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			Born in Australia, Amanda Geard has lived all over the world, from a houseboat in London to a Norwegian Island, before settling in County Kerry in Ireland. Her writing has appeared in The Irish Times, The Journal, writing.ie, Nordic Reach and Vertical Magazine. Her short story Not Yet Recycled won the New Irish Writing Award in October 2019. Amanda’s debut novel The Midnight House was a Richard and Judy Book Club selection.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for Amanda Geard:

			 

			‘Amanda Geard is a warm and lively new voice and has a wonderful storytelling talent. I loved The Midnight House’

			Rachel Hore

			 

			‘A wonderful debut. I loved it! Three timelines deftly handled, layers of mysteries unfolding cleverly and beautiful writing. Most excellent!’

			Tracy Rees

			 

			‘An intriguing story with wonderful characters in a beautiful setting. I loved it’

			Rachael English

			 

			‘I was pulled in from page one. It’s beautiful and I love it’

			Liz Fenwick

			 

			‘With its gorgeous setting, wonderful characters and secrets that kept me glued to the pages, it’s a beauty!’

			Jenny Ashcroft

			 

			‘Compelling and brimming with lush historical detail, The Midnight House weaves a wonderful tale of family secrets and female friendship, told over eight decades. Amanda Geard is an exciting new voice in fiction’

			Hazel Gaynor

			 

			‘I really, really loved it. It was so refreshing but also written in that old-school, descriptively beautiful way I adore. Totally atmospheric and wonderfully escapist’

			Lorna Cook

			 

			‘Intriguing, moving and I loved the way the stories moved back and forth in time. A lovely book’

			Sinéad Moriarty

			 

			‘A gorgeous book. I loved it’

			Emma Curtis
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			1939: On the eve of war, young English heiress Grace Grey travels from London to the wilderness of Tasmania. Coaxed out of her shell by the attentions of her Irish neighbour, Daniel – Grace finally learns to live. But when Australian forces are called to the frontline, and Daniel with them, he leaves behind a devastating secret which will forever bind them together.

			 

			1975: Artist Willow Hawkins, and her new husband, Ben, can’t believe their luck when an anonymous benefactor leaves them a house on the remote Tasmanian coast. Confused and delighted, they set out to unmask Towerhurst’s previous owner – unwittingly altering the course of their lives.

			 

			2004: Libby Andrews has always been sheltered from the truth behind her father Ben’s death. When she travels to London and discovers a faded photograph, a long-buried memory is unlocked, and she begins to follow an investigation that Ben could never complete. But will she realise that some secrets are best left buried . . . ?

			 

			A mesmerising story of love, war and a mystery that ensnares three generations.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Dad, who knew Tasmania’s west coast, 

			and its treasures, best of all. 

			I wish you could take me exploring one more time.
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			Prologue

			The edge of the ocean, County Kerry

			December 2004

			The letter opens a hole in the earth, and through the darkness she tumbles. Falling. Falling. Slowing. Slowing. Until she reaches light and arrives at an island on the other side of the world. The place where she once was. The place where they once were.

			Tasmania.

			She only glances at the page, but suddenly she’s back a lifetime ago, smelling the sweet sassafras, waking to the chatter of a thousand birds, turning her face to the sun; that burning antipodean glare.

			She shuffles the letter beneath the pile of post. Something to face later. Outside the wind whistles, coaxing white caps from Kenmare Bay, and she busies herself with the remaining mail her eldest son delivered with an accusatory look that morning. The post box is up the boreen and she walks to it, and beyond, every day. But occasionally she leaves it full, stuffed with unread words; she just walks on past as though she hasn’t a care in the world.

			 

			Later, the storm has moved inland and there’s a freshness in its wake, as though it stole away the electricity that pulsed through her when she sat at the table, opening the envelope.

			She takes a sip of sherry, her gaze lingering on the fire where peat smoulders and glows, its liquorice smoke curling up the chimney and away. Beside her, on the coffee table, the letter is half hidden in shadow as though it’s just an idea, but in her heart she knows whoever wrote it thought very hard indeed. All the signs are there. The careful text, the quality of the envelope: heavy, textured, olde-­worlde.

			Like her.

			It’s addressed to Mrs McGillycuddy, and the sender’s details are written on the back in tiny, whispered text, as if this woman, this Libby Andrews, was writing an apology. And part of her address is familiar. Grosvenor Square, London.

			It is a coincidence, that’s all.

			Still, she contemplates striking a line through her details and writing ‘Return to Sender’ so the letter can drift back to where it came from.

			But you can’t plough a field by turning it in your mind, as Daniel used to say.

			Even before she reads the letter in its entirety, she knows something about Libby Andrews. She clearly takes care over the little things. And although she doesn’t want to, she likes her already. She feels a cautious warmth emanating from the page, adding to the glow of the fire. The letter finishes with placations: Only if it is suitable for you. Formal for an Australian.

			She walks to the window, gripped by a need to look into the darkness and see what’s peering back. Outside, the clouds have lifted and moonbeams cut the bay, separating her peninsula from the next.

			Libby Andrews wants to ask about Daniel. That is all.

			She takes a pencil, and sharpens it slowly.

			And in the dying light, she replies.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			London

			November 2004

			Three weeks before the letter . . .

			The absence of greenery in Covent Garden wasn’t so much a surprise to Libby Andrews as an inevitability. The city she thought she might recognise from Monopoly boards, Dickens and programmes on the telly was buried beneath a shiny present that concealed its history until she peeled away the layers and searched for what hid beneath. From the bomb-­scarred facade of the V&A to the muddy course of the Thames, itself a repository for centuries of the city’s flotsam, London’s piled past was slowly coming alive for Libby as she walked its endless streets. But it wasn’t the city’s history that had brought her to the dingy waiting room a stone’s throw from Waterloo Station. It was her own.

			‘Number thirteen!’

			Libby stood quickly and stepped up to the counter, cursing her superstition as she slid the docket and her letters through the square hole in the glass with shaking hands. If only she’d left her aunts’ apartment earlier and not boarded the wrong bus, indeed if she’d overcome her doubts sooner, and done this immediately when she’d arrived in London, she might well have been number one. But when had she ever been first? She never won, never pushed herself forward, and even now she stepped back from the counter to give the rotund man behind the glass plenty of space.

			Immediately, she began to babble. ‘I wrote to the coroner’s archive six months ago to confirm the box hadn’t been destroyed. You can see the dates on the two letters: the first one in 1975 and the other in 2004. Can’t you?’ She hesitated, but the man remained unmoved. ‘I’ve come a really long way. From Tasmania, in fact . . .’

			Usually, mention of the island piqued interest, prompting a story about a visit, or more often than not an intention to visit, but the man only turned her letters over with chubby fingers as though doubting their authenticity, oblivious to the charms of Australia’s southernmost state and those who hailed from it. Behind Libby, three people waited, each clutching their little blue tickets, each perched on one of the uncomfortable plastic seats lined up along the wall. Feeble daylight washed down from a high window that showcased passing feet splashing through the downpour, the sound of rain-­pummelled pavement drowned out by a grumbling vent whose warm air ruffled the diminutive foliage of a palm standing bravely next to the counter. That plant, Libby thought as she watched the man’s concrete expression, was the only indication that a human being worked here at all. The room smelled of wet dog and yesterday’s lunch, and although Christmas was less than a month away it was nowhere to be found amongst the signs that barked at those who waited.

			TAKE A TICKET OR TAKE A HIKE.

			ABUSE OF STAFF WON’T BE TOLERATED.

			NO ID, NO ITEM.

			‘ID?’ said the man, finally raising his eyes, his gaze hovering over her shoulder to the waiting numbers.

			Libby slid across her Australian passport.

			‘You’re not Willow Andrews, then?’

			‘Willow’s my mother.’ She took a copy of her birth certificate from her pocket and pressed it against the glass. ‘And Ben Andrews was my father.’

			‘The deceased?’

			The ceiling vent chose that moment to stop its grumble, and several of the waiting numbers looked in her direction. The deceased? A ribbon wound itself around Libby’s heart, and from somewhere deep within, familiar pain burbled. She’d felt it thousands of times over the years: on Father’s Day, the anniversary of his death, the times friends bemoaned frustrating moments with their dads as though having a dad wasn’t by itself joyful enough.

			‘Yes,’ she said quietly.

			‘What?’

			‘I said: yes.’

			Only the day before, under the cavernous roof of the London Transport Museum, she’d felt it as she stood before a single, tiny display. It said nothing more than she already knew, but somehow reading the words here in London, instead of half a world away, had sucked the moisture from her mouth.

			The Moorgate Tube crash, the plaque read, was the worst peacetime disaster on the London Underground. At 8.46 a.m. on the 28th of February 1975, 43 people died after a train failed to stop at Moorgate Station, the terminus of what was then the Northern City Line.

			There her father’s name had been, right at the top. He was the man who’d left her life before it had even begun, and yet she missed him, and what might have been. From the museum, she’d walked to Moorgate Station itself to watch people pour out of the Britannic House exit at rush hour, blissfully ignorant of the accident that had taken place there thirty years before. In a wholly visceral way, the sight had flipped her stomach and, with a wave of regret, she wished she was still back in Tasmania, still living in her small, shared terrace house with her unreliable flatmates, working dead-­end jobs she hated. She felt a sudden, terrible sense of loneliness and realised her mum had probably been right all along: even though their small island state hung off the end of the world, it had everything anyone could want. There was no need to go to Europe, Willow had explained, peering over her red glasses as they’d sat at a pseudo-­French café drinking Italian coffee, because ‘Europe comes to us’.

			The man slid her documents back. ‘Your mother will have to collect the belongings.’

			Libby paused. ‘But it’s been thirty years . . .’

			‘Regulations.’

			‘The letter says . . .’

			‘The letters, madam, are both addressed to Willow Andrews.’

			‘She’s in Tasmania. She can’t just jump on a plane and collect them.’ Though that wasn’t strictly true. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

			‘Not my problem.’

			Libby glanced at the ABUSE OF STAFF WON’T BE TOLERATED sign. Taking a shaking breath, she continued, ‘Please, I—’

			He tapped yet another regulation stuck haphazardly to the screen. ALL COLLECTIONS ON BEHALF OF OTHERS REQUIRE A DOCTOR’S LETTER OR DEATH CERTIFICATE.

			She’s sick, Libby wanted to plead, though that would be a lie. Her mum was as fit as a fiddle. Strong. A strength that Libby herself hadn’t inherited, along with any of her other features.

			‘Next!’

			Libby was bustled aside by an impatient number fourteen, and her vision blurred with tears as her obedient feet took her out of the waiting room, up the stairs and onto the rain-­battered street. There, she leaned against the entrance and felt her heart break as she gazed at her fingers, picturing this opportunity slipping through them, lamenting how close she’d felt these last months as she planned her move to London to finally retrieve a piece of the father she’d never had.

			Tears dropped onto her black coat and rolled down the wool to the already wet pavement. Libby bit her lip, trying to stop the flow, but it was all too much. She was pathetic, completely pathetic. Some soulless paper-­pusher had got the better of her and, as usual, she’d simply let it happen.

			She sniffed and turned to the wall, hiding her face from the passing commuters. She should go back in, she should demand to see the manager. She should make a fuss. And yet . . . she wouldn’t. She would retreat meekly to her aunts’ apartment and wonder what on earth she’d been thinking, and why she’d hung so much on getting her dad’s belongings. After all, if her own handbags were anything to go by, the satchel probably only contained an old receipt, half a packet of chewing gum and some slightly sticky coins saved for a rainy day. Still, she would have liked to find those things. Was that so shameful to admit?

			‘Are you all right, dear?’ asked a small woman who seemed to appear from nowhere, her blue rinse the brightest thing on a dull street. ‘It’s just you’re sobbing on the steps of a public office. A great offence, you know?’ The woman smiled kindly, to show that she was joking.

			Libby wiped the mascara from her eyes. ‘I’m fine. Fine. Thank you.’ Sniffing, she stepped aside. ‘Sorry.’

			‘No need to apologise, dear. Any delay in getting to the desk suits me just fine.’

			Libby smiled, her eyes stinging, and dug into her deep pockets, looking for a tissue, but all she found were three receipts, a pocket map of London and the documents she’d submitted to the clerk not five minutes before.

			The woman looked down, catching sight of the letters. She nodded to herself, unclipped her handbag, and withdrew a pristine white handkerchief. ‘For the mascara,’ she said.

			‘Oh, I couldn’t.’

			‘I have more.’

			Gratefully, Libby took it and dabbed her eyes. ‘Thank you.’

			They stood in silence, watching a sea of dark umbrellas bob through the downpour.

			‘Will this rain ever stop?’ said the woman finally, and Libby gave a small smile. The English and their weather. ‘It’s very wearing, isn’t it, love? And there’s too much work to get through before the holidays. Not at all good for the mood, is it?’

			‘Really, I’m fine. Just a bit of a wobble.’ Libby scrabbled for an excuse. ‘New city and all.’ In fact, too much work would be a good thing. Next week she’d start applying for jobs; her Australian dollar savings would not hold up well to the pound.

			The woman glanced again at the letters. ‘I might be wrong but . . . I suspect you’ve had a run-­in with the notorious Computer Says No?’ She waved a hand, indicating somewhere beyond the closed glass doors. ‘What was it? Your collection letter too creased? That man’s nothing but a menace.’

			The doors opened and number fourteen spilled out, empty handed, and with a face like thunder.

			‘Well?’ The woman raised an eyebrow. She was an entire foot shorter than Libby, who herself was less than average height.

			‘I wanted to collect a box the coroner archived,’ Libby admitted. ‘I should have insisted, but I just . . . couldn’t find a way. It’s under Mum’s name, you see? She lives in Tasmania.’

			‘Ah, Tasmania!’ said the woman. ‘My husband and I wanted to visit on our honeymoon in sixty-­five. But it was a long way to go back then.’

			Despite herself, Libby grinned. ‘It still is.’

			A nod. ‘Now, let me guess: Computer Says No insisted on a doctor’s certificate?’ She sighed again, with the resignation of someone familiar with this carry-­on. ‘And you can prove you are your mother’s daughter?’

			Libby’s heart leapt. ‘Yes . . .’

			‘You’re sure about that?’

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘Well, come on then, let’s take another look at that paperwork and see what we can do.’

			 

			Libby was bustled into a small office wholly in contrast to the waiting room outside. Tinsel hung from the cornicing, and a small coffee machine filled the room with a welcoming aroma.

			The woman held out her hand, all bustling efficiency. ‘Now, what’ve you got for me?’

			As she passed across the letters, her passport and the birth certificate, Libby’s voice was snatched away by hope, and she stood mute, a feeling of desperation deep in her stomach.

			‘A satchel containing documents and personal effects.’

			A gulp. She was close, so close. Whatever lay inside that satchel might tell her who Ben Andrews had been. Who he’d really been. Not the pale shadow her mum had painted of him.

			The woman opened the passport page, noting Libby’s birth date, August 1975. ‘Twenty-­nine years old . . .’ She compared it to the birth certificate, then examined the photo carefully. ‘You must never have met your father?’ she said, looking up. ‘What a terrible thing.’

			‘He died six months before I was born.’

			‘Oh, love. A tragedy, that is. I was working on London Wall at the time. Half the city came to donate blood as word spread. I joined the queue quick smart, I can tell you. They were operating on poor souls down in the station, you know? Did your father . . .’

			Libby shook her head. ‘From what I understand, he died instantly.’

			The documents were placed gently in Libby’s hand, which itself was patted by the woman’s cool touch. ‘Now, you sit yourself down there. Can I make you a coffee?’

			‘No, thank you.’

			‘OK. Box 9462, is that right?’

			Libby frowned and looked at the reference number in the two letters – one of which had been sent to her mum’s old address in 1975, the other to Libby’s rented address only six months before. Both were labelled Attention: Willow Andrews.

			‘You don’t . . . need my mum to collect it?’

			The woman paused at the door. ‘I thought you said your mum was ill?’

			‘No, I . . .’

			‘Really? But I saw the doctor’s certificate myself, didn’t I?’ She raised her eyebrows and nodded almost imperceptibly.

			Libby wasn’t good at lying, so she merely dropped her gaze, smiling weakly, willing her lack of confidence not to mess up the second chance she’d been gifted.

			 

			An hour later, the 139 bus crossed Waterloo Bridge with Libby on board, the grubby window throwing back her reflection as though it didn’t much care for it, as though it was judging her for doing something of which her mum would certainly not approve. She felt incurably guilty for the deception, for stealing the letter, for lying to Willow about the reasons she wanted to go to London.

			‘A gap year? A bit late, isn’t it?’

			‘It’s never too late,’ Libby had said in reply, a practised response, and at those words, her mum had looked away.

			But other feelings already threatened to overwhelm her guilt. On her lap sat the weathered satchel that had belonged to her father and inside it she hoped to find traces of the man he’d been. She had resisted the urge to open it then and there in the kind woman’s office. Instead, she’d asked if she could leave the box, then slung the satchel over her left shoulder and bitten her lip.

			‘I don’t know how to thank you.’

			‘There, there. No more tears now.’

			‘But really, this means the world to me.’

			The woman had held up a palm. ‘You need say nothing, my dear. If we can’t help one another now and again, then what’s it all about? Now, you get yourself settled at home before you open that. Reaching into years gone by can be a traumatic affair. You never know what you’ll find,’ she’d said with the certainty of someone who had seen this sort of thing before.

			But as the bus halted in traffic, Libby could contain herself no longer. Just a little look. A glance. A peek into the past. Her past, in a way. Carefully unbuckling the straps with tingling fingers, she lifted the flap, releasing the scent of time, neglect, and the feeling she was doing something she shouldn’t. Before she could close her eyes, look away, or change her mind, she peered into the two large compartments, one containing several documents and a book, the other full of everyday items: pens, a soft packet of Fisherman’s Friends, a ticket for the tube that made her hands shake. Postage stamps of the queen, a stack of pounds (British and Irish) and a passport. Libby’s heart flipped as she removed the latter, opened it and came face to face with her father, his features familiar from the few grainy photos she’d seen. She felt he was looking right at her as she traced a finger over his image, pausing when a photo slipped from between the passport’s pages. Taking a deep breath, she withdrew it.

			Mum.

			There she was, Willow Andrews, wearing those large red glasses and the seventies bob she’d stubbornly retained all these years. But on her face she sported something unfamiliar: a wide, happy smile. In one hand she held a set of keys, and her other was wrapped around Libby’s father, embracing him like she’d never let go. The aura of excitement surrounding them was so strong that, despite herself, and the painful chasm opening up inside of her, Libby smiled.

			Looming behind her parents was a magnificent weatherboard Federation home, the type that lined Tasmania’s oldest city streets. But this house wasn’t in the city of Launceston, where Libby knew her parents had lived. Rather, it was surrounded, suffocated, by trees. She squinted, looking closer, a strange sense of familiarity scratching at a hidden part of her mind. On the far right of the photo a tower stretched up and away.

			She shook her head and a memory dislodged. A house in a rainforest. A turret reaching to the sky. She was hit with a realisation: she knew this place. Slowly, she turned the photo over and, sure enough, there it was.

			Willow and Ben, Towerhurst. 1974.

			Towerhurst! She had been there, just once, and Libby’s mind was dragged back two decades, settling on a childhood memory from which the haze began to clear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Towerhurst, west coast Tasmania, Australia

			September 1985

			They’d only just got out of the car and already Libby’s hair was plastered to her head. She huddled in a bright red coat that was far too big, though according to the label it should fit a girl who was already ten.

			‘What is this place?’ she said, sidling up to her mum, who waited by a sign so creaky it threatened to tumble onto the mossy ground below.

			Towerhurst, it read.

			‘Come on,’ her mum muttered, and they started up the drive. She’d been in a mood the entire trip, and Libby knew exactly why.

			Old Mrs Murphy had called at 7 a.m. to say she couldn’t, as had been agreed, babysit for the day: her own grandchild had chickenpox, and it was safer Libby stay away. ‘No worries,’ Mum had said sweetly down the phone, replacing the receiver calmly before huffing and puffing. ‘There’s no time’ – she’d glanced at her watch – ‘you’ll have to come with me.’ Softening then, as though realising she’d been a terrible grump, she’d given a weak thumbs up. ‘It’ll be fun.’

			They’d driven for hours across the state, one picturesque scene giving way to another. Gone was the dry scrubby forest that surrounded their home on Tasmania’s north coast, gone were the waves lapping at its shore, gone was the smell of salt in the air. Everything turned green, an endless emerald carpet that rolled over the hills, the whiff of livestock heavy on the wind. Libby had fallen asleep, an open book in her lap, and when she’d woken, the Tasmania she knew had disappeared, replaced with a desolate landscape that might have been on the moon.

			‘West-­coast mining country,’ her mum said as she navigated the turns winding through bare landscape that had been, she’d said, cleared of trees a century ago when pioneers dug for copper.

			Over the next mountain the forest had returned, a morphed version of the one Libby knew: taller, thicker, crowding the road. It was as lush as she imagined the Amazon to be, and it seemed quite as unfamiliar. The narrow road had cut through the vegetation like a knife, and soon enough they’d glimpsed grey ocean, before turning north, following the coast, bumping along the potholed road until they’d reached an impassable track that snaked up a hill, and the creaky sign to Towerhurst.

			Their boots splashed in the mud as they trudged past the inquisitive ground ferns, past the trees with their glistening leaves. Running water gouged the mossy track. As Libby skipped to keep up, she repeated what her mother had told her moments before.

			‘So, you’re showing this house to some people?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because they want to buy it.’

			‘From who?’

			With a sharp intake of breath, her mum stopped abruptly, and Libby careered into her side.

			‘Mum?’

			No answer.

			‘Mum?’

			‘I’m helping sell Towerhurst for . . . a friend. I’ve never been here before.’

			‘What friend?’

			Overhead, a currawong broke low from the trees, flying so close that Libby saw rain splash from its glossy black wings. Only then did she register what lay beyond, what had halted her mother.

			A house, just visible at the top of the track, peered down at them like a schoolmaster might regard his students. At its front, two large windows looked out from a sweeping verandah, a prominent monobrow over watching eyes, the deck warped in a way that only time could manage. But it wasn’t this part of the house that was remarkable, nor the upper floor where four windows lined up like watchmen. The schoolmaster, it seemed, wore a hat; a tall hexagonal turret – a single round window in each face – rose above the forest canopy.

			‘What is this place?’

			‘A legacy,’ her mum said quietly.

			Before Libby could ask what that meant, a roar cut through the rain. Behind them, a vehicle climbed the steep track, its wheels barely gripping the mud. It rolled to a stop and the driver wound down his window, leaning out with a grin.

			‘You’re Willow?’

			‘That’s right.’

			The man reached out a large paw. ‘G’day,’ he said, switching off the engine. The silence made the rain louder still as it hissed on the bonnet, turning immediately to steam. ‘I’m Denny and this is Jess.’ He leaned back, revealing a petite woman whose brown hair was piled into a topknot. She waved, giving a wink; she had remarkable eyes: one blue, one brown.

			Mum managed a weak smile. ‘Not a great day for viewing.’

			‘It’s . . . authentic,’ Denny said. ‘Wouldn’t be moving to the west coast of Tassie for the weather!’

			‘No,’ said Mum as she fished in her pocket for the keys.

			 

			The lock was jammed, but a sharp shove pushed the door ajar. Mum stepped back as they filed through, Libby sandwiched between Denny and Jess, blinking in the gloom.

			Towerhurst was a mess: debris covered the floor, paintings hung askew and a soft layer of mould coated the wide, beautiful staircase that led up into the beyond. ‘Looks like you’ve had a visitor,’ Denny said, pushing a pile of droppings with his boot. ‘Or more than one . . .’

			When there was no answer, Libby turned. She frowned: her mum stood rigid in the doorway, eyes wide, hands clasped together. Then her expression cleared, and she stepped inside.

			 

			Most of the rooms were in a similar state; possums had moved in, making the house their own. But the windows were intact and it was dry, or dry enough, so Libby overheard Denny whisper to Jess.

			They poked around the first floor, then the second. The house was a warren of rooms, more than a dozen in total, connected by airy hallways themselves linked by that impressive golden staircase. ‘Huon pine,’ Denny murmured to Jess, barely containing his excitement, as he scratched beneath the banister.

			A strange door led from the end of the second floor. It was a perfect circle, almost as wide as the hall itself, and Denny whistled when he saw it, a low drawing in of breath through his blond beard.

			Mum paused, blocking the way. ‘Can’t say what state the tower’s in.’

			‘If it’s like the rest of the house’ – Denny shrugged – ‘it’ll be all right.’

			‘Might be dangerous. We’ll get a professional to have a look . . . when you’re serious about buying, that is.’

			Jess gave Denny a look. He nodded. ‘We are serious.’

			‘But you’ve only just arrived.’

			‘All the same . . .’ He ran a hand over the door. ‘It’s like something out of The Hobbit,’ he laughed at Jess.

			Mum wasn’t amused. ‘No one’s been into the tower for more than a decade. I’ll get an engineer in, then we can go up.’

			‘Funny you should say that,’ Jess said, with that wink of hers. ‘I happen to be an engineer. Didn’t I mention that?’

			‘No, you didn’t.’

			The only sound was the pat of rain on the roof, a muffled echo in the hallway.

			‘Look, Willow,’ Denny said, ‘we aren’t interested in playing games. My wife and I love the house. It’s exactly what we’re looking for.’ He linked a hand through Jess’s. ‘Exactly what we need to fill our life.’

			Libby watched a look pass between them: sad, quiet. Something only adults could understand.

			Mum nodded, softening.

			‘And we know about what happened here. We read about it in the library archive. Don’t worry, it doesn’t bother us. Do you have any information on the body—’

			‘No,’ Mum interrupted, turning quickly to Libby. ‘You’d better wait in the front room, love.’

			‘But I want to come up to the tower.’

			‘You can have a look another time.’ Mum knelt before her, still with that soft look on her face. ‘And when I say wait in the front room, I mean it. Do not – I repeat – do not go outside. You’ll only get soaked to the bone.’ She reached over to touch the backpack slung on Libby’s shoulders. ‘You’ve got your book in there?’

			Libby nodded, turning to go. Then she paused at the top of the stairs, listening to the creak of the tower door, and the gasps of amazement as Denny and Jess started their ascent.

			 

			There was nowhere to sit in the front room. The couch, which may have once been deep red, was now pink under the mould. At Libby’s feet peeled wallpaper lay like sloughed snakeskins, and before her dark paintings showed Australian scenes: garrison towns on wide open plains. So different to the landscape outside.

			Beneath the mantelpiece were the remnants of an unlit fire and she pulled out a page of newspaper, smoothing its crinkled surface. The Examiner. Launceston’s local paper. Dated January 1975.

			The room was flanked by two large windows. One at the rear, where the rainforest stood close, almost touching the glass; one at the front overlooking the verandah. The rain had stopped and a thin mist rolled across the driveway, hugging Denny and Jess’s ute in a soupy embrace. It was quiet inside now without that thundering on the roof, but outside the world had woken, the air full of calls from birds she didn’t know.

			And then: a sudden movement. Beside the ute, then disappearing. Again, there it was. Small, the size of a dog and reddish.

			Then it was gone.

			 

			She followed because she could. Sneaking out of the house, leaving the front door ajar. Running across the wooden verandah, down the stone steps, past the ute to the very back of the house where she stopped short. There, framing a trail that led into rainforest, was a stone archway, shaped into a perfect circle, just like the door that led to the tower.

			Libby stepped closer. She was afraid to pass beneath it – what if it should tumble? Just as she reached out to touch it, to test its strength, her foot knocked against something hard hidden beneath a thick layer of moss. She got to her knees and pulled away the sopping-­wet vegetation to reveal a low cut stone. A message was carved into its surface.

			Always loved. Never forgotten.

			She wasn’t sure what it meant, but the stone was beautiful; swirls of purple and green like she’d never seen before. Brushing off her knees, she stood, eyeing the archway once more. Fingers of fog rolled through it, swirling on the other side as though beckoning her through. On the trail beneath her feet, animal footprints peppered the mud. Wallabies or pademelons probably, elongated tracks Libby had studied at school. With tentative steps, she followed them, taking a deep breath as she passed beneath the moon-­shaped archway, and disappeared into the rainforest beyond.

			 

			She heard the waterfall before she saw it: a heavy thrumming that filled the air, getting louder and louder as she continued until finally she was upon it. A wide wall of tumbling tannic water the height of four men, diving from above to slide effortlessly into a round pool below. Leaning down, she scooped the water into her hands, and let it trickle away.

			A narrow path traced the water’s edge, cutting into the dark stone, and with one hand held out for balance she followed it. Step by step she went, until the tiny track took her behind the falls.

			Libby wasn’t, as a rule, a child prone to disobeying her mum, but now, as she stood in this cave, the falling water forming a frosted glass at its front and the smooth stone at the back inviting her to sit, she felt her moment of rebellion had been entirely worth it. This was a kingdom. She sat down, leaning her head against the rock all the better to feel the rumble.

			Above her, something was amiss; a straight line, ill at ease in the natural surrounds. Stretching on her tippy toes, Libby reached up onto a ledge just visible in the gloom to discover a small blue-­and-­red biscuit tin, its coating lifted in places by bubbles of rust. Arnott’s was emblazoned on its lid. She knew the brand well. Every Australian did. Mum loved their Monte Carlos, cream-­filled biscuits that she dunked in her tea as she painted. She shook the tin: it rattled dully.

			Her heart leapt.

			Something was inside.

			 

			As she emerged from the rainforest, her mind still fizzing, Libby was pulled roughly from her feet and gathered into an embrace so tight she felt the thump of her mum’s heart through her coat, but almost as soon as the moment of abandon arrived, it vanished as if it had never been.

			Her mum set her on the ground, and knelt, utter fury on her face. ‘Where have you been?’ Her brows were drawn up and away as though trying to escape. Which was just, at that moment, what Libby wanted to do. ‘I told you to wait in the front room.’

			‘I thought I saw something . . . a creature . . . it ran away. I just wanted to see . . .’ Libby trailed off. ‘I’m sorry—’

			Jess emerged from behind the house – ‘Thank goodness!’ – and a moment later Denny called from a round window in the tower. It swung outwards, a disk hanging precariously.

			‘Can’t see anything from—’ He stopped short, clocking the three of them below. ‘Right-­o.’ He disappeared from sight.

			‘You gave us quite a scare, love. You were gone for ages,’ Jess said as she knelt next to Mum.

			Libby could have sworn she had disappeared for only a moment. ‘I found a waterfall.’

			‘A waterfall, eh? Sounds amazing,’ said Jess, her smile quickly slipping at a glance from Mum. ‘Still, you shouldn’t have gone off like that. It’s not safe in the rainforest.’

			‘Why not?’

			Both the women paused awkwardly, before Jess left and met Denny at the door, where they talked in hushed whispers, pointing all the while to the house’s hidden features.

			 

			Afterwards, at the car, Libby asked, ‘Did they like it?’

			‘What?’ Her mum had been silent on the walk back down the drive.

			‘Jess and Denny. The house?’

			Mum nodded, opening the back door. ‘In,’ she said.

			Libby did as she was told, her streak of rebellion fading as fast as the light around them. She opened the window, leaning out to breathe the last of the fresh forest air. So sweet, so damp. She liked it, actually; she wished they could stay. ‘Where’re you going?’

			‘Toilet break,’ said Mum, stepping behind a tree. ‘It’s a long drive home.’

			When she was out of sight, Libby reached back across the seat. Tucked at the bottom of her backpack, wrapped in her dry fleece, was the tin.

			She lifted the lid, sifting through the now-­familiar contents: a tattered copy of Banjo Paterson’s poem ‘The Man from Snowy River’, a ballad written on airmail paper, a heavy pendant on a tarnished silver chain and a sprig of herb pressed between two small sheets of glass held together with tape.

			Outside, there was a retching, then her mum appeared, her eyes red and swollen.

			‘Something I ate,’ she said, getting into the car and fastening her seatbelt. With a sigh, she turned the key and the engine reluctantly spluttered to life.

			Libby slipped the tin away. Out of sight. But not out of mind. And not complete. Because one item was missing. The pendant – a fox with a dark blue jewel as an eye – lay in her palm, and as they drove home across Tasmania she traced the cool contours with her thumb, imagining where it had come from, wondering to whom it had belonged.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Grosvenor Square, London

			July 1939

			Sixty-­five years before the letter . . .

			The fox pendant, and its shining chain, spilled out of the box into Grace Grey’s palm. The gift was so unexpected that she merely stared at it until her mother rolled her eyes, indicating it was clearly the reaction she’d predicted. She’s such a dull creature, Grace had overhead her say only last week to her laughing friends.

			She smiled, but her mother had already looked away. Anyway, it wasn’t so much that Grace wasn’t pleased to receive a present, it was that the giving of two identical necklaces somehow made hers only half as special.

			‘Thank you,’ said the second, appropriately grateful, recipient, and Grace’s chaperone for the long journey to Tasmania. Rose Munro held up her pendant so that its sapphire eye twinkled at her in the sunshine, which was hardly unexpected; Rose was exactly the kind of young woman who inspired winks and lingering glances. She was physical perfection in every way.

			‘The chains might be silver, girls, but the fox pendants are platinum.’ Edeline Grey took the necklace from Rose to hang it gently around her neck. ‘They’ll never tarnish. They’ll always be as beautiful as the day they were made.’

			‘It will remind me of you,’ Rose said with love, in the way she always talked to Edeline, as if it was Edeline who was her mother and not the housekeeper, Molly Munro. Grace could see Molly’s short round frame silhouetted just inside the front door as she observed the scene from a distance, as though she was an outsider and not party to the farewells at all. Grace gave her a small wave, and Molly rewarded her with a warm smile.

			Surely it was Molly, and not Rose, who truly deserved this gift? The housekeeper had worked for the Foxton family long before Edeline had become a Grey, apparently showing loyalty though through thick and thin. Grace didn’t know which part of her mother’s life had been thick and which had been thin, though she had a sneaking suspicion that the marriage to Kingston Grey was one of these, her own birth being the other.

			She hadn’t dared to tell Edeline how worried she was about leaving England, but Molly seemed to understand, as though last-­minute journeys to the far side of the globe were par for the course, and three days was plenty of time to accept a life turned upside down.

			‘A great adventure is what it is!’ she’d said after Edeline had coolly delivered the news moments before disappearing to one of her beloved political meetings, leaving her housekeeper to manage the fallout.

			‘It’s for your own safety, Grace,’ Molly had soothed. ‘And your uncle Marcus is a fine man. I knew him, you know? Before.’

			Before what? Grace had wanted to ask, but Molly had ploughed on, her voice bright, as though perhaps she wished she was going on this ‘great adventure’ herself. ‘And Australia! Tasmania, no less. Van Diemen’s Land. Convicts. Kangaroos, Tasmanian tigers . . .’

			Grace had wrung her hands with anxiety. The thought of sailing across the world to live with her uncle Marcus and his Australian wife Olive, neither of whom she had ever met, turned her stomach inside out. And she may as well have been going alone; Rose seemed no more likely to be kind to her in Tasmania than she was in London. But the world around them was mobilising and it was inevitable that Grace, who had never been able to hold her ground, would be swept along in the end.

			‘You’ll be just fine, love,’ Molly had added, her gaze falling on Grace’s clasped fingers. ‘We will all have to walk a new path with what is to come.’

			But even as troop trains spread across Europe, much of the city seemed to be wilfully, or ignorantly, oblivious. Londoners were enjoying the summer, drinking and dancing, lovers lying on their backs in the parched city parks, looking to the sky as though it would always be safely empty, turning their faces away when barrage balloons blocked the sun.

			‘Don’t they understand what is about to happen?’ Rose (who considered herself an expert on all things political) had said to Edeline two days before. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

			And although Grace wasn’t inclined to agree with much that her chaperone said, she had to admit that the taxis rolling sedately past the American Embassy, and the quiet laughter spilling from a nearby pub, gave London a deceptive air of normalcy considering war was, by all accounts, inevitable. Even now, whistling soldiers assembled an anti-­aircraft gun on the square behind them while three school girls giggled happily down the street. It was the sight of the girls, not the guns, that caused Grace’s heart to tug. These students, with their private jokes and swinging hair, would never have welcomed her in. Perhaps it was a blessing that she’d been educated at home. She was scrawny and ugly after all, and not particularly bright. Nothing like her mother, so tall and elegant, whose blonde locks framed a perfect face. Or Rose, who lit up a room, while Grace’s colourless complexion caused Edeline’s friends to ask what afflicted her, and if there was even a smidgen of hope for her future.

			Across the square, a window opened and a young face peered anxiously – and somewhat furtively, Grace thought – up and down the street. It was Elizabeth Winman, a name Grace only knew because Elizabeth’s father was a government paper-­pusher and Edeline had met her mother at some society do where the Winmans had apparently overstepped the mark. ‘That flat’s rented, you know. It’s on the Westminster books,’ her mother had said. ‘They’re reaching far above their station.’ But Grace had always thought, from her brief glimpses, that the Winmans seemed contented enough. Was it better to be squeezed happily into a rented flat than to own a cavernous house that would never be filled with love?

			When Elizabeth’s gaze alighted on the small gathering outside the Grey household, she threw them a wave, and Grace’s heart leapt, but before she could return the gesture Rose elbowed her out of the way and shouted goodbye. Had Grace behaved in such a way, Edeline would’ve scowled, but she only snapped her fingers at the chauffeur and said that time was ticking, and the boat at Liverpool wouldn’t wait for their arrival.

			So, the two girls, with two bags, and five years between them, stepped into the car and said farewell to their respective mothers: small, lovable Molly Munro who gave Grace a genuine smile, and tall, elegant Edeline who did not. Both Grace and Rose’s fathers were absent, but only Rose’s had an excuse, in that he was dead and gone, while Kingston Grey was not. Grace wondered briefly when she’d once again see Grosvenor Square and how changed it would be.

			As the car pulled away, Elizabeth Winman appeared from her front door and edged carefully onto the street, sliding – to Grace’s surprise – into a shadowed nook where a man in uniform, a boy of eighteen perhaps, threw his arms around her. Elizabeth, Grace knew, was only seventeen, two years older than herself. Yet here she was entwined with a lover, and it made Grace feel that her life was already marching by. Although she would be sixteen in September, she wasn’t even close to becoming a woman, being as weedy as an urchin, though better dressed, and so flat chested she might as well have been a boy. In fact, better she’d been a boy, then perhaps her parents might have loved her after all.

			While Rose glanced back over her shoulder to where Edeline and Molly waved goodbye, Grace was fixated on Elizabeth and the boy who bent forward to kiss her, saying something to make her laugh. She nodded, holding his hand as he walked away so that their arms outstretched until their fingers finally let go. And Elizabeth held her nerve, never faltering until he disappeared out of sight, at which point she sat heavily on her front step, her shoulders shaking as she cried. Grace gripped the fox pendant that hung around her neck and in her heart, that heart which her mother dismissed as unlovable, she understood she’d never experience a moment like the one she’d just witnessed. As the car turned from Grosvenor Square and her old life, she wondered what it might be like to fall in love, be swept away, and pine for another human, knowing that it was only when you were with them once again that your heart could possibly be full.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Grosvenor Square, London

			November 2004

			Libby stood in a trance at the foot of the steps that led to her apartment in Grosvenor Square. Well, not her apartment, precisely, but the one she was gratefully borrowing from her exceptionally generous aunts just until she ‘found her feet’. The satchel hung heavily on her shoulder, weighed down by expectation and guilt. She would go up, pour a glass of wine, take a deep breath and . . . and . . . and yet the thought of opening those buckles again, of meeting a part of the man she’d never known, caused her stomach to flip. Already it had spilled a secret and, as she’d descended the steps of Bus 139, realisation hit her hard: Willow, her mother, had lied.

			‘I’m helping sell Towerhurst for . . . a friend,’ she’d said that day back in 1985. ‘I’ve never been here before.’

			Never been here before. But in the satchel Libby had discovered irrefutable proof that that wasn’t so. In 1974 – the year before her father’s death – her parents had stood before that unmistakable house wearing grins as wide as their faces.

			‘Seen a ghost, my dear?’ said the elderly woman who had appeared like an apparition at Libby’s side, both of them static in the swirling Friday night bustle.

			‘Not a ghost,’ Libby replied, ‘so much as a memory.’

			‘You’re far too young to be living in the past.’

			It was true, of course, though sometimes she felt she resided nowhere else.

			‘Well, don’t just stand there,’ said Miss Winman, Libby’s eighty-­two-­year-­old neighbour, as she extended her arm. ‘Won’t you make yourself useful, and help me up these steps?’

			 

			An hour later, stood at the window with a glass of wine in hand, it wasn’t Grosvenor Square Libby saw before her but Towerhurst, that strange trip with her mum now a vivid swirl of sensation in her mind. The smell of the damp humus, the currawong’s call overhead, the light behind the waterfall.

			Putting aside her untouched glass, she went to her bedroom to retrieve a wooden box she’d packed in Tasmania ten days before. Ten days already? Where had the time gone? How long would it take to find a job, a place of her own, a life? ‘Let go of the past,’ her mum had said, spying the shoebox tucked inside her daughter’s open suitcase the morning of the flight. ‘Leave it here.’ But Libby could never do that, literally or metaphorically, and now she sighed as she pulled it from beneath her bed, and opened the lid.

			It was her memory box, the place that she kept the secret parts of her life she always wanted with her. There, on top – because they were the only items she regularly looked at – were Krish’s letters, his handwriting chaotic as though he couldn’t wait to get out all the things he’d wanted to say. Libby lifted them to her nose, even though all scent of him had vanished long ago, erased by that same time that people promised would ease the pain. Gently, she put them down, removing the other items from the box one by one: theatre stubs, photos that she dared not look at, a bracelet wrapped in velvet. At the bottom, she located what she was looking for: a small biscuit tin, blue, red and partially rusted, the word Arnott’s emblazoned on top. She opened it, sifting through the four items inside: two poems, the fox necklace and the sprig of heather pressed in glass.

			She picked up the first poem, carefully unfolding the typed pages.

			 

			There was movement at the station, for the word had passed around

			That the colt from old Regret had got away,

			And had joined the wild bush horses – he was worth a thousand pound,

			So all the cracks had gathered to the fray . . .

			 

			It was ‘The Man from Snowy River’, Australia’s darling poem, written by Banjo Paterson in 1890 and as quintessential to her nation’s identity as the kangaroo, the eucalyptus and the wide and open plains. Every Australian child learned it at school, but it wasn’t until the day when Libby had stepped beneath what she now knew to be a moon gate – that circular stone archway leading into the rainforest – and ventured behind the waterfall that she’d really read it, tasted its cadence. Felt the goosebumps prick her skin. Sitting here now, at the foot of her bed, legs stretched before her, she still heard the sound of that rushing river, felt the thrill of stumbling across a secret kingdom.

			She put the page aside and picked up the sprig of heather, holding the glass to the light to see that the white bell-­shaped flowers remained beautifully preserved. As a child, she hadn’t known what the plant was – it was an invasive species in Tasmania – but she later discovered its identity (as she had with so many things) through the pages of her novels. All those heroines wandering moodily over heaths, their hands trailing through heather.

			Next, she unfolded the second poem, carefully smoothing the thin paper. Its title – comically – was ‘The Ma’am from Joey River’ and its cadence matched, more or less, ‘The Man from Snowy River’, though it told an entirely different tale, that of a group of boys trying to score a kiss from a girl to win a bet. Conspicuous in its absence was the name of the author, and it seemed a great shame to Libby because the poet had taken such care: the words framed in a flawless, sloping hand, a tail on each G and flourishes on the Ys.

			Putting the poem carefully aside, she picked up the final item, recalling the guilt of the theft (or was it really theft?). The moment they’d returned home from Towerhurst, she’d raced to her room and flung the tin, and all its contents, into her memory box – its privacy always respected by her mother – far beneath her bed.

			She lifted the chain so that the pendant dangled free, its sapphire eye twinkling in the fuggy light of her bedside lamp, and for the first time in nearly twenty years Libby hung the fox around her neck. Its heaviness surprised her. It seemed to press against her breast bone, as if trying to find a way to her heart.

			 

			Ten minutes later, she sat at her computer, her finger hovering over the Enter button. According to Skype, her mum was online, though it was early morning in Australia, and soon she would be lost to her work. A month before Libby’s departure, Willow had started teaching, something she’d said she’d never do. Still, she’d gone ahead with her plan, and a girl called Ciara was her first student: mid-­twenties, Irish, a barista at the local café. The last time she’d poked her head into the classroom – Willow’s studio, hidden at the bottom of the garden – Ciara and her mum had been as thick as thieves, laughing at some unknown joke. Something had tugged at Libby then. Jealousy perhaps, though perhaps not, because when she’d seen Ciara leave, a happy flush to her features, she’d felt not the slightest bitterness. But she was envious. Envious that Willow could laugh that way with someone else. And sad. Sad that her mother never lost herself with Libby, never relaxed. Never let go.

			She hit Enter and, to her surprise, her mum answered on the second ring. There she was in her red glasses, her short grey bob shining in the bright Tasmanian summer sun which illuminated the kitchen in a brilliant glow.

			Within five minutes they’d covered the week since Libby had last called, her walks along the Thames and her visit to the V&A – but not her visit to another museum she wouldn’t mention, nor to that dingy waiting room – and now silence descended. Willow hadn’t asked this time about her daughter’s social life, and Libby was forced to face reality: her octogenarian neighbour, Miss Winman, was her only true acquaintance in London and her mum clearly knew it. Was Libby really so predictable? She was somehow surprised that her mum should know her so well when their relationship had always seemed so . . . so functional. Functional discussions about functional things, rarely anything deeper. Certainly nothing as deep as the thing that Libby needed to say.

			Mum, I collected Dad’s satchel. I’m sorry.

			It was on the tip of her tongue when Willow said, ‘Oh!’ and waved towards the front door, a wide grin spreading across her face. ‘Ciara! Come in! I’m talking to my daughter.’

			‘Libby in London?’ said a lovely Irish lilt.

			Willow nodded, and Libby’s heart flipped. She’d never considered that her mum bothered to mention her to others.

			‘She’s definitely in London, wrapped up in wool. Probably wearing slippers!’

			Laughter – kind laughter – came from Ciara. ‘You know what they say? Cold feet, warm heart.’ She made a murmur about using the toilet, and with the sound of a closing door she was gone.

			Self-­consciously, Libby removed her black woollen shawl. Across the world, there was a sharp intake of breath, and Willow paused, the screen appearing to freeze.

			‘Where did you get that?’ her mother whispered as Libby leaned back, realisation dawning. The necklace. She’d forgotten it was still looped around her neck. Whatever had possessed her to wear it?

			‘This?’ Libby had never been a good liar. ‘I . . . found it. Ages ago.’

			‘When? Where?’

			‘It was . . . it was when we visited Towerhurst—’

			At the name, Willow drew breath.

			‘Back when I was a kid. Do you remember?’

			Her mum reached out as though trying to touch the fox pendant, to take it in two fingers and turn it this way and that, to peer into its sapphire eye.

			‘I’m sorry. I should’ve told you I found it. It just didn’t seem important because you were so worried when I disappeared . . .’ She trailed off, remembering how guilty she’d felt. ‘Do you know who the necklace belonged—’

			A creak of the door, and her mother’s face smoothed. ‘Ciara,’ she said, ‘let’s get started.’ She nodded goodbye, quickly ending the call so that this time her face really was frozen, captured on the screen, her searching gaze fixed somewhere in the middle distance. The necklace, it seemed, had conjured a memory and Willow Andrews had been whisked away into the past.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Launceston, Tasmania

			November 1974

			The solitary envelope waiting on the doormat was nondescript, and Willow Andrews juggled an armful of shopping as she scooped it up to read the printed address.

			 

			Mr & Mrs Ben Andrews

			27 Acacia Drive

			Launceston

			Tasmania

			 

			She turned it over, examining it. This wasn’t a redirect from her parents’ home; whoever sent this knew where she lived, and that made her smile. They were finally official. She glanced at the ring on her finger – a find from an antiques store in Launceston – a non-­fussy slip of a thing. Like their wedding had been: just them, Willow’s parents and her sisters, back from Sydney. No one on Ben’s side, of course, which was why they’d gone for a small registry office affair, followed by dinner in town. They’d been half living together for two years, much to the horror of Ben’s neighbours, and now that they were married everything had changed.

			She took a knife from the kitchen counter, and sliced the paper open.

			 

			A day later, she and Ben sat in the plush office of the Launceston solicitor whose name had been printed in deep blue ink at the top of the letter, Doyle & Son, while Mr Doyle himself – the senior by the look of him – peered intently over his glasses.

			‘It’s not as abnormal as you’d think,’ he said, leaning back comfortably in his captain’s chair, his pen lined precisely parallel with a pile of documents intended for signing. ‘Houses are often left in trusts like this.’

			Willow wrinkled her brow. Trusts. The domain of the rich, or those who had something to hide.

			‘But who’s it from? Who left it?’ She spread her hands, then folded them away when she noticed the blue streaks on her fingers, bits of paint she’d missed. So much colour, so much life, Ben always marvelled when he admired her work, just like you.

			‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to divulge that,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘The trust goes to you, and your husband, as the new beneficiaries. You may use the property as you see fit.’

			There was a long silence. Ben leaned forward. ‘You mean the house is effectively . . . ours?’

			‘Yes. In a roundabout way.’

			Willow wanted to laugh at the ridiculous nature of this unexpected situation. ‘Why us?’

			‘As I said, Mrs Andrews, as executor of the will in question, I’ve been tasked with carrying out very specific instructions. The only thing I may say on the matter is that the benefactor was a particular fan of . . .’ He paused, glancing at the folder. ‘A particular fan of the arts.’

			She reddened. After years of struggling to find her way, years of temp jobs, scraping and scrimping, working in her parents’ spare room, everything had changed with one sale. One big sale – her painting The Reckoning – and the series of commissions that quickly followed. Now her work was in vogue. She squeezed Ben’s hand. Yes, in the three years since they’d met, things had been going very well indeed. He was her lucky charm, sat there in his brown suit, the trousers so flared at the ankles she had to laugh. His hair was slicked back in a way she’d never seen before, quite comical really. It was unusual attire for Tasmania’s greatest – so she felt – literary talent.

			‘Well,’ Ben said in a formal tone Willow planned to tease him about later, ‘shall we go over the paperwork?’

			‘Of course.’ Mr Doyle handed him an envelope and Ben slid out two large documents, each held together with a bulldog clip. Terms of Engagement: Doyle & Son was typed in bold print across one. The other simply said: Foxton Trust.

			Ben passed them to Willow.

			Mr Doyle cleared his throat. A clock chimed a merry whistle from the waiting room, where an immaculately dressed secretary had coolly welcomed their arrival with a swift sweep of her eyes half an hour before. ‘It was the benefactor’s specific instructions the trust only be transferred when the primary beneficiary had married.’

			Some old-­fashioned notion, Willow thought. Her mind went to Ben’s neighbours; their raised eyebrows, the twitching curtains and pointed questions. They too held on to the sentiment that marriage was the turning point for couples to do what they wanted. Woe betide those who tried to live their lives prior to the big event. Hopefully, their new neighbourhood would be less . . . conservative.

			She touched Ben’s hand, then turned back to the lawyer. ‘Where is this house, anyway?’ In all the flurry neither of them had asked; they’d only speculated the night before as they watched the sun set over Launceston. ‘I’m hoping for somewhere near the river,’ Willow had said. ‘A brick Federation house that needs a bit of sprucing.’

			From a desk drawer, Mr Doyle took a lumpy envelope. He tipped it upside down, spilling a set of keys and a map of Tasmania, which he stretched like a piano accordion, pointing to the island’s west coast.

			‘The house,’ she said, ‘it’s not in Launceston?’

			A bemused look. ‘Did I say it was?’

			Willow glanced at Ben, who appeared to be on the verge of laughter. This was about as far from her urban waterside fantasy as it was possible to get. Tasmania’s west coast was not somewhere anyone planned on living. It was remote, wet and wild. Very wild. A place where people went to escape the world.

			Mr Doyle continued. ‘It’s close to the sea. You may even catch a glimpse of the ocean from the . . . upper levels.’

			Ben leaned over the map. She could almost see his mind at work: a ready-­made writing bolthole away from everything and everyone. His reluctance seemed to dissipate in an instant. ‘What’s it like, this house?’

			‘I’ve never been there,’ Mr Doyle said as though Ben had asked if he’d once visited the moon. ‘I’m more of an east-­coast man myself.’

			Ben put a hand over Willow’s, squeezing gently. Let’s see where this goes, was his intimation. ‘What about the tax implications?’ It was the most officiously adult thing she’d ever heard him say.

			‘The trust has sufficient funds to cover expenses,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘If this were an inheritance, then you’d be up for death duties. An outdated notion.’ It was the kind of opinion given by men with enough money to give it.

			Mr Doyle looked pointedly at his watch, and Willow wondered whether they’d stayed long enough for him to bill a full hour to her trust. Their trust, she corrected herself. ‘I’ll leave you to go through the documentation. You can sign when you’re ready.’

			When he left, Ben turned to her. ‘Who could have done this?’

			She shook her head and leaned over the documents, flipping through the pages. The Foxton Trust. It didn’t ring a bell. She gave Ben a sideways grin, and he leaned in to kiss her.

			‘What was that for?’

			‘I couldn’t resist your smile.’

			She laughed. ‘Perhaps it’s because I’m a householder now?’ She shoved him. ‘Gold digger.’

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘We. We’re householders.’

			She kissed him back. Her heart could burst. Life wasn’t going to plan; it was going much better. They signed on the dotted line.

			 

			In the end, with all the excitement, they simply couldn’t wait. By the time the sun was up the following morning, they were already winding their way past the outer suburbs of Launceston into open farmland. Willow lowered the window, letting the breeze pick goosebumps on her bare arms. A concertinaed map lay in her lap, a dog-­eared guidebook tucked underneath. Their yellow Renault 16 burst at the seams and, aside from the kitchen sink, Ben had packed almost everything they might possibly need for a trip to the west coast: woollens, waterproofs, walking boots. Pasta, rice, beans. Sleeping bags. Tent. And – Willow had raised an eyebrow as she peered into a holdall – books. Quite a few, actually.

			‘We’re only going for three days.’ She’d flicked through a battered Ian Fleming.

			He’d tucked an orange woollen hat into the top of his pack. ‘Be prepared,’ he’d grinned, making the Scouts sign, though he’d never been one because he’d never had the opportunity to try. It was something, he’d said, they would make sure their boys did. Campfires, bushcraft, knots.

			‘Knots?’ She’d made a face when he’d told her.

			‘Yes.’

			The only knot they’d tied before that conversation was the marrying kind, and she’d liked that one very much indeed. But there was another knot. One that sat in her stomach. Worried at her. Tightening a little more each month. Willow would get pregnant, the doctors said, there was nothing obviously wrong. But though he never expressed it, she knew in her heart that Ben was worried that he’d never have a family of his own.

			‘You have sisters now,’ she’d told him on their honeymoon. ‘Ash and Ivy love you almost as much as me.’

			‘I hope not,’ he’d laughed, but she could see that he was pleased.

			‘And Mum and Dad can’t get enough of you. They treat you as though you were their own.’

			He’d pulled a face. ‘That’s all a bit Tasmanian,’ he’d said, referring to mainlanders’ jokes about an inbred state. With four hundred thousand people the island was hardly a village, but locals took the jesting in their stride. And Tasmanians laughed at mainlanders too: the madness of Sydney’s rat race, the snarled Melbourne commute, the long hot summers that burned them to a crisp.

			Willow observed the landscape slide by: scattered sheep in russet paddocks, garrison towns like sandstone guards of honour, stands of eucalypt waving lazily in the breeze. And the endless blue sky watching – unblinking – their progress. The road wavered in heat haze but the air was fresh, though they were now thirty miles from the sea. Tasmania was like that. An island that couldn’t be defined by a single climate, a single mood, a single landscape. Rolling hills and jagged gorges. Rocky shores and sandy embraces. Cities and empty spaces. Dry forest, low forest, high forest. Wet forest. An island that hung on the edge of the world. An island with something for everyone.

			 

			The sign was obvious, just as the solicitor had said: half a mile past the ford (‘You won’t be able to reach it at high tide,’ he’d warned them), the house’s name flashed up in the headlights, ghostly in the darkness.

			Towerhurst.

			They turned right, climbing the steep track, the little Renault’s wheels spinning in the moss as they chatted nervously – Willow about dinner, Ben about visiting the nearest town tomorrow – until they came to an abrupt stop.

			‘Oh my God,’ Willow gasped.

			There, before them, was a magnificent Federation house, large but not ostentatious, in two shades of white: crisp alabaster on the lower half, peeling ivory above, as though someone had set down a paintbrush at the end of the work day, gone home for tea, and never returned. Eight windows peered from the elevation and a deep verandah promised sundowners and shelter from the west coast’s famous rain.

			But most remarkable, and most out of place, was the tower that reached from the house, rising above the red corrugated iron roof and soaring over the canopy. A sea view, indeed.

			Ben turned to Willow, throwing her a nervous grin. Immediately she knew what he was thinking. He loved it. He was swept away. He was gone. Somewhere in the recesses of his imagination Towerhurst was already becoming a muse.

			‘Will we?’ he said.

			She put her hand in her pocket and touched the keys, as she had done so many times on the drive. Would one of these really fit? Surely, they’d made a mistake. Missed the turning for a tiny cottage, or a tumble-­down shack? And yet Mr Doyle had said: Towerhurst. They’d followed the directions precisely.

			She stepped up to the door, and on her first attempt – as though they were returning home after a stay away – it unlocked.

			Ben picked her up, swinging her small frame into his arms with a mock groan, muttering something about the size of her lunch.

			‘What’re you doing?’

			‘Carrying you into our new home.’

			She laughed. ‘Why?’

			‘What do they say it’s for?’ He paused, thinking. ‘So that demons can’t follow?’

			Her arms looped loosely behind his neck. ‘Isn’t it a wedding thing?’

			‘Well, we’re newly married!’

			‘Something about the wife not showing herself to be too keen for the bed?’

			Quickly, he set her down. ‘We don’t want any talk like that.’ He looked over his shoulder as if checking for neighbours whispering behind net curtains. But there was no one to see, only a thousand trees standing like sentinels.

			‘Thank you, Foxton Trust,’ he said.

			‘Thank you, Foxton Trust,’ she whispered, determined that they’d one day discover who’d done this.

			Ben stepped aside. ‘Your castle, madam’ – he swept low – ‘awaits.’

			With a gentle push, the door yawned open, and Towerhurst awoke once more.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Tasmania

			September 1939

			A driver was waiting at Hobart’s docks to ferry Grace and Rose to Towerhurst. He was a young man – Rose’s age at most – with ash-­blond hair that curled on the crown of his head, and he folded their sign away as they approached. He had a way about him – leaning against a lamppost, a week-­old newspaper tucked beneath his arm – that feigned a casualness Grace didn’t quite believe.

			‘Miss Grey?’ He gave Rose an appreciative look over a nose whose enormity, Grace could now see, wasn’t merely a trick of the light. Your uncle sent me.’ There was no mention of Olive, Uncle Marcus’ wife. ‘I’m the chauffeur,’ he added in an accent so thick he pronounced it show-­fa.

			Rose was amused by the mix up. ‘How delightful. But this’ – her smile only widened as Richard’s fell away – ‘is Grace Grey.’

			‘Oh . . . well.’

			He bustled them into the car, and Grace sighed as she was designated to the backseat, listening to Richard as he asked Rose all about herself and the journey on which they’d just been.

			 

			It had taken eight interminable weeks to sail from England: down Africa’s western coast, across the Indian Ocean, and along Australia, the size of which Grace had vastly underestimated when she’d pulled out a dusty old atlas to research Tasmania on the day after Edeline had announced their trip. ‘Lovely beaches, though the people are monstrously unrefined,’ her mother had said, as though they’d merely be taking a weekend jaunt rather than a journey to the other side of the world.

			Was it a bad omen, Grace had wondered, that Tasmania appeared on page thirteen of that creaky atlas? The island itself was a little triangle-­shaped smudge, home to a few scattered villages, names stolen from their English counterparts: Launceston, Brighton, the Tamar River. She estimated that it was 180 miles south of Melbourne.

			They rolled out of Hobart and into the city’s outskirts in quick order. There, the houses changed from sandstone to brick, to weatherboard, mostly painted white, with ornate fretworks and overhanging verandahs. But the decoration decreased the further west they went so that Grace felt that they were being driven out of civilisation, and she turned to watch the city disappear from the car’s rear window.

			‘How many people live here? In Tasmania?’ she asked from the backseat as they rumbled along a corrugated dirt road.

			Richard gave a low whistle. ‘A couple of hundred thousand? Mostly in Hobart, though. Not many living where we’re headed.’ He glanced at her in the rear-­view mirror; his eyes were the colour of coal.

			‘Is that an oak tree in the field?’ she asked a little later.

			The spare wheel attached to the black Buick’s bonnet rattled in time to his laughter. ‘No. Most things round here’re eucalypts of some kind or another. By the way, it’s paddocks, not fields. But where we’re headed, things are a bit . . . different from here. Cut off from the rest of the state, see? By the West Coast Range. Over there, there’re species no one’s even identified and ten steps off the track you’d be lost, taken by the rainforest in one giant gulp.’

			Rose tapped his shoulder playfully. ‘Richard!’

			‘Children love that kind of thing,’ he’d replied.

			I’m not a child, Grace had wanted to say. I’m fifteen. Instead, she’d said: ‘What type of animals?’

			‘Snakes, for one. And Tasmanian devils, too. They shriek in the night. You’ll hear them. There’s an Irish family lives near your uncle’s place, and they say the devils’ call is just like the banshee; that’s an omen of death, you know?’

			‘Terrifying.’ Rose batted her eyelashes. ‘Have you heard them?’

			‘Plenty of times. I live in Westford, not far from Towerhurst,’ he said pointedly, casting her a glance. ‘I drive this route to Hobart a few times a week.’

			Grace leaned forward. ‘How far to go?’

			‘We’re still hours away. Towerhurst’s north of the ford. We need to make it before high tide, otherwise we’ll have to bunk down for the night.’ He winked at Rose, and Grace watched her turn away, a grin as wide as her face.

			 

			They made the ford in time. It was a thin crossing paved with flat stones that lay across the mouth of a river slicing from the edge of the forest.

			‘Why is it so brown?’ Grace asked. The water was the colour of weak tea.

			‘The button grass in the plains above; it releases tannin. Sometimes the river runs pretty clear, sometimes it’s like this. Depends on the rain.’

			‘What’s it called, this river?’

			‘The Joey River,’ Richard said, answering to Rose, even though she’d not asked the question. ‘Joey, like a baby kangaroo.’

			Rose nodded and turned away, her interest in his Tasmanian facts clearly having waned substantially in the preceding hours.

			Above the Joey River, vegetation closed into an archway that framed the dark heart of the rainforest. Trees crowded against each other, marching downstream and making for the ocean, like lemmings off a cliff, stopped only by the alabaster beach that stretched as far as Grace could see.

			‘That’s Ocean Beach,’ Richard said. ‘When the water’s in, you lose the sand . . . it’s shallow, and at low tide you can walk far out to sea. You don’t want to be there when it turns, though. Easy to get caught. It’s happened before.’

			Grace couldn’t swim, so she planned on staying as far away from the beach as possible.

			As they rolled across the ford, thick plucks of water splattered the windscreen. ‘Better get used to this,’ said Richard. ‘On the west coast of Tasmania, it rains two hundred days a year.’
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