once, a police car appeared at Wuurnong while Mum and I were there. She tended to shoo your uncle and me out when the talk got maudlin.’ Wendy studied the newspaper clipping as if it might reveal something unexpected.

			‘There would have been a coroner’s report surely?’

			‘Apparently, she often took herself off to the beach so it wasn’t out of character. I suppose if the police weren’t suspicious, the coroner simply declared her missing, presumed drowned.’

			‘Poor Nan, she must have felt bereft. She obviously felt she couldn’t talk about it,’ said Molly.

			‘Dad would have known. She wouldn’t have kept a secret like that from him.’

			‘But then Pop always went along with her. About everything,’ said Molly. She bit her lip, hesitating a moment before adding, ‘Do you think it might have been suicide?’

			‘I don’t know. The story they gave your uncle and me was that she went swimming alone in the sea and . . .’ Wendy shrugged. ‘Anyway, after a while I didn’t give it much thought. Everyone seemed to accept that she was gone, so your Uncle Craig and I followed suit.’

			But it seemed that one person at least had never stopped looking. One person believed that, for whatever reason, Granny Rose might be leading another life altogether, somewhere far from home.

			‘Oh, Mum, all that grief and you never said a word.’ Wendy shook her head, frowning at the tiny notice clipped from a newspaper fifty years before, somewhere on the other side of the country.

			That was the thing, though; words didn’t help so much with pain, as Molly knew from experience. Maybe the only way Nan could deal with her mother’s suicide was by pretending that it hadn’t happened. If Rose was merely missing, there was always a chance she might return.

			‘Here, you take a look,’ she said, suddenly worn out by the sad, flimsy book and everything it didn’t say. She picked up the tattered Spirax from the desk, but as she passed it to her mother, an envelope fluttered to the floor. They both stood looking down, surprised to see Molly’s name scrawled on the envelope in Nan’s shaky block letters.

			‘It’s not going to levitate.’

			‘I know that, Mum.’

			‘Don’t you want to know what’s inside?’

			‘Not really.’ Molly wasn’t fond of surprises. But she retrieved the envelope, sliding from it a sheet of lavender notepaper folded around what appeared to be another old photograph. ‘Is this Granny Rose?’ she asked, handing the picture to her mother.

			Wendy squinted, holding it as far from her face as her arm allowed. ‘I’m not sure. It’s a bit blurred.’

			‘It’s your vision that’s blurred. I don’t know why you don’t wear your glasses. You can’t see your dinner properly without them.’

			‘I know what’s on my plate because I usually cooked it.’

			‘You’re just vain, Mum, admit it.’

			She peered over her mother’s shoulder at the photograph. 

			Two young women stood shoulder-to-shoulder, arms linked at the elbow. One girl had stowed her hand in the pocket of her long white apron and the other girl’s hand had snuck into the pocket alongside it. Both wore old-fashioned nursing uniforms: long sleeves with elbow-length protective covers, high-necked dresses with stiff white collars, full-length aprons with large crosses appliquéd on to the chest. White cloths tied at the nape covered their hair, a few curls escaping at the foreheads. Molly recognised the First World War uniforms, probably British VAD nurses.

			Her mother was right. One girl’s face was slightly blurred, as if she had lifted her chin at the last moment, her eyes shifting slightly to the right of the camera. Her eyes were light coloured, blue or perhaps green. Her complexion was fair, her lips small and neat, parted as if in surprise. The other girl stared straight out, her face arranged primly except for her mouth, which was curved in a half-smile. She shared her friend’s fair complexion but her face was less open, her mouth tilted. As if she had a secret. Her apron was also crumpled and Molly detected the smudges of stains, as if she hadn’t been able to wash out the sad reminders of her work even when making a special trip to the photographer’s studio with its painted backdrop and potted palm.

			Wendy turned the photograph over to read aloud the words penned in faded blue on the rear, ‘Rose and Ivy 1917’, and beneath them a photographer’s stamp, ‘Catford Brothers, Ilfracombe. Copies may be had any time.’ Below that, scrawled in a more haphazard hand, were the words ‘Together forever’.

			What could the words signify? Those captured hands, entwined forever? And what had caught the first girl’s attention so unexpectedly that she had turned her head away from the camera.

			‘We didn’t talk about her much after she disappeared,’ Wendy mused. ‘But your nan told me once that she’d sailed from England to be married not long after the end of the First World War.’

			‘She was a war bride?’ Molly wondered what else no one had mentioned about her great-grandmother. And she thought she knew all the family stories, had researched the hell out of them in high school.

			‘Not exactly. According to your nan, she didn’t meet Granddad Jim until she arrived here. It was a love affair by correspondence.’ 

			Why would Rose have left everything she knew for a life so far from home, with a man she could only imagine from words inscribed on paper? What if everything had gone horribly wrong and she was stranded alone, six weeks away by sea? Molly was still reeling since her own relationship had ended, struggling to sleep without Matt hogging the quilt beside her, neglecting to forward his mail just so she could see his name on the envelope leaning against the fruit bowl. What if she had sailed to the other side of the world and been abandoned?

			‘Perhaps they were sisters,’ she mused, thinking for a moment of her sister Daisy, half a world away yet barely a day going by without some form of communication pinging between them.

			‘I don’t think she had any sisters,’ said Wendy. ‘I’ve never actually seen a picture of her before.’

			‘Not even a wedding photo?’

			‘Nothing. Mum didn’t know much about her childhood either. It seems odd now, doesn’t it? I mean, we take photographs of our brunch.’

			It was almost as if Rose hadn’t existed before she came to Wuurnong, or hadn’t wanted to be reminded of her former existence. She had survived a world war and a pandemic. Maybe she was burdened with too much sadness to lug it all the way from England. Molly held on to her own memories with a death grip, but some people would do anything to forget. And yet . . . Rose couldn’t quite let go of her memories. She had kept this one photograph.

			‘Any time someone took a family photo, Granny Rose would wriggle out of it. She was a tough old bird, your great-grandmother.’

			‘I wish I’d known her. Maybe she could have taught me a thing or two.’

			‘Oh, I think you inherited that gene already,’ said Wendy. ‘Even as a two year old you had a will of steel. You used to stand on your chair when we tried to get you to eat your vegetables. Your little legs were so stiff there was no way we could get you to sit down without hurting you.’

			Molly might not remember standing on chairs but she remembered how strong willed she had been. ‘I remember.’

			Wendy reached out a hand towards her daughter that Molly avoided by deciding to read her grandmother’s note. ‘Let’s see what Nan has to say,’ she said, scanning her grandmother’s handwriting silently.

			My dearest Molly,

			I’ve debated asking this of you because I know you’ve never recovered from your father’s death and I don’t want to burden you with my ancient losses. But I would like to know before I go, what happened to my mother Rose. The trail is long cold but you’re the historian of the family and you might have more success now with the Internet and everything. I’ve never been able to accept that she drowned herself. She was too strong, too stubborn. And she wasn’t a woman to take chances with the ocean either. If she left us deliberately, she would have had her reasons.

			I enclose a photograph I found recently, hidden behind a portrait of my brothers and me. Perhaps it will offer a clue. I know it’s a great deal to ask. An impossible task, but if you could only find out what happened to her, where she went, well . . . it would set my mind at rest.

			The letter ended there. Perhaps Nan had second thoughts about her request. Or perhaps she simply ran out of time. Anyway, it made no difference now. Looking for a woman who disappeared more than fifty years ago was a pointless exercise – and Molly wasn’t a professional historian, she was a teacher. She had made that choice years ago, opting for a career of fifteen-year-old boys fizzing with testosterone and bored thirteen-year-olds glued to their mobile phones instead of the more uncertain path into research and academia.

			Refolding the letter, she stuffed it into her jeans pocket before glancing across at her mother who was still staring at the photograph. She seemed as if she were searching for something she had lost.

			‘What are you looking for?’

			‘I was just wondering how she got there.’

			‘Australia?’

			‘No, there . . . at the end of her life in that lonely car park by the beach. Here she is with her face unlined, her life untravelled. Yet when I knew her she was a cranky old woman before her time. How did she get there? How do any of us get there?’

			‘Stop being so maudlin,’ Molly said, giving her mother a hug. She had never thought of her as old, but clearly Nan’s death had jolted her.

			‘She was the same age as I am now, when she disappeared.’

			‘You’ve got a lot of life left in you. Besides, you know what they say: “Fifty is the new forty, and sixty is the new fifty”.’

			‘Tell that to the doctor next time she nags me about my cholesterol.’

			‘Well, you should listen to her.’

			‘Never mind. What did Nan’s note say?’

			Molly glanced at the photograph in her mother’s hand. There was so much strength in those linked arms. The girls didn’t know it then but there was a century of massive change coming. Yet together they looked like they could face whatever the world had in store. What could have driven a young woman like Rose to erase her entire past? Except for this one photograph.

			She recognised her grandmother’s urge to cling to her clippings and her keepsakes. 

			To save a voice message long after the person who left it has gone. To continue searching when everyone else has given up. So you don’t have to relinquish that last fragile connection, no matter how much it hurts. For pain has to be better than nothing.

			‘She wants me to find out what happened to Rose.’
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			North Devon

			1906

			According to Rose, the south lawn was so named because it was on the south side of the house, but Ivy called it the sunny lawn because the house’s long shadow never crossed it. Not like the other side, where tall shadows shuttered the yard and giant walls locked people out. She was waiting for Rose near the lake at the bottom of the south lawn. They were going fishing with the butterfly net Master Robert had given his sister for her eighth birthday. Actually, Ivy wasn’t supposed to be playing by the lake; she was supposed to be walking straight home from school, not dawdling for a moment. She wasn’t supposed to be playing with Rose either, except when the big house had a party for everyone on the estate. Then it was all right, Ma said, because the Luscombes had a duty. But Rose was her best friend and she was Rose’s best friend and nothing could come between them. They had spat on it.

			Rose wasn’t allowed to play by the lake either. She was supposed to be in the nursery learning her times tables but Miss Sarah always rested at three o’clock, asleep in her chair by the nursery fire, and Mrs Luscombe would be in her boudoir having her first cocktail of the day. Rose didn’t have a father but she did have a pony with long eyelashes that snorted into your hand and snuffled at your apron pocket for apples. She had a dress for each day of the week, three pairs of good shoes and two pairs of boots. Once she had snuck Ivy into the big house to play in her room, where the walls were papered with stripes, lace curtains hung at the windows and dozens of ribbons lay wound into neat rolls in a box on the dresser.

			Soon enough Rose appeared, skipping across the lawn in full view of the house, dipping and twirling the butterfly net about her head. Ivy hoped no one was watching, for the house had rows of windows like eyes. Behind the heavy curtains there were so many possibilities for betrayal: housemaids in frilly white caps, a footman in knife-edged trousers and Greep, the butler, who spoke with a voice like gravel. Worst of all, if word got back to her da, she would soon find out about it.

			‘Look what I caught!’ called Rose, holding the net under Ivy’s nose so that she peered into it, expecting to see one of the orange butterflies that sunned themselves in the park.

			‘I can’t see anything.’

			‘Look closer.’

			She bent further so that her face almost disappeared into the net. ‘Maybe it flew away.’ She was about to raise her head skywards, searching for the elusive butterfly, when Rose jerked the net up and over, capturing her so that only her plait escaped.

			‘You! I caught you!’ she laughed.

			Ivy joined in the laughter. It was true. She had been caught by Rose’s trick, as surely as she was always caught up in her antics. Her friend’s pranks were like her, full of fun and mischief and easy to forgive. Rose released the net’s handle and Ivy straightened, the net covering her face so that she saw the world through a gauzy haze, thin white bars criss-crossing her view of the wide green lawn, like a fence to keep her out.

			‘If I set you free will you fly away?’

			‘Not without you,’ she laughed.

			‘Come on then, let’s see who can catch the first fish.’ Rose released her and they swooped towards the lake.

			The lake was Ivy’s favourite place in the whole world. It had its own jetty, where a rowing boat bobbed, and a bridge with five arches. A gravel path wound around the shore, snaking between a jumble of rocks called ‘the ruin’ at one end and circling ‘the folly’ at the other. The Luscombe’s lake was bigger than the village duck pond but smaller than the angry sea where Ma once took her for a picnic. Lilies floated on the water, their leaves as large as dinner plates. Sometimes she and Rose played tea parties, piling the leaves with rosehips and acorns, chestnuts and flower buds.

			Yesterday they had sat on the jetty with a fishing pole fashioned from a length of bamboo, pilfered from the potting shed, and a ball of yarn from the housekeeper’s mending basket. They had baited it with poached haddock from Rose’s breakfast and sat on the jetty until the sun was almost touching the treetops. Rose was certain she felt a nibble, but when they pulled up the soggy grey yarn the haddock was gone – and so was their catch. That was when she had the brilliant idea of turning her butterfly net into a fishing net. After all, the fish wouldn’t know the difference.

			Rose sat on a flat rock at the water’s edge, unbuttoning her boots and rolling down her stockings.

			‘Come along, take off your boots,’ she said. Then she stood up, staring with dismay at her dress. Long bell-shaped sleeves ended in tight cuffs at her wrists. A white satin sash belted yards of material at her hips so that the skirt gathered into a huge flounce below her knees, and an enormous collar flapped on her shoulders. Ivy thought her friend might fly away if the wind caught the collar just right.

			‘I can’t go fishing like this.’

			Ivy longed for a dress like that but conceded it wouldn’t do for fishing. Miss Sarah would know they had been up to no good as soon as she spied its wet skirts.

			‘You could tie it up at the sides, that’s what Ma does when she scrubs floors.’

			‘Or tuck it into my drawers,’ Rose giggled. ‘There’s so much skirt I shall look like a ball.’

			‘Here, let me.’ Ivy knelt on the ground next to her friend and gathered bunches of fabric at the tops of her legs. Then she tried to knot it in place, but there was too much material for her to manage.

			‘Use my ribbon.’ Rose pulled the length of yellow ribbon from her golden hair and handed it to Ivy.

			‘What if you lose it?’

			‘I’ll get another one.’

			As she knotted the folds in place Ivy thought how nice it would be to live in a house where ribbons were obtained so easily.

			‘Now you,’ said Rose, standing over her expectantly.

			Ivy hadn’t considered this. Kneeling at the water’s edge, her eyes were level with Rose’s bare knees, where fine golden hairs speckled skin as satiny as her friend’s sash. The legs were as pale and unblemished as the discarded stockings. She thought of her own legs and stood up.

			‘I’ll wait here.’

			‘Nonsense!’ Rose wrinkled her brow. Nonsense was a favourite expression of Miss Sarah’s. 

			‘Da will know I’ve been in the lake.’

			‘How will he know if you don’t go home wet?’

			‘Someone will see us.’

			‘The lake is hidden from downstairs, and everyone upstairs is sleeping.’

			‘What if the bottom is muddy?’

			‘Well, if you don’t come fishing I shan’t either.’

			Rose had a knack for getting her way. She never bullied or threatened. She didn’t throw tantrums, wheedle or cry, but sooner or later everyone came around to her way of thinking. Ivy knew she was lucky to be her friend, for surely she could have her choice of friends amongst all the girls in the world, yet she had chosen Ivy. So Ivy didn’t want to disappoint her, but she didn’t want to give her reason to feel sorry for her either. She wanted Rose to think she was worthy of being her friend.

			‘Come on, hurry up, the fish won’t wait all day.’

			Perhaps she wouldn’t notice, if Ivy was very quick.

			‘All right.’ She sat on the grass, bending forward, fumbling to unlace the boots that no amount of blacking could make new. She rolled down the grey woollen stockings that were held together by darns, curling her bare legs beneath her to stand in one brisk movement. Like Rose, her legs were winter pale and speckled with fine golden hairs. Except where Rose’s were satiny smooth, angry red welts criss-crossed Ivy’s.

			She hadn’t been fast enough to evade her friend’s notice. Rose opened her mouth in a little ‘O’ of surprise.

			‘What happened to your legs? They’re covered in red marks.’

			Ivy looked away to stare at a blade of grass. How could she explain what it was like to be her? And live in her house? Rose would never understand.

			‘Nothing,’ she said with a shrug.

			‘Ivy, what happened?’

			‘I don’t think my da likes me very much. He’s always angry with me.’ Her father’s anger was like another person living in the Toms’ house – a person to steer clear of, if you could.

			‘At least you have a father,’ Rose said with a sigh, and Ivy almost wished she could take back her words. Sometimes she forgot that her friend didn’t have a father, but perhaps she could do without one too if she had everything Rose had.

			‘I’d rather have a pony and some ribbons,’ she ventured, a mutinous pout to her mouth.

			‘Ribbons aren’t everything.’

			Perhaps not, except when Da was shouting at her for being a ‘stupid, wretched maid’ she thought they might at least be something. And when Ma was stirring the copper with a big paddle or scrubbing sheets in steaming soapy water, she thought drinking cocktails in the afternoon might be easier than laundering miles of linen. But Rose was staring at her with a puzzled frown and she wondered whether she should say sorry. Losing your father was a terrible thing; Rose was practically an orphan, after all. Maybe Da was right . . . she was a stupid, wretched maid . . . and Rose wouldn’t want to play with her any more.

			‘I didn’t mean it,’ she said, lurching forward to wrap her arms about her friend’s bare legs, crushing them as if she would never let them go. Being friends with Rose was the best thing that had ever happened to her. She couldn’t lose that. She couldn’t lose Rose.

			‘That’s all right, Ivy. You can have my ribbon once we’re done fishing. I don’t need it.’ Rose squatted next to her, ignoring the billowing fabric drooping into the lake, and touched her forehead to her friend’s. ‘Friends forever, remember? We spat on it.’

			Ivy wasn’t quite sure what the word ‘forever’ meant. But Rose was smiling, so she supposed it must be something good.
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			Port Fairy, Victoria

			2016

			She didn’t need shoes for the short sprint through the dunes to the ocean, not when the day was set to be a scorcher and the breakers rolled in, small and perfectly formed, on a jewelled sea. At the water’s edge she paused to check the beach; rocks footed cliffs at both ends and a shallow river flowed lazily into the sea in the middle of the bay. A woman was walking a dog to the right and a man fished to the left. Yesterday the beach had been crammed with holidaymakers jostling for a patch of sand, but this early in the morning it was almost deserted. The sea appeared placid and she remembered exactly where the flags had been yesterday.

			She waded out, skipping over waves that dawdled shoreward, enjoying the sensation of her toes sinking into wet sand. When the waves grew taller she jumped through or dived beneath, over and under, just as Dad had taught her, lost in the pleasure of the cold salty water. Then she jumped and when the wave passed, her feet no longer touched bottom, her legs bicycled through the water. But she didn’t panic, not yet, for she and her sister were excellent swimmers. Not even when she noticed that she had drifted away from the clubhouse towards the rocky end of the beach where the woman had been walking her dog. Except the woman was gone now, and so was the fisherman. She was the only person in the water, the only person visible in the little cove.

			Treading water, she turned back towards the clubhouse, breathing in gasps from her effort and trying to calm the first quivers of alarm. The shore was so far away and the current was pulling her further out to sea. Despite her strongest strokes, she couldn’t make headway. In fact, she realised that the water had lost its glassiness and was churning with ripples, murky where underwater currents stirred the sand. She realised that she was caught in a rip and the current was dragging her out to sea, out into the wide waters of Bass Strait. Out where the whales swam . . .

			Molly woke breathless, struggling to escape the undertow of her dream. Plunging her face into the pillow, she tried to vanquish the lingering images. Yet in the blackness her father was there, along with the ghostly form of the long-dead Rose, drifting before her eyes. They were both fighting the sea that sought to swallow them. And there was Matt too, surfboard beneath his arm, wet hair clinging to his cheeks, hovering on the periphery, between sleeping and waking.

			Lately, all her ghosts were infiltrating her life again.

			She sighed, turning her head from the pillow to see a pale watery light leaking through the curtains of Nan’s back bedroom. A brisk walk was what she needed. Dressing quickly, she let herself out the back door to wade through dew-soaked grass towards the wharf. The river flowed silver in the early morning light, the street lights on the opposite bank haloed by mist. Several cormorants perched on a jetty, wings outstretched, as a great egret swooped over the water like a white arrow, long black legs stretched behind. Old sailboats, million-dollar catamarans and crayfish boats all elbowed each other for berths along the wharf. She listened to the water lapping at the pylons and fancied it beckoning softly to all those who would venture out into unknown seas.

			After following the wharf towards the river mouth, she headed out along the causeway to Griffith Island. The shearwaters would be digging out their burrows ready for mating. Each year, tens of thousands of shearwaters migrated 15,000 kilometres from the Aleutian Islands to nest in the same burrow with the same partner. The first Europeans called them ‘mutton birds’ for their fatty flesh and abundant oil, and hunted them in the millions. She felt sorry for those long-dead birds, travelling so far, showing such faith and resilience yet being slaughtered as their reward.

			The last time she walked this island, Matt had been with her, striding ahead and then slowing to wait for her when he realised she hadn’t kept pace. ‘Come on, slowcoach,’ he’d said, his hair drying into salty curls from the surf. There was no beach break near the island, merely a jumble of black boulders speckled with orange lichen, the swell surging straight on to rocks, dragging a curtain of kelp with it. But danger gave the ride an edge.

			‘I’m looking for mutton-birds,’ she had said, though truthfully she hadn’t been looking for anything, only thinking about the island and how it might have been to live in the lightkeeper’s house, one hundred and fifty years ago. The bluestone lighthouse still functioned on the tip of the island, although these days it operated on wind and batteries, rather than oil, and all that remained of the houses were their scattered foundations and the recalcitrant jonquils. But she hadn’t said this, for Matt didn’t understand her preoccupation with the past. From the moment she met him, during her practice teaching rounds, she had been attracted by his ability to focus on the present. He called it screening out negative energy. She called it blind confidence in the world bending to his will.

			So she had dragged her attention back to the present, slipping her hand into his, large and tanned and sprinkled with fine blond hairs. Her hand had felt warm and safe, just as her body felt warm and safe nestled next to him at night. They had walked in silence for several minutes before Matt cleared his throat and said, ‘You know the trip to WA we talked about?’ She had the sense he’d been rehearsing his words, waiting for the right moment.

			‘Ye-ah.’ She was looking forward to a leisurely week sampling the spectacular coastline and wines of Margaret River – scenic walks, a bit of sun and a great deal of Sauvignon Blanc – her kind of holiday.

			‘Maybe we could do something different this year. It’s always me surfing and you lying on the beach with your nose in a book. Why don’t we do something together?’

			‘You mean like both-of-us-lying-on-a-beach-with-our-noses-in-a-book kind of together?’ she laughed, knowing that wasn’t what he meant at all. But sometimes you have to go through the motions of a conversation even when you really don’t want to get to the end.

			‘I was thinking about something less sedentary.’

			‘Uh-huh.’ She hoped he wasn’t trying to persuade her to paraglide again. Simply thinking about all that empty space beneath her made her want to vomit. There was no way she was getting her feet further off the ground than could be accomplished with a skipping rope.

			‘What about going scuba-diving in Fiji? We’ve always talked about going to Fiji.’

			He had talked about going to Fiji. She had liked the sound of the beach and the people, but the scuba-diving . . . not so much.

			‘You could do your PADI certificate,’ he continued, his brows lifted hopefully. Matt was always encouraging her to step outside her comfort zone. He’d managed to get her to Thailand once, where she had promptly come down with food poisoning. They had done a bicycle tour in New Zealand, which had gone fine apart from some chafing in places she didn’t want to remember. He had even encouraged her to try snorkelling once, when the water was shallow and the coral a few steps from the shore. But scuba-diving, with her only air coming from a tiny tube connected to a fragile tank? The water deep and dark, with no way to tell which way was up, and sharks prowling nearby?

			‘I don’t think I can. Sorry, babe.’ She willed him to understand.

			He had looked at her then, as if searching for some clue, some hint that she might change her mind, but he hadn’t pushed her. Perhaps he couldn’t be bothered.

			‘You could go diving and I could snorkel from the shore.’

			‘Yeah, okay, if that’s what you want,’ was all he’d said.

			She had thought no more about it, had pretended not to notice the disappointed tone of his voice. But thinking back, she realised that must have been the moment when he started leaving. Maybe if she had suited up and taken the plunge, he would still be by her side, his long legs propelling him past the whitewashed stone of the lighthouse and the immigrant pines, to where foaming pearly sea, overcast sky and grey sand merged into one. Propelling them both into the future.

			Wendy was cooking breakfast when she returned, the smell of frying bacon drifting out the back door. She had made a pot of tea and dressed it in Nan’s tea cosy with the little woollen bobbles.

			‘You’re using Nan’s cosy.’

			‘The old brown pot looked lonely without it. I might have to take them both home with me.’

			Molly tried to picture Nan’s knitted cosy presiding over her mother’s sleek modern kitchen, like an incongruous relic from someone else’s past.

			‘Leo keeps saying we should jettison the teabags and go back to a pot,’ Wendy said brightly, but Molly caught the shine in her eyes. She slid an arm around her mother’s waist and leaned her head on her shoulder, sniffing back a tear of her own.

			‘I’m glad you’ve got Leo.’

			‘So am I. But I’m going to miss Mum. You know, I really thought we’d have her forever.’

			‘So did I.’

			‘I mean you know someone can’t live forever. But your brain tricks you into not thinking about it.’

			‘Well, there’s a little bit of Nan inside all of us. I can see her in the colour of your eyes, in the shape of my hands, in Daisy’s curls. And we’ve got our memories too. So in a way we’ll always have her with us,’ Molly said, trying to convince herself as much as her mother.

			And now she had the scrapbook to haunt her too.

			‘By the way, I rescued something else of your nan’s.’

			‘What?’ Molly asked, half dreading the thought of more ghosts, half excited at the thought of another puzzle.

			Wendy led the way into Nan’s bedroom, hugging a smile like a lucky-dip prize.

			‘This had better be good. You’re making such a production of it.’

			‘Ha! You’ll see.’

			She crossed to the tallboy leaning against the wall next to the window. Crouching, she wrenched open the bottom drawer, timber grating against timber. There were no neat plastic rollers on this ancient Victorian chest, just wormy old mahogany that had swelled after decades of humid riverside air. She reached into the drawer and withdrew a dark grey box from underneath layers of neatly folded garments.

			The box was a rectangle about the size of a hardback book. Probably made from thin ply, it was covered in time-scuffed paper, mottled to resemble leather. The thin brass clasp that secured the lid was shaped like a three-leaf clover and engraved with flowers and leaves so fine that at first glance they went unnoticed. She unclipped it and opened the box. The lining was navy-blue velvet, speckled here and there with mildew, and inset with a heart-shaped hollow of royal-blue satin. Cradled in the heart rested an elaborate confection: two long strands of pearls, bordered by fine silver chains, meeting in a fan-shaped mother-of-pearl pendant from which dangled strings of round and teardrop pearls.

			‘It’s a sautoir . . . a tassel necklace,’ said Molly. In the 1920s they were often worn draped over the shoulders to show off a low-backed evening dress, but this was probably Edwardian and definitely imitation. She reached into the box to drape the necklace over one hand. Some of the silver plate had rubbed off the clasp and the pearl had peeled, revealing the glass underneath.

			‘The pearl is flaking but it’s still pretty.’

			‘I need my glasses in this light.’

			‘You need your glasses in every light.’

			‘I don’t remember seeing Mum wearing it.’

			Molly handed the necklace to her mother in order to focus on the box itself. Maybe she could find a clue. The velvet panel looked like it should be sitting lower in the box. ‘I think there’s something under it,’ she said. She tried wedging a finger through the heart to lever open the panel, but it was stuck like glue. ‘Damn, I wish I didn’t bite my nails.’

			‘I’ll get a knife from the kitchen.’

			While her mother was gone, she closed the box and turned it upside down looking for clues, but there was nothing on the bottom except a gold embossed rectangle and a few more rusty brown spots. Wendy returned with a bone-handled bread and butter knife, and Molly set to work gently prising the knife under the heart, trying not to pierce the satin. After wiggling it around for a few seconds she managed to loosen the glue, and the velvet panel popped free of the box. What had been a sumptuous velvet nest was revealed on its underside as a rough bit of ply glued with a scrap of blue satin. And beneath that deceptive cover was a bundle of yellowing envelopes bound with ribbon.

			‘Wow.’

			The top envelope bore the faded red profile of George V and was addressed to ‘Miss Rose Luscombe’ in a sprawling hand. Perhaps these were the very letters Wendy’s grandfather had written to his prospective wife.

			‘Rose must have given Mum the box.’

			‘Either that or she found it after Rose disappeared. But clearly she didn’t find the letters.’

			What other secrets had Rose hidden? Could Nan’s search be more than wishful thinking?

			Wendy placed the sautoir back in its shiny blue nest. ‘Well, we’d better get on with the packing. There’s still a lot more to sort,’ she said with a sigh.

			‘Sure, I’ll leave the letters for later.’

			With a reluctant glance at the bundle of envelopes, Molly set them aside. They reminded her of all she had given up when she abandoned research to take the safe road into teaching. She had finished her master’s degree on a high, her passion for old documents ignited. But when she looked ahead to the prospect of years of study, with little hope of a secure job at the end, she had given up. She had dropped the idea of pursuing a PhD and began a Diploma of Education instead. She hadn’t the stamina to follow her heart.

			Was Rose offering her a second chance?
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			North Devon

			1909

			The stables were Rose’s favourite place in the world. No matter how often they were swept clean they always smelled of hay, horse and dung. Up at the house, Mrs Tucker had banned the smell of anything resembling an animal, including the human kind. Once, Ivy had accused Rose of being haughty because she suggested that the stable lad was in urgent need of a bath, but Mrs Tucker would have approved heartily.

			The stables were quiet when she arrived, except for soft whickering and the gentle swish of tails. She peered around the arched doorway that opened on to the gravelled yard, looking for signs of human life, but the cobbled passage was empty, the long row of stalls closed with no sounds from above. Hay was stored in the loft, the ceiling plastered to prevent dust falling into the horses’ eyes. Horses were treated well at Luscombe Park.

			She turned towards her pony’s stall. She had outgrown her first pony – Mrs Tucker complained that as soon as her skirts were let down, her knees were peeking out again – so last month Robert had brought home Buttons, a large white pony of twelve hands, splattered with black spots. Rose loved Buttons and rode her as often as she could cajole someone into riding out with her, which wasn’t nearly often enough for her liking, or Buttons’ either. She didn’t see why she shouldn’t be allowed to ride alone. She was already ‘quite proficient’; Robert had said so.

			‘Buttons!’ There was a clatter of hooves and Buttons’ speckled white face peered optimistically through the slats. She didn’t fool herself that the pony’s love was all for her; she had come armed with a suitable bribe. Reaching into the pocket of her pinafore, she brought forth an apple saved from luncheon, offering it palm up while stroking Buttons’ nose with her other hand.

			Still no one appeared, so sliding the bolt she opened the stall door, the horse butting at her hopefully as she closed it behind her. Perrin must be out exercising the hunters. The groom exercised all the horses for two hours a day, and the stable boy, who should have been grooming horses or shovelling dung, was likely to be found larking about with the gardener’s lad, something he did at every opportunity. Last month she had come upon him wrestling with the hall boy behind the stables and was impressed with the way he knew how to go about it. She wondered whether all boys had lessons in such things, but Ivy had said no, that wrestling wasn’t difficult with practice – and she should know, since she got plenty of practice with her brother Samuel. Ivy was a year older and several inches taller, but that didn’t deter him in the least. Rose found their squabbles puzzling – for who would have imagined that brothers and sisters pulled each other’s hair or hid frogs in school satchels? Robert was seven years older than her, and such pranks were far beneath his dignity.

			One of the things she liked about Ivy was listening to stories about Ma, Samuel and little brother Danny, who could be counted upon to eat dirt and snails and pull the cat’s tail. And there was always the threat of what Ivy’s da might do to send shivers up her spine. Rose’s house was bustling with people but no one ever did anything interesting. The other thing she liked about being friends with Ivy was the adventure of sneaking out of the house without any of those busybodies finding out about it. Miss Sarah didn’t think Ivy a suitable friend, and neither did Mrs Tucker. Rose’s mother rarely paid attention to anything she did, but even she scolded if the Toms name was breathed within her hearing.

			Buttons’ bridle hung neatly on its hook, beckoning her. It couldn’t hurt to take her pony out for a quiet walk about the stable yard. Why else had Robert taught her how to attach the bridle? Unhooking it, she looped the reins over the pony’s head, carefully holding the straps out of the way as she introduced the bit into her mouth. Then she slipped the headpiece over her ears before buckling it, nice and neat, at nose and throat.

			‘There you go, girl,’ she said, receiving a nudge for her efforts. She leaned her face against Buttons’ silky cheek. ‘Fancy a walk?’

			Ivy was waiting at the folly when she rode up, an impatient expression on her face. Lately she had grown snippy if Rose was late and gloomy when she had to rush home to tea. ‘Rose, where’s your saddle?’

			‘Perrin hasn’t taught me that part yet, and Buttons begged for an outing, didn’t you, girl?’

			‘But I can see your drawers.’

			She shrugged. It was true that her hitched-up skirt revealed the scalloped edge of her drawers, but who was there to see except Ivy? She wasn’t wearing her riding habit, because she hadn’t planned to ride. Buttons had beseeched her.

			‘Climb aboard,’ she said with a grin. ‘The folly is as good as a mounting block.’

			‘But I don’t know how to ride.’

			‘I’ll do the riding, you only have to sit still.’ She didn’t mention that sitting still was harder than it looked; Ivy would find out soon enough.

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Uh-huh,’ she said, stifling a giggle.

			‘You won’t go far? Da will kill me if he finds out.’

			‘No, I won’t go far.’

			Some while later, Ivy was moaning and groaning in her ear. ‘You said you wouldn’t go far!’ She had clamped her arms around Rose’s waist, her body jolting about as Buttons rolled through the park and out the front gate on to the lane that led to the village.

			‘Don’t grip with your knees. You’re confusing her. Keep your legs long.’

			‘She’s trying to get rid of me.’

			‘Nonsense. She’s a very good-natured pony.’

			‘To you maybe . . . and there’s a trail of flies following us . . . ow!’ Ivy squealed, rubbing at her cheek. ‘A horsefly bit me.’

			Miss Sarah’s cousin twice removed had died from a horsefly bite, his tongue so swollen that he couldn’t breathe. Ever since, Miss Sarah was loath to venture out for fear of being bitten and dropping dead. Rose supposed that was as good a reason as any for staying indoors.

			‘Can we go back now, please?’

			Rose ignored her pleas. The only way Ivy would learn to ride was by riding, Perrin would surely concur. Besides, she didn’t feel like turning around yet.

			‘Look, isn’t that your brother?’ she said a few minutes later, spotting a sandy-haired boy with dirty knees dawdling towards them. He was kicking a stone along as he walked and bashing any encroaching shrubbery with a stick.

			‘Quick, turn around before he sees me.’

			‘It’s only Samuel.’

			‘You don’t understand.’

			She debated turning Buttons towards home, but it wasn’t much of an adventure if they had barely escaped Luscombe Park. And she wanted to find out what Ivy was worried about. Samuel didn’t look very dangerous to her.

			‘I don’t think Buttons wants to go home yet.’

			They had drawn close enough now for Samuel to spy exactly who was clinging like a limpet to Luscombe Park’s Miss Rose, her unruly chestnut hair flapping about her head.

			‘You’re going to get it now, Ivy Toms,’ he called, a devious gleam to his eyes. ‘I’m going to tell Da. You’re not to go to big house.’

			‘Go and tell him! I don’t care!’ Ivy shouted as her brother scrambled up and over the hedgerow and sprinted across the fields in the direction of the Toms’ cottage. 

			But Rose knew that Ivy did indeed care. She always cared what her da would do, because he had a history of doing unpleasant things. Rose couldn’t remember her own father, but she couldn’t imagine him taking to her with a willow stick or shutting her in the coal box for an afternoon. Maman said she lost her husband in a hunting accident when Rose was still in the nursery, and that was why she was always sad. Rose thought that her mother might be less sad if she left her room more often and didn’t drink so many cocktails. But adults were even more peculiar than the Toms family, and there was no point suggesting anything sensible, for they never listened to anyone shorter than them.

			‘Perhaps Buttons is ready to turn back now,’ Rose finally conceded ten minutes later, aware that Ivy was in danger of falling off.

			‘Get ’ee here, you stupid, wretched maid!’ bellowed a voice behind them.

			Both girls turned to see Walter Toms loping towards them, Samuel following in his footsteps, grinning widely.

			‘Go faster!’

			‘If we go faster you’ll fall off.’ Besides, they both knew that going faster would only delay the inevitable. ‘Perhaps we should stop,’ Rose suggested, nervous about what might happen if they didn’t. It wasn’t only Mr Toms who had alarmed her; it was his daughter. At the first sound of his voice, Ivy’s hands had hooked into claws, digging at her waist. And when she swivelled around to watch Mr Toms, she caught a glimpse of naked fury on her friend’s face.

			‘Don’t worry, Rose, he won’t hurt you,’ Ivy whispered in a flat voice.

			She urged Buttons to a halt, holding one rein to bring the pony around. Then, in her best imitation of Miss Sarah, she said, ‘Mr Toms, how nice to see you. Ivy was on her way home, right this minute.’

			‘She be going home all right. She’s no business being on a horse. I be teaching her to disobey me!’

			‘I think there’s been a misunderstanding. I—’

			‘Begging your pardon, miss, but I know my own daughter and she’s a right baggage. Always stirring up trouble.’

			Walter Toms had caught up with them now, his powerful body looming over pony and riders. She could feel her heart galloping in her chest and even Buttons was edging away, raising her head, ears pinned back. ‘Please, Mr Toms,’ she said, ‘Ivy didn’t mean any harm.’

			Toms had the same sandy colouring as his son, but Samuel’s freckled boyishness had grown ruddy and coarse in his father and the boy’s whippet-like grace had turned to the muscled meanness of a mastiff.

			‘Mean no harm? Happen she brings nought but harm. Happen she knows not to come to big house. There’s nought but trouble there.’

			Rose wondered why he considered Luscombe such a fearful place. It was boring, to be sure, but not dangerous. And there was always plenty of cake.

			‘Her ma knows, there’s nought at big house for a maid like her. Now get on with ’ee!’

			Rose nudged Ivy in the ribs with her elbow but her friend didn’t move. She sat there, stubborn as a mule, breathing in shallow gasps. Toms grabbed his daughter by the arm, hauling her from the pony so that she landed in the dusty lane with a thud. Then dragging her to her feet, unresisting, he towed her back the way he had come, she following like a sleepwalker, with Samuel trotting in his shadow.

			Rose watched them go, a frown lining her forehead. She knew that the Toms house wasn’t peaceful, but she had thought that the fun to be had might make up for that. At least with two brothers, a father and a mother there was bound to be someone to talk to, someone to play with, to care about you. But perhaps she was wrong. Perhaps being left to your own devices had much to recommend it, after all.
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			Western District, Victoria

			2016

			Looking to the south, where a long hummock of grass-covered dunes concealed the sea, Molly thought the scene had probably changed little in the last century except for the row of soaring turbines rising above the dunes like a garden of Jack’s giant beanstalks. Their car cruised the rolling plain, lush with spring rain, past a brimming dam where black swans foraged for breakfast. Beyond the dam a bluestone homestead squatted, square and solid, date palms standing sentinel at each flank. Cypress windbreaks, like ragged green walls, criss-crossed paddocks and everywhere eucalypts gathered in their tattered grey cloaks. 

			They turned off the main road soon after, heading for the house where Rose had once lived and where Nan and her brothers had been born. As the Volvo clattered over the second cattle grid, Molly glimpsed the homestead peeping between two century-old bunya pines. Then the track rounded a gentle rise and Wuurnong came into full view, its dark stone facade rising from the volcanic plain, with the ancient crater – named Budj Bim by the Gunditjmara people and Mount Eccles by her ancestors – crouched in the distance. Two Blue Heelers greeted their arrival, nipping at the wheels as Wendy manoeuvred the station wagon to one side of the circular drive.

			‘Get out of it, Sukie! Get down, Bob!’ Wendy’s cousin Brian shouted to the dogs as he appeared around the side of the house.

			‘Hi, Brian,’ Molly said as she opened the car door, trying to avoid being knocked down by the dogs, who were enthusiastically frisking her legs. ‘They’re very friendly.’

			‘You’re not wrong there. When you’ve got friends like these two you don’t need enemies. Get out of it, Sukie!’ he growled at the bitch, who had corralled Wendy between door and car. The two dogs, realising he meant business, slunk away to settle themselves on the veranda.

			‘Are they Minna’s pups?’ asked Wendy.

			‘Poor old Minna, I reckon she’s been gone three years. These two scamps are from her last litter.’

			‘Is that how long since I’ve been here?’

			‘About that. Anyway, how are you, Wendy? Joanie was so pleased you called.’ Brian enfolded his cousin in a bear hug, a huge grin splitting his face.

			‘We missed you at the funeral.’

			‘Yeah, I was sorry to miss it, love, but we had a bit of an emergency with the flood warning. I would have liked to say farewell to Aunt Queenie, though. And look at you, young Molly, the fellas must be beating down your door.’

			‘You always were an optimist,’ Molly laughed.

			‘And I hear you’ve found some letters amongst Queenie’s things?’

			‘Love letters. Great-grandfather Jim’s letters to Rose,’ said Molly.

			‘Well, that’s a surprise. Love letters, eh? Wasn’t much love lost between those two, you ask your Uncle Ted.’

			Those love letters had kept Molly awake reading half the night, so much so that she had suggested this detour to Wuurnong to speak to Nan’s brother Uncle Ted. 

			‘According to the letters, Granny Rose nursed Jim’s younger brother, Henry, during the war,’ she said.

			‘Did Henry introduce them?’ asked Brian.

			‘No, apparently Henry died from his wounds and they began corresponding after his death.’ Rose had fallen so hard for the man behind the words that she sailed across the world. For a second Molly felt a flicker of shame that her love had been too meagre to get her to Fiji. ‘I think Rose was the last thread that connected Jim to his brother,’ she said. ‘He seemed to feel a lot of guilt about letting Henry go to war without him.’

			Wendy flicked a glance at her daughter, saying, ‘Perhaps Rose helped him to forgive himself.’

			I carry your letter in my pocket, worrying that tomorrow I’ll wake and realise I’ve been spun a yarn and you’re not coming, after all, Jim had written in his last letter to Rose. Mum says a rough chap like me doesn’t deserve a fine girl like Miss Rose Luscombe, but knowing you’re to be my wife is the one thing that keeps me going. You helped me climb out from my trench of despair and take my gruel like a man.

			‘Maybe,’ said Molly.

			‘Anyhow, let’s get on in, or Joanie will be wondering where we’ve got to.’

			As they climbed the stairs to the veranda, Molly noticed that the boards were splintering at the edges, with patches where the decking had rotted altogether. 

			‘The old girl needs a bit of work,’ Brian nodded, ‘but she’s held up these past hundred and sixty years so she’s got a few good years left in her, I reckon.’

			‘She’s beautiful.’

			‘She’s a money pit! You’d keel over if you knew what the architect quoted me to do her up properly. You can’t replace a downpipe without getting the National Trust involved.’

			‘Did I hear my name mentioned?’ asked Joan, wiping her hands on her apron as she emerged from the house, a shorter, cuddlier version of her husband. She had the same shaggy salt-and-pepper hair and sun-worn face, but in Joan the wrinkles were softened to a mesh of fine lines. She kissed both women on the cheek, then threw her arm around Wendy’s waist. ‘It’s so good to see you! You’ll need a cup of tea after dealing with Aunt Queenie’s place.’

			The dogs escorted Brian and Molly across the paddocks to inspect the bluestone woolshed in all its utilitarian grandeur, barking at a couple of wood ducks on the dam, before the little party headed back to the homestead for the promised afternoon tea. Brian guided Molly across the gravel yard at the rear of the house and in through the kitchen door. They had already toured the interior of the house, Molly admiring the lofty ceilings and marble fireplaces that contrasted sharply with the slope-roofed bedrooms in the older Georgian farmhouse. The front section of the house had been built from Victorian basalt in the 1870s, in the Italianate style, while the rear dated from the 1850s and was built from local freestone rubble. She had always found the rear, with its jumble of small, whitewashed rooms, more homely, as if formed from the soil.

			‘Thanks for giving me the tour.’ Molly smiled as Brian opened the door for her. ‘It’s so long since I was here, I’d forgotten a lot of the detail. Reading Jim’s letters made me curious, I suppose.’

			Brian ushered her through to the parlour, where Joan and Wendy lounged on a sagging Victorian sofa catching up on family news over a second cup of tea. Uncle Ted appeared to be snoozing in his favourite recliner. The room was a time capsule of furniture styles from the previous two centuries. Molly loved the nineteenth-century landscapes painted with varying degrees of talent and the early sepia photographs of Wuurnong that Joanie had enlarged. Her favourite showed the house in the 1850s, with the family posed in a line out front, the little girls with their centre-parted hair and the father with his mutton-chop whiskers. She found it incongruous that the first settlers brought their Georgian architecture with them all the way from Britain, with not an eave or veranda in sight to protect pale skin from the ravages of the Australian summers. The house and its occupants could have stepped straight from the pages of a Brontë novel, except they were in western Victoria and not the moors of northern England.

			Accepting a cup of tea from Joanie, she sat back in an old leather squatter’s chair. ‘Brian, what did you mean earlier when you said that there wasn’t much love lost between Jim and Rose?’ she asked.

			‘Well, I was ten when Gran died, and the way I remember it is she and Granddad hadn’t spoken for a year. They lived in the same house, slept in the same bed but only spoke through intermediaries. Rose would say, “Ted, ask your father if he wants mashed potatoes for tea,” and Jim would grunt or say, “Tell your mother I’ll leave it up to her.” Don’t know how they got on in the bedroom. Beggars belief really.’

			‘Do you know what went wrong between them?’

			‘Not a clue, and Dad doesn’t know either. One day they were talking and the next they weren’t. Apparently it had happened before, but they eventually got tired of it. I suppose Rose disappeared before they could start talking again.’

			Wasn’t that the truth of any long relationship? If you caught it at any given moment the protagonists might be lovers or fighters. ‘We found a scrapbook Nan kept about Rose’s disappearance,’ Molly said.

			‘A scrapbook?’ Brian repeated with a frown.

			‘Apparently Mum didn’t believe that Rose drowned,’ Wendy explained with a shake of the head. ‘She searched for twenty years, hoping that her mother might one day return.’

			‘Poor Aunt Queenie, not much chance of that, I reckon. One way or another, Rose was gone for good. But it’s hard to let a parent go, no matter how old you are,’ Brian said, with a sideways glance at Uncle Ted who appeared to be sound asleep in his recliner.

			Molly bit back her own memories. ‘Do you think Jim and Rose’s spat had anything to do with her disappearance?’ she asked.
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