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  FOR OLIVER AND LOUIS


  


  More precious than all the spun gold


  in Fairyland
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  ‘But why must I bring back three strands of the Fairy Queen’s hair?’ spoke the young prince to the crone. ‘Why no other number, why not two or four?’




  The crone leaned forward but did not halt her spinning. ‘There is no other number, my child. Three is the number of time, for do we not speak of past, present and future? Three is the number of family, for do we not speak of mother, father and child? Three is the number of fairy, for do we not seek them between oak, ash and thorn?’




  The young prince nodded, for the wise crone spoke the truth.




  ‘Thus must I have three strands, to weave my magic plait.’




  —FROM ‘THE FAIRY PLAIT’ BY ELIZA MAKEPEACE
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  Preview Chapter: The Distant Hours




  PART•ONE




  1


  London, 1913




  It was dark where she was crouched but the little girl did as she’d been told. The lady had said to wait, it wasn’t safe yet, they had to be as quiet as larder mice. It was a game, the little girl knew, just like hide and seek.




  From behind the wooden barrels the little girl listened. Made a picture in her mind the way Papa had taught her. Men, near and far, sailors she supposed, shouted to one another. Rough, loud voices, full of the sea and its salt. In the distance: bloated ships’ horns, tin whistles, splashing oars; and far above, grey gulls cawing, wings flattened to absorb the ripening sunlight.




  The lady would be back, she’d said so, but the little girl hoped it would be soon. She’d been waiting a long time, so long that the sun had drifted across the sky and was now warming her knees through her new dress. She listened for the lady’s skirts, swishing against the wooden deck. Her heels clipping, hurrying, always hurrying, in a way the girl’s own mamma never did. The little girl wondered, in the vague, unconcerned manner of much-loved children, where Mamma was. When she would be coming. And she wondered about the lady. She knew who she was, she’d heard Grandmamma talking about her. The lady was called the Authoress and she lived in the little cottage on the far side of the estate, beyond the maze. The little girl wasn’t supposed to know. She had been forbidden from playing in the bramble maze. Mamma and Grandmamma had told her it was dangerous to go near the cliff. But sometimes, when no one was looking, the little girl liked to do forbidden things.




  Dust motes, hundreds of them, danced in the sliver of sunlight that had appeared between two barrels. The little girl smiled and the lady, the cliff, the maze, Mamma, left her thoughts. She held out a finger, tried to catch a speck upon it. Laughed at the way the motes came so close before skirting away.




  The noises beyond her hiding spot were changing now. The little girl could hear the hubbub of movement, voices laced with excitement. She leaned into the veil of light and pressed her face against the cool wood of the barrels. With one eye she looked upon the decks.




  Legs and shoes and petticoat hems. The tails of coloured paper streamers flicking this way and that. Wily gulls hunting the decks for crumbs.




  A lurch and the huge boat groaned, long and low from deep within its belly. Vibrations passed through the deck boards and into the little girl’s fingertips. A moment of suspension and she found herself holding her breath, palms flat beside her, then the boat heaved and pushed itself away from the dock. The horn bellowed and there was a wave of cheering, cries of ‘Bon voyage’. They were on their way. To America, a place called New York where Papa had been born. She’d heard them whispering about it for some time, Mamma telling Papa they should go as soon as possible, that they could afford to wait no longer.




  The little girl laughed again; the boat was gliding through the water like a giant whale, like Moby Dick in the story her father often read to her. Mamma didn’t like it when he read such stories. She said they were too frightening and would put ideas in her head that couldn’t be got out. Papa always gave Mamma a kiss on the forehead when she said that sort of thing, told her she was right and that he’d be more careful in future. But he still told the little girl stories of the great whale. And others—the ones that were the little girl’s favourite, from the fairytale book, about eyeless crones, and orphaned maidens, and long journeys across the sea. He just made sure that Mamma didn’t know, that it remained their secret.




  The little girl understood they had to have secrets from Mamma. Mamma wasn’t well, had been sickly since before the little girl was born. Grandmamma was always bidding her be good, minding her that if Mamma were to get upset something terrible might happen and it would be all her fault. The little girl loved her mother and didn’t want to make her sad, didn’t want something terrible to happen, so she kept things secret. Like the fairy stories, and playing near the maze, and the times Papa had taken her to visit the Authoress in the cottage on the far side of the estate.




  ‘A-ha!’ A voice by her ear. ‘Found you!’ The barrel was heaved aside and the little girl squinted up into the sun. Blinked until the owner of the voice moved to block the light. It was a big boy, eight or nine, she guessed. ‘You’re not Sally,’ he said.




  The little girl shook her head.




  ‘Who are you?’




  She wasn’t meant to tell anybody her name. It was a game they were playing, she and the lady.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘It’s a secret.’




  His nose wrinkled, freckles drew together. ‘What for?’




  She shrugged. She wasn’t supposed to speak of the lady, Papa was always minding her so.




  ‘Where’s Sally then?’ The boy was growing impatient. He looked left and right. ‘She ran this way, I’m sure of it.’




  A whoop of laughter from further down the deck and the scramble of fleeing footsteps. The boy’s face lit up. ‘Quick!’ he said as he started to run. ‘She’s getting away.’




  The little girl leaned her head around the barrel and watched him weaving in and out of the crowd in keen pursuit of a flurry of white petticoats.




  Her toes itched to join them.




  But the lady had said to wait.




  The boy was getting further away. Ducking around a portly man with a waxed moustache, causing him to scowl so that his features scurried towards the centre of his face like a family of startled crabs.




  The little girl laughed.




  Maybe it was all part of the same game. The lady reminded her more of a child than of the other grown-ups she knew. Perhaps she was playing too.




  The little girl slid from behind the barrel and stood slowly. Her left foot had gone to sleep and now had pins and needles. She waited a moment for feeling to return, watched as the boy turned the corner and disappeared.




  Then, without another thought, she set off after him. Feet pounding, heart singing in her chest.




  2


  Brisbane, 1930




  In the end they held Nell’s birthday party in the Foresters’ building, up on Latrobe Terrace. Hugh had suggested the new dance hall in town, but Nell, echoing her mother, had said it was silly to go to unnecessary expense, especially with times as tough as they were. Hugh conceded, but contented himself by insisting she send away to Sydney for the special lace he knew she wanted for her dress. Lil had put the idea in his head before she passed away. She’d leaned over and taken his hand, then shown him the newspaper advertisement, with its Pitt Street address, and told him how fine the lace was, how much it would mean to Nellie, that it might seem extravagant but it could be reworked into the wedding gown when the time came. Then she’d smiled at him, and she was sixteen years old again and he was smitten.




  Lil and Nell had been working on the birthday dress for a couple of weeks by then. In the evenings, when Nell was home from the newspaper shop and tea was finished, and the younger girls were bickering lethargically on the verandahs, and the mosquitoes were so thick in the muggy night air you thought you’d go mad from the drone, Nell would take down her stitching basket and pull up a seat beside her mother’s sickbed. He would hear them sometimes, laughing about something that had happened in the newspaper shop: an argument Max Fitzsimmons had had with this customer or that, Mrs Blackwell’s latest medical complaint, the antics of Nancy Brown’s twins. He would linger by the door, filling his pipe with tobacco and listening as Nell lowered her voice, flushed with pleasure as she recounted something Danny had said. Some promise he’d made about the house he was going to buy her when they were wed, the car he had his eye on that his father thought he could get for a song, the latest mixmaster from McWhirter’s department store.




  Hugh liked Danny; he couldn’t wish more for Nell, which was just as well seeing as the pair had been inseparable since they’d met. Watching them together reminded Hugh of his early years with Lil. Happy as larks they’d been, back when the future still stretched, unmarked, before them. And it had been a good marriage. They’d had their testing times, early on before they’d had their girls, but one way or another things had always worked out . . .




  His pipe full, his excuse to loiter ended, Hugh would move on. He’d find a place for himself at the quiet end of the front verandah, a dark spot where he could sit in peace, or as near to peace as was possible in a house full of rowdy daughters, each more excitable than the other. Just him and his flyswat on the window ledge should the mozzies get too close. And then he’d follow his thoughts as they turned invariably towards the secret he’d been keeping all these years.




  For the time was almost upon him, he could feel that. The pressure, long kept at bay, had recently begun to build. She was nearly twenty-one, a grown woman ready to embark on her own life, engaged to be married no less. She had a right to know the truth.




  He knew what Lil would say to that, which is why he didn’t tell her. The last thing he wanted was for Lil to worry, to spend her final days trying to talk him out of it, as she’d done so often in the past.




  Sometimes, as he wondered at the words he’d find to make his confession, Hugh caught himself wishing it on one of the other girls instead. He cursed himself then for acknowledging he had a favourite, even to himself.




  But Nellie had always been special, so unlike the others. Spirited, more imaginative. More like Lil, he often thought, though of course that made no sense.
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  They’d strung ribbons along the rafters—white to match her dress and red to match her hair. The old wooden hall might not have had the spit and polish of the newer brick buildings about town, but it scrubbed up all right. In the back near the stage, Nell’s four younger sisters had arranged a table for birthday gifts, and a decent pile had begun to take shape. Some of the ladies from church had got together to make the supper, and Ethel Mortimer was giving the piano a workout, romantic dance tunes from the war.




  Young men and women clustered at first in nervous knots around the walls, but as the music and the more outgoing lads warmed up, they began to split into pairs and take to the floor. The little sisters looked on longingly until sequestered to help carry trays of sandwiches from the kitchen to the supper table.




  When time came for the speeches, cheeks were glowing and shoes were scuffed from dancing. Marcie McDonald, the minister’s wife, tapped on her glass and everybody turned to Hugh, who was unfolding a small piece of paper from his breast pocket. He cleared his throat and ran a hand over his comb-striped hair. Public speaking had never been his caper. He was the sort of man who kept himself to himself, minded his own opinions and happily let the more vocal fellows do the talking. Still, a daughter came of age but once and it was his duty to announce her. He’d always been a stickler for duty, a rule follower. For the most part anyway.




  He smiled as one of his mates from the wharf shouted a heckle, then he cupped the paper in his palm and took a deep breath. One by one, he read off the points on his list, scribbled in tiny black handwriting: how proud of Nell he and her mother had always been; how blessed they’d felt when she arrived; how fond they were of Danny. Lil had been especially happy, he said, to learn of the engagement before she passed away.




  At this mention of his wife’s recent death, Hugh’s eyes began to smart and he fell silent. He paused for a while and allowed his gaze to roam the faces of his friends and his daughters, to fix a moment on Nell who was smiling as Danny whispered something in her ear. As a cloud seemed to cross his brow, folk wondered if some important announcement was coming, but the moment passed. His expression lightened and he returned the piece of paper to his pocket. It was about time he had another man in the family, he said with a smile, it’d even things up a bit.




  The ladies in the kitchen swept into action then, administering cups of tea to the guests, but Hugh loitered a while, letting people brush past him, accepting the pats on the shoulder, the calls of ‘Well done, mate’, a cup and saucer thrust into his hand. The speech had gone well, yet he couldn’t relax. His heart had stepped up its beat and he was sweating though it wasn’t hot.




  He knew why, of course. The night’s duties were not yet over. When he noticed Nell slip alone through the side door, onto the little landing, he saw his opportunity. He cleared his throat and set his teacup in a space on the gift table, then he disappeared from the warm hum of the room into the cool night air.




  Nell was standing by the silver-green trunk of a lone eucalypt. Once, Hugh thought, the whole ridge would’ve been covered by them, and the gullies either side. Must’ve been a sight, that crowd of ghostly trunks on nights when the moon was full.




  There. He was putting things off. Even now he was trying to shirk his responsibility, was being weak.




  A pair of black bats coasted silently across the night sky and he made his way down the rickety wooden steps, across the dew-damp grass.




  She must have heard him coming—sensed him perhaps—for she turned and smiled as he drew close.




  She was thinking about Ma, she said, as he reached her side, wondering which of the stars she was watching from.




  Hugh could’ve wept when she said it. Damned if she didn’t have to bring Lil into it right now. Make him aware that she was observing, angry with him for what he was about to do. He could hear Lil’s voice, all the old arguments . . .




  But it was his decision to make and he’d made it. It was he, after all, who’d started the whole thing. Unwitting though he might have been, he’d taken the step that set them on this path and he was responsible for putting things right. Secrets had a way of making themselves known, and it was better, surely, that she learned the truth from him.




  He took Nell’s hands in his and placed a kiss on the top of each. Squeezed them tight, her soft smooth fingers against his work-hardened palms.




  His daughter. His first.




  She smiled at him, radiant in her delicate lace-trimmed dress.




  He smiled back.




  Then he led her to sit by him on a fallen gum trunk, smooth and white, and he leaned to whisper in her ear. Transferred the secret he and her mother had kept for seventeen years. Waited for the flicker of recognition, the minute shift in expression as she registered what he was telling her. Watched as the bottom fell out of her world and the person she had been vanished in an instant.




  3


  Brisbane, 2005




  Cassandra hadn’t left the hospital in days, though the doctor held out little hope her grandmother would regain lucidity. It wasn’t likely, he said, not at her age, not with that amount of morphine in her system.




  The night nurse was there again, so Cassandra knew it was no longer day. The precise time she couldn’t guess. It was hard to tell in here: the foyer lights were constantly on, a television could always be heard though never seen, trolleys tracked up and down the halls no matter what the hour. An irony that a place relying so heavily on routine should operate so resolutely outside time’s usual rhythms.




  Nonetheless, Cassandra waited. Watching, comforting, as Nell drowned in a sea of memories, came up for air again and again in earlier times of life. She couldn’t bear to think her grandmother might defy the odds and find her way back to the present, only to discover herself floating on the outer edge of life, alone.




  The nurse swapped the drip’s empty bag for a fat bladder, turned a dial on the machine behind the bed, then set about straightening the bedclothes.




  ‘She hasn’t had anything to drink,’ Cassandra said, her voice sounding strange to her own ears. ‘Not all day.’




  The nurse looked up, surprised at being spoken to. She peered over her glasses at the chair where Cassandra sat, a crumpled blue-green hospital blanket on her lap. ‘Gave me a fright,’ she said. ‘You been here all day, have you? Probably for the best, won’t be long now.’




  Cassandra ignored the implication of this statement. ‘Should we give her something to drink? She must be thirsty.’




  The nurse folded the sheets over and tucked them matter of factly beneath Nell’s thin arms. ‘She’ll be right. The drip here takes care of all that.’ She checked something on Nell’s chart, spoke without looking up. ‘There’s tea-making facilities down the hall if you need them.’




  The nurse left and Cassandra saw that Nell’s eyes were open, staring. ‘Who are you?’ came the frail voice.




  ‘It’s me, Cassandra.’




  Confusion. ‘Do I know you?’




  The doctor had predicted this but it still stung. ‘Yes, Nell.’




  Nell looked at her, eyes watery grey. She blinked uncertainly. ‘I can’t remember . . .’




  ‘Shhh . . . It’s all right.’




  ‘Who am I?’




  ‘Your name is Nell Andrews,’ Cassandra said, taking her hand. ‘You’re ninety-five years old. You live in an old house in Paddington.’




  Nell’s lips were trembling—she was concentrating, trying to make sense of the words.




  Cassandra plucked a tissue from the bedside table and reached to gently wipe the line of saliva on Nell’s chin. ‘You have a stall at the antique centre on Latrobe Terrace,’ she continued softly. ‘You and I share it, we sell old things.’




  ‘I do know you,’ said Nell faintly. ‘You’re Lesley’s girl.’




  Cassandra blinked, surprised. They rarely spoke of her mother, not in all the time Cassandra was growing up and not in the ten years she’d been back, living in the flat beneath Nell’s house. It was an unspoken agreement between them not to revisit a past they each, for different reasons, preferred to forget.




  Nell started. Her panicked eyes scanned Cassandra’s face. ‘Where’s the boy? Not here, I hope. Is he here? I don’t want him touching my things. Ruining them.’




  Cassandra’s head grew faint.




  ‘My things are precious. Don’t let him near them.’




  Some words appeared, Cassandra tripped over them. ‘No . . . no, I won’t. Don’t worry, Nell. He’s not here.’
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  Later, when her grandmother had slipped into unconsciousness again, Cassandra wondered at the mind’s cruel ability to toss up flecks of the past. Why, as she neared her life’s end, her grandmother’s head should ring with the voices of people long since gone. Was it always this way? Did those with passage booked on death’s silent ship always scan the dock for faces of the long-departed?




  Cassandra must have slept then, because the next thing she knew the hospital’s mood had changed again. They’d been drawn further into the tunnel of night. The hall lights were dimmed and the sounds of sleep were everywhere around her. She was slumped in the chair, her neck stiff and her ankle cold where it had escaped the flimsy blanket. It was late, she knew, and she was tired. What had woken her?




  Nell. Her breathing was loud. She was awake. Cassandra moved quickly to the bed, perched again on its side. In the half-light Nell’s eyes were glassy, pale and smudged like paint-stained water. Her voice, a fine thread, was almost frayed through. At first Cassandra couldn’t hear her, thought only that her lips were moving around lost words uttered long ago. Then she realised Nell was speaking.




  ‘The lady,’ she was saying. ‘The lady said to wait . . .’




  Cassandra stroked Nell’s warm forehead, brushed back soft strands of hair that had once gleamed like spun silver. The lady again. ‘She won’t mind,’ she said. ‘The lady won’t mind if you go.’




  Nell’s lips tightened, then quivered. ‘I’m not supposed to move. She said to wait, here on the boat.’ Her voice was a whisper. ‘The lady . . . the Authoress . . . Don’t tell anyone.’




  ‘Shhh,’ said Cassandra. ‘I won’t tell anyone, Nell, I won’t tell the lady. You can go.’




  ‘She said she’d come for me, but I moved. I didn’t stay where I was told.’




  Her grandmother’s breathing was laboured now, she was succumbing to panic.




  ‘Please don’t worry, Nell, please. Everything’s okay. I promise.’




  Nell’s head dropped to the side. ‘I can’t go . . . I wasn’t supposed to . . . The lady . . .’




  Cassandra pressed the button to call for help but no light came on above the bed. She hesitated, listened for hurried footsteps in the hall. Nell’s eyelids were fluttering, she was slipping away.




  ‘I’ll get a nurse—’




  ‘No!’ Nell reached out blindly, tried to grasp hold of Cassandra. ‘Don’t leave me!’ She was crying. Silent tears, damp and glistening on her paling skin.




  Cassandra’s own eyes glazed. ‘It’s all right, Grandma. I’m getting help. I’ll be back soon, I promise.’




  4


  Brisbane, 2005




  The house seemed to know its mistress was gone and if it didn’t exactly grieve for her, it settled into an obstinate silence. Nell had never been one for people or for parties (and the kitchen mice were louder than the granddaughter), so the house had grown accustomed to a quiet existence with neither fuss nor noise. It was a rude shock, then, when the people arrived without word or warning, began milling about the house and garden, slopping tea and dropping crumbs. Hunched into the hillside behind the huge antique centre on the ridge, the house suffered stoically this latest indignity.




  The aunts had organised it all, of course. Cassandra would’ve been just as happy to have gone without, to have honoured her grandmother privately, but the aunts would hear none of it. Certainly Nell should have a wake, they said. The family would want to pay their respects, as would Nell’s friends. And besides, it was only proper.




  Cassandra was no match for such ingenuous certitude. Once upon a time she would have put up an argument, but not now. Besides, the aunts were an unstoppable force, each had an energy that belied her great age (even the youngest, Aunt Hettie, wasn’t a day under eighty). So Cassandra had let her misgivings fall away, resisted the urge to point out Nell’s resolute lack of friends, and set about performing the tasks she’d been allotted: arranging teacups and saucers, finding cake forks, clearing some of Nell’s bric-a-brac so that the cousins might have somewhere to sit. Letting the aunts bustle around her with all due pomp and self-importance.




  They weren’t really Cassandra’s aunts, of course. They were Nell’s younger sisters, Cassandra’s mother’s aunts. But Lesley had never had much use for them, and the aunts had promptly taken Cassandra under their wing in her stead.




  Cassandra had half thought her mother might attend the funeral, might arrive at the crematorium just as proceedings got underway, looking thirty years younger than she really was, inviting admiring glances as she always had. Beautiful and young and impossibly insouciant.




  But she hadn’t. There would be a card, Cassandra supposed, with a picture on the front only vaguely suited to its purpose. Large swirling handwriting that drew attention to itself and, at the bottom, copious kisses. The sort that were easily dispensed, one pen line scarred by another.




  Cassandra dunked her hands into the sink and moved the contents about some more.




  ‘Well I think that went splendidly,’ said Phyllis, the eldest after Nell and the bossiest by far. ‘Nell would’ve liked it.’




  Cassandra glanced sideways.




  ‘That is,’ Phyllis continued, pausing a jot as she dried, ‘she would’ve once she’d finished insisting she hadn’t wanted one in the first place.’ Her mood turned suddenly maternal. ‘And how about you? How’ve you been keeping?’




  ‘I’m all right.’




  ‘You look thin. Are you eating?’




  ‘Three times a day.’




  ‘You could do with some fattening up. You’ll come for tea tomorrow night, I’ll invite the family, make my cottage pie.’




  Cassandra didn’t argue.




  Phyllis glanced warily about the old kitchen, took in the sagging range hood. ‘You’re not frightened here by yourself?’




  ‘No, not frightened—’




  ‘Lonely, though,’ said Phyllis, nose wrinkling with extravagant sympathy. ‘Course you are. Only natural, you and Nell were good company for each other, weren’t you?’ She didn’t wait for confirmation, rather laid a sun-spotted hand on Cassandra’s forearm and pressed on with the pep talk. ‘You’re going to be all right though, and I’ll tell you why. It’s always sad to lose someone you care for, but it’s never so bad when it’s an oldie. It’s as it should be. Much worse when it’s a young—’ She stopped mid-sentence, her shoulders tensed and her cheeks reddened.




  ‘Yes,’ said Cassandra quickly, ‘of course it is.’ She stopped washing cups and leaned to look through the kitchen window into the backyard. Suds slipped down her fingers, over the gold band she still wore. ‘I should get out and do some weeding. The nasturtium’ll be across the path if I’m not careful.’




  Phyllis clutched gratefully the new string of purpose. ‘I’ll send Trevor round to help.’ Her gnarled fingers tightened their grip on Cassandra’s arm. ‘Next Saturday all right?’




  Aunt Dot appeared then, shuffling in from the lounge room with another tray of dirty teacups. She rattled them onto the bench and pressed the back of a plump hand to her forehead.




  ‘Finally,’ she said, blinking at Cassandra and Phyllis through impossibly thick glasses. ‘That’s the last of them.’ She waddled into the kitchen proper and peered inside a circular cake container. ‘I’ve worked up quite a hunger.’




  ‘Oh Dot,’ said Phyllis, relishing the opportunity to channel discomfort into admonition, ‘you’ve just eaten.’




  ‘An hour ago.’




  ‘With your gall bladder? I thought you’d be watching your weight.’




  ‘I am,’ said Dot, straightening and cinching her sizable waist with both hands. ‘I’ve lost half a stone since Christmas.’ She refastened the plastic lid and met Phyllis’s dubious gaze. ‘I have.’




  Cassandra suppressed a smile as she continued to wash the cups. Phyllis and Dot were each as round as the other, all the aunts were. They got it from their mum, and she from her mum before. Nell was the only one who’d escaped the family curse, who took after her lanky Irish dad. They’d always been a sight together, tall, thin Nell with her round, dumpling sisters.




  Phyllis and Dot were still bickering and Cassandra knew from experience that if she didn’t provide a distraction the argument would escalate until one (or both) tossed down a tea towel and stormed off home in high dudgeon. She’d seen it happen before yet had never quite grown accustomed to the way certain phrases, eye contact that lasted a mite too long, could relaunch a disagreement started many years before. As an only child, Cassandra found the well-worn paths of sibling interaction fascinating and horrifying in equal parts. It was fortunate the other aunts had already been shepherded away by respective family members and weren’t able to add their two cents’ worth.




  Cassandra cleared her throat. ‘You know, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask.’ She lifted her volume a little; she’d almost got their attention. ‘About Nell. Something she said in the hospital.’




  Phyllis and Dot both turned, cheeks similarly flushed. The mention of their sister seemed to settle them. Remind them why they were gathered here, drying teacups. ‘Something about Nell?’ said Phyllis.




  Cassandra nodded. ‘In the hospital, towards the end, she spoke about a woman. The lady, she called her, the authoress. She seemed to think they were on some kind of boat?’




  Phyllis’s lips tightened. ‘Her mind was wandering, she didn’t know what she was saying. Probably a character from some television show she’d been watching. Wasn’t there some series she used to like, set on a boat?’




  ‘Oh Phyll,’ said Dot, shaking her head.




  ‘I’m sure I remember her talking about it . . .’




  ‘Come on, Phyll,’ said Dot. ‘Nellie’s gone. There’s no need for all of this.’




  Phyllis folded her arms across her chest and huffed uncertainly.




  ‘We should tell her,’ said Dot gently. ‘It won’t do any harm. Not now.’




  ‘Tell me what?’ Cassandra looked between them. Her question had been asked to pre-empt another family row; she hadn’t expected to uncover this strange hint of secrecy. The aunts were so focused on one another, they seemed to have forgotten she was there. ‘Tell me what?’ she pressed.




  Dot raised her eyebrows at Phyllis. ‘Better to have it come from us than for her to find out some other way.’




  Phyllis nodded almost imperceptibly, met Dot’s gaze and smiled grimly. Their shared knowledge made them allies again.




  ‘All right, Cass. You’d better come and sit down,’ she said finally. ‘Put the kettle on, will you Dotty love? Make us all a nice cuppa?’




  Cassandra followed Phyllis into the sitting room and took a seat on Nell’s sofa. Phyllis eased her wide rear onto the other side and worried a thread loose. ‘Hard to know where to start. Been so long since I thought about it all.’




  Cassandra was perplexed. All of what?




  ‘What I’m about to tell you is our family’s big secret. Every family’s got one, you can be sure of that, some are just bigger than others.’ She frowned in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Now what’s taking Dot so long? Slow as a wet week, she is.’




  ‘What is it, Phyll?’




  She sighed. ‘Promised myself I’d never tell anyone else. The whole thing has caused so much division in our family already. Would that Dad had kept it to himself. Thought he was doing the right thing though, poor bugger.’




  ‘What did he do?’




  If Phyllis heard, she made no acknowledgement. This was her story and she was going to tell it her way and in her own sweet time. ‘We were a happy family. We hadn’t much of anything but we were happy enough. Ma and Pa and we girls. Nellie was the eldest, as you know, then a gap of a decade or so on account of the Great War, then the rest of us.’ She smiled. ‘You wouldn’t credit it, but Nellie was the life and soul of the family back then. We all adored her—thought of her as a mother of sorts, did we younger ones, especially after Ma got sick. Nell looked after Ma so carefully.’




  Cassandra could imagine Nell doing that, but as for her prickly grandmother being the life and soul of the family . . . ‘What happened?’




  ‘For a long time none of us ever knew. That’s the way Nell wanted it. Everything changed in our family and none of us knew why. Our big sister turned into somebody else, seemed to stop loving us. Not overnight, it wasn’t as dramatic as all that. She just withdrew, bit by bit, extricated herself from the lot of us. Such a mystery, it was, so hurtful, and Pa wouldn’t be drawn on the subject no matter how we needled him.




  ‘It was my husband, God rest him, who finally put us on the right path. Not intentionally, mind—it wasn’t like he set out to discover Nell’s secret. Fancied himself a bit of a history buff, that’s all. Decided to put together a family tree once our Trevor was born. Same year as your mum, 1947 that was.’ She paused and eyed Cassandra shrewdly, as if waiting to see whether she had somehow intuited what was coming. She had not.




  ‘One day he came into my kitchen, I remember it clear as day, and said he couldn’t find any mention of Nellie’s birth in the registry. “Well of course not,” I said. “Nellie was born up in Maryborough, before the family pulled up sticks and moved to Brisbane.” Doug nodded then and said that’s what he’d thought, but when he’d sent away for details from Maryborough they told him none existed.’ Phyllis looked meaningfully at Cassandra. ‘That is, Nell didn’t exist. At least not officially.’




  Cassandra looked up as Dot came in from the kitchen and handed her a teacup. ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘Of course you don’t, pet,’ said Dot, sitting herself in the armchair beside Phyllis. ‘And for a long time, neither did we.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘Not until we spoke to June. At Trevor’s wedding, that was, wasn’t it Phylly?’




  Phyllis nodded. ‘Yes, 1975. I was that mad at Nell. We’d only recently lost Pa and here was my eldest boy getting married, Nellie’s nephew, and she didn’t even bother to show. Took herself off on holiday instead. That’s what got me talking that way with June. I don’t mind saying I was having a good old whinge about Nell.’




  Cassandra was confused, she’d never been great at keeping track of the aunts’ extensive web of friends and family. ‘Who’s June?’




  ‘One of our cousins,’ said Dot, ‘on Ma’s side. You’d have met her at some point, surely? She was a year or so older than Nell and the two of them thick as thieves when they were girls.’




  ‘Must’ve been close,’ said Phyllis, with a sniff. ‘June was the only one Nell told when it happened.’




  ‘When what happened?’ said Cassandra.




  Dot leaned forward. ‘Pa told Nell—’




  ‘Pa told Nell something he never should’ve,’ said Phyllis quickly. ‘Thought he was doing the right thing, poor man. Regretted it the rest of his life, things were never the same between them.’




  ‘And he was always partial to Nell.’




  ‘He loved us all,’ snapped Phyllis.




  ‘Oh Phyll,’ said Dot, rolling her eyes. ‘Can’t admit it even now. Nell was his favourite, pure and simple. Ironic, as it turns out.’




  Phyllis didn’t respond, so Dot, pleased to take the reins, continued. ‘It happened on the night of her twenty-first birthday,’ she said. ‘After her party—’




  ‘It wasn’t after the party,’ said Phyllis, ‘it was during.’ She turned towards Cassandra. ‘I expect he thought it was the perfect time to tell her, beginning of her new life and all that. She was engaged to be married, you know. Not your grandpa, another fellow.’




  ‘Really?’ Cassandra was surprised. ‘She never said anything.’




  ‘Love of her life, you ask me. Local boy, not like Al.’




  Phyllis spoke the name with a lick of distaste. That the aunts had disapproved of Nell’s American husband was no secret. It wasn’t personal, rather the shared disdain of a citizenry resenting the influx of GIs who’d arrived in World War Two Brisbane with more money and smarter uniforms, only to abscond with a fair whack of the city’s womenfolk.




  ‘So what happened? Why didn’t she marry him?’




  ‘She called it off a few months after the party,’ said Phyllis. ‘Such an upset. We were all of us so fond of Danny, and it broke his heart, poor fellow. He married someone else eventually, just before the second war. Not that it brought him much happiness, he never came back from fighting the Japs.’




  ‘Did her father tell Nell not to marry him?’ said Cassandra. ‘Is that what he told her that night? Not to marry Danny?’




  ‘Hardly,’ Dot scoffed. ‘Pa thought the sun shone out of Danny. None of our husbands ever matched up.’




  ‘Then why did she break it off?’




  ‘She wouldn’t say, wouldn’t even tell him. Nearly drove us round the bend trying to figure it out,’ said Phyllis. ‘All we knew was that Nell wouldn’t talk to Pa, and she wouldn’t talk to Danny.’




  ‘All we knew until Phylly spoke to June,’ said Dot.




  ‘Near on forty-five years later.’




  ‘What did June say?’ said Cassandra. ‘What happened at the party?’




  Phyllis took a sip of tea and raised her eyebrows at Cassandra. ‘Pa told Nell she wasn’t his and Ma’s.’




  ‘She was adopted?’




  The aunts exchanged a glance. ‘Not exactly,’ said Phyllis.




  ‘More like she was found,’ said Dot.




  ‘Taken.’




  ‘Kept.’




  Cassandra frowned. ‘Found where?’




  ‘On the Maryborough wharf,’ said Dot. ‘Where the big ships used to come in from Europe. They don’t now, of course, there’s much bigger ports, and most people fly these days—’




  ‘Pa found her,’ Phyllis interjected. ‘When she was just a wee thing. It was right before the Great War started. Folks were leaving Europe in droves and we were only too happy to take them here in Australia. Pa was the port master at the time, it was his job to see to it that those that were travelling were all who they said they were, had arrived where they meant to. Some of them had no English to speak of.




  ‘As I understand it, one afternoon there was something of a kerfuffle. A ship came into port after a shocking journey from England. Typhoid infections, sunstroke, they’d had the lot, and when the ship arrived there were extra bags and persons unaccounted for. It was all a mighty headache. Pa managed to get it sorted, of course—he was always good at keeping things in order—but he waited around longer than usual to be sure and let the night watchman know all that had happened, explain why there were extra bags in the office. It was while he was waiting that he noticed there was still someone left on the docks. A little girl, barely four years old, sitting on top of a child’s suitcase.’




  ‘No one else for miles,’ said Dot, shaking her head. ‘She was all alone.’




  ‘Pa tried to find out who she was, of course, but she wouldn’t tell him. Said she didn’t know, she couldn’t remember. And there was no name tag attached to the suitcase, nothing inside that would help either, not as far as he could tell. It was late though, and getting dark, and the weather was turning bad. Pa knew she must be hungry, so eventually he decided there was nothing for it but to take her home with him. What else could he do? Couldn’t just leave her there on the rainy docks all night, could he?’




  Cassandra shook her head, trying to reconcile the tired and lonely little girl of Phylly’s story with the Nell she knew.




  ‘As June tells it, next day he went back to work expecting frantic relatives, police, an investigation—’




  ‘But there was nothing,’ said Dot. ‘Day after day there was nothing, no one said anything.’




  ‘It was as if she’d left no trace. They tried to find out who she was, of course, but with so many people arriving each day . . . There was so much paperwork. So easy for something to slip through the cracks.’




  ‘Or someone.’




  Phyllis sighed. ‘So they kept her.’




  ‘What else could they do?’




  ‘And they let her think she was one of theirs.’




  ‘One of us.’




  ‘Until she turned twenty-one,’ said Phyllis. ‘And Pa decided she should know the truth. That she was a foundling with nothing more to identify her than a child’s suitcase.’




  Cassandra sat silently, trying to absorb this information. She wrapped her fingers around her warm teacup. ‘She must have felt so alone.’




  ‘Too right,’ said Dot. ‘All that way by herself. Weeks and weeks on that big ship, winding up on an empty dock.’




  ‘And all the time after.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ Dot said, frowning.




  Cassandra pressed her lips together. What did she mean? It had come to her in a wave. The certainty of her grandmother’s loneliness. As if in that moment she had glimpsed an important aspect of Nell that she’d never known before. Or rather, she suddenly understood an aspect of Nell she’d known very well. Her isolation, her independence, her prickliness. ‘She must have felt so alone when she realised she wasn’t who she’d thought she was.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Phyllis, surprised. ‘Must admit, I didn’t see that at first. When June told me, I couldn’t see that it changed things all that much. I couldn’t for the life of me understand why Nell had let it affect her so badly. Ma and Pa loved her well and we younger ones worshipped our big sister; she couldn’t have hoped for a better family.’ She leaned against the sofa’s arm, head on hand, and rubbed her left temple wearily. ‘As time’s gone on, though, I’ve come to realise—that happens, doesn’t it? I’ve come to see that the things we take for granted are important. You know, family, blood, the past . . . They’re the things that make us who we are and Pa took them from Nell. He didn’t mean to, but he did.’




  ‘Nell must’ve been relieved that you finally knew, though,’ said Cassandra. ‘It must’ve made it easier in some way.’




  Phyllis and Dot exchanged a glance.




  ‘You did tell her you’d found out?’




  Phyllis frowned. ‘I almost did a number of times, but when it came down to it I just couldn’t find the words, I couldn’t do it to Nell. She’d gone so long without breathing a word of it to any of us, she’d rebuilt her entire life around the secret, worked so hard at keeping it to herself. It seemed . . . I don’t know . . . almost cruel to tear down those walls. Like taking the wool out from under her a second time.’ She shook her head. ‘Then again, perhaps that’s all claptrap. Nell could be fierce when she wanted to, perhaps I just didn’t have the courage for it.’




  ‘It’s nothing to do with courage or its lack,’ said Dot firmly. ‘We all agreed it was for the best. Nell wanted it that way.’




  ‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Phyllis. ‘All the same. It’s not like there weren’t opportunities, the day Doug took the suitcase back for one.’




  ‘Just before Pa died,’ Dot explained to Cassandra, ‘he had Phylly’s husband drop the suitcase over to Nell. Not a word as to what it was, mind. That was Pa, as bad as Nell for keeping secrets. He’d had it hidden away all those years, you see. Everything still inside, just as when he found her.’




  ‘Funny,’ said Phyllis. ‘As soon as I saw the suitcase that day I thought of June’s story. I knew it must be the one Pa had found with Nell on the wharf all those years ago, yet in all the time it had been at the back of Pa’s storeroom I’d never given it a thought. Didn’t connect it with Nell and her origins. If I ever considered it at all, it was to wonder what Ma and Pa had ever wanted with such a funny-looking case. White leather with silver buckles. Tiny it was, child size . . .’




  And although Phylly continued to describe the suitcase, she needn’t have bothered, for Cassandra knew exactly how it looked.




  What was more, she knew what it contained.




  5


  Brisbane, 1976




  Cassandra knew where they were going as soon as her mother wound down the window and told the petrol station attendant to ‘Fill her up’. The man said something and her mother laughed girlishly. He winked at Cassandra before letting his gaze fall to her mother’s long brown legs in their cut-off denim shorts. Cassandra was used to men staring at her mother and thought little of it. Rather, she turned to look out her own window and thought about Nell, her grandmother. For that’s where they were going. The only reason her mother ever put more than five dollars of petrol in the car was to make the hour-long trip up the Southeast Freeway to Brisbane.




  Cassandra had always been in awe of Nell. She’d only met her five times before (as far as she could remember), but Nell wasn’t the kind of person one easily forgot. For a start, she was the oldest person Cassandra had ever seen in real life. And she didn’t smile like other people did, which made her seem rather grand and more than a little frightening. Lesley didn’t speak much of Nell but once, when Cassandra was lying in bed and her mother was fighting with the boyfriend before Len, she’d heard Nell referred to as a witch, and though Cassandra had stopped believing in magic by then, the image wouldn’t leave her.




  Nell was like a witch. Her long silvery hair rolled into a bun on the back of her head, the narrow wooden house on the hillside in Paddington, with its peeling lemon-yellow paint and overgrown garden, the neighbourhood cats that followed her everywhere. The way she had of fixing her eyes straight on you, as if she might be about to cast a spell.




  They sped along Logan Road with the windows down and Lesley singing along to the radio—the new ABBA song that was always on Countdown. After crossing the Brisbane River they bypassed the centre of town and drove through Paddington with its corrugated-iron toadstools cut into the hills. Off Latrobe Terrace, down a steep slope and midway along a narrow street was Nell’s place.




  Lesley jerked the car to a halt and shut off the ignition. Cassandra sat for a moment, hot sun shining through the windscreen onto her legs, skin under her knees glued to the vinyl seat. She hopped out of the car when her mum did and stood beside her on the pavement, gazing upwards, involuntarily, at the tall, weatherboard house.




  A thin, cracked concrete path ran up one side. There was a front door, way up top, but someone years ago had enclosed the stairway so that the entrance was obscured, and Lesley said that no one ever used it. Nell liked it that way, she added: it stopped people from dropping in unexpectedly, thinking they were welcome. The gutters were old and wonky, with large rust-rimmed holes which must’ve let through buckets of water when it stormed. No sign of rain today though, Cassandra thought, as a warm breeze set the wind chimes to jangling.




  ‘Christ, Brisbane’s a stink hole,’ said Lesley, peering over the top of her large bronze sunglasses and shaking her head. ‘Thank God I got out.’




  A noise then from the top of the path. A sleek caramel cat fixed the new arrivals with a look, distinctly unwelcoming. Squeaky hinges on a gate, then footsteps. A tall, silver-haired figure appeared by the cat. Cassandra drew breath. Nell. It was like coming face to face with a figment of her imagination.




  They all stood, observing one another. Nobody spoke. Cassandra had the strange sensation of being witness to a mysterious ritual of adulthood that she couldn’t quite understand. She was wondering why they continued to stand, who would make the next move, when Nell broke the silence. ‘I thought you agreed to call first in future.’




  ‘Good to see you too, Mum.’




  ‘I’m in the middle of sorting boxes for auction. I’ve things everywhere, there’s no room to sit.’




  ‘We’ll manage.’ Lesley flicked her fingers in Cassandra’s direction. ‘Your granddaughter’s thirsty, it’s bloody hot out here.’




  Cassandra shifted uncomfortably and looked at the ground. There was something odd about her mother’s behaviour, a nervousness she wasn’t accustomed to and couldn’t articulate. She heard her grandmother exhale slowly.




  ‘All right then,’ said Nell, ‘you’d better come inside.’
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  Nell hadn’t been exaggerating about the mess. The floor was covered in scrunched newspaper, great crinkly mounds. On the table, an island amidst the sea of newsprint, were countless pieces of china and glass and crystal. Bric-a-brac, Cassandra thought, pleasing herself by remembering the term.




  ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Lesley, gliding to the other side of the kitchen.




  Nell and Cassandra were left alone then and the older woman trained her eyes on Cassandra in that uncanny way she had.




  ‘You’ve grown taller,’ she said eventually. ‘But you’re still too thin.’




  It was true, the kids at school were always telling her so.




  ‘I was thin like you,’ said Nell. ‘You know what my father used to call me?’




  Cassandra shrugged.




  ‘Lucky legs. Lucky they don’t snap in half.’ Nell started pulling teacups off hooks attached to an old-fashioned cabinet. ‘Tea or coffee?’




  Cassandra shook her head, scandalised. For though she had turned ten in May, she was still a little girl and not accustomed to grown-ups offering her grown-up drinks.




  ‘I don’t have fruit juice or fizzy drinks,’ warned Nell, ‘or any of those sorts of things.’




  She found her tongue. ‘I like milk.’




  Nell blinked at her. ‘It’s in the fridge, I keep plenty for the cats. The bottle will be slippery so don’t drop it on my floor.’




  When the tea was poured, Cassandra’s mum told her to scoot. The day was too bright and sunny for a little girl to be cooped up inside. Grandma Nell added that she could play under the house but she wasn’t to disturb anything. And she most certainly was not to enter the downstairs flat.
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  It was one of those desperate Antipodean spells where the days seem strung together with no gaps between. Fans do little else but move the hot air around, cicadas threaten to deafen, to breathe is to exert, and there is nothing for it but to lie on one’s back and wait for January and February to pass, the March storms to come, and then finally the first April gusts.




  But Cassandra didn’t know that. She was a child and had a child’s stamina for difficult climates. She let the screen door slap closed behind her and followed the path into the back garden. Frangipani flowers had dropped and were baking in the sun, black and dry and shrunken. She smudged them with her shoe as she walked. Drew some pleasure from watching the smears scar the blond concrete.




  She sat on the little iron garden seat in the clearing at the top and looked down at the strange garden of her mysterious grandmother, the patched-up house beyond. She wondered what her mother and grandmother were speaking of, why had they come to visit today, but no matter how she twisted the questions in her mind she could divine no answers.




  After a time, the distraction of the garden proved too great. Her questions dropped away and she began to harvest pregnant busy lizzie pods while a black cat watched from a distance, pretending disinterest. When she had a nice collection, Cassandra climbed up onto the lowest bough of the mango tree in the back corner of the yard, pods cupped gently in her hand, and began to pop them, one by one. Enjoying the cold, gooey seeds that sprayed across her fingers, the pussycat’s surprise when a pod shell dropped between her paws, her zeal as she mistook it for a grasshopper.




  When they were all discharged, Cassandra brushed her hands on her shorts and let her gaze wander. On the other side of the wire fence was a huge white rectangular building. It was the Paddington theatre, Cassandra knew, though it was closed now. Somewhere nearby her grandmother had a secondhand shop. Cassandra had been there once before on another of Lesley’s impromptu visits to Brisbane. She’d been left with Nell while her mother went off to meet someone or other.




  Nell had let her polish a silver tea set. Cassandra had enjoyed that, the smell of the Silvo, watching as the cloth turned black and the teapot shiny. Nell even explained some of the markings—lion for sterling, leopard’s head for London, a letter for the year it was made. It was like a secret code. Cassandra had hunted at home later that week, hoping to find silver that she could polish and decode for Lesley. But she hadn’t found any. She had forgotten until now how much she’d enjoyed the task.




  As the day wore on and the mango leaves began to sag with heat and the magpies’ songs got stuck in their throats, Cassandra made her way back down the garden path. Mum and Nell were still in the kitchen—she could see their shadowy silhouettes through the gauze of the screen—so she continued around the side. There was a huge timber sliding door on runners and when she pulled the handle it opened to reveal the cool, dim area beneath the house.




  The dark formed such a contrast to the bright outdoors that it was like crossing the threshold into another world. Cassandra felt a jolt of excitement as she went inside and walked around the room’s rim. It was a large space but Nell had done her best to fill it. Boxes of varying shapes and sizes were stacked from floor to ceiling around three sides, and along the fourth leaned odd windows and doors, some with broken glass panes. The only space left uncovered was a doorway, halfway along the furthest wall, which led into the room Nell called ‘the flat’. Peering inside, Cassandra could see it was about the size of a bedroom. Makeshift shelves, heavy with old books, spanned two walls, and there was a fold-out bed in the corner, a red, white and blue patchwork quilt draped across it. A small window let in the room’s only light, but someone had nailed timber palings across it in places. To keep burglars out, Cassandra supposed. Though what they would want with such a room she couldn’t imagine.




  She had a strong urge to lie on the bed, to feel the cool of the quilt beneath her warm skin, but Nell had been clear—she could play downstairs but she wasn’t allowed inside the flat—and Cassandra had a habit of obedience. Rather than enter the flat and collapse onto the bed, she turned away. Went back to the spot where some child, long ago, had painted hopscotch squares on the cement floor. She nosed about the edges of the room for a suitable stone, discarded a few before settling on one that was even in shape with no jagged angles to send it off course.




  Cassandra rolled it—a perfect landing in the middle of the first square—and began to hop. She was up to number seven when her grandmother’s voice, sharp as broken glass, cut through the floor from upstairs. ‘What kind of a mother are you?’




  ‘No worse than you were.’




  Cassandra remained still, balancing on one leg in the middle of a square as she listened. There was silence, or at least there was silence as far as Cassandra could tell. More likely they had just lowered their voices again, remembered that the neighbours were only a few metres away on either side. Len was always reminding Lesley when they argued that it wouldn’t do to have strangers knowing their business. They didn’t seem to mind that Cassandra heard every word.




  She began to wobble, lost her balance and lowered her foot. It was only for a split second, then she had it raised again. Even Tracy Waters, who had a reputation amongst the grade five girls for being the strictest of hopscotch judges, would have allowed it, would have let her continue the round, but Cassandra had lost her enthusiasm for playing. Her mother’s tone of voice had left her unsettled. Her tummy had started to ache.




  She tossed her stone aside and stepped away from the squares.




  It was too hot to go back outside. What she really felt like doing was reading. Escaping into the Enchanted Wood, up the Faraway Tree, or with the Famous Five into Smuggler’s Top. She could picture her book, lying on her bed where she’d left it that morning, right near the pillow. Stupid of her not to bring it; she heard Len’s voice, as she always did when she’d done something dumb.




  She thought then of Nell’s shelves, the old books lining the flat. Surely Nell wouldn’t mind if she chose one and sat down to read? She’d be careful to do no harm, to leave things just as she’d found them.




  The smell of dust and time was thick inside. Cassandra let her gaze run along the rows of book spines, red and green and yellow, and waited for a title to arrest her. A tabby cat was stretched across the third shelf, balanced in front of the books in a strip of sunlight. Cassandra hadn’t noticed it before and wondered where it had come from, how it had entered the flat without her seeing. The cat, seeming to sense that she was under scrutiny, pushed up on her front legs and fixed Cassandra with a look of majesty. Then she leapt in a single fluid motion to the floor and disappeared beneath the bed.




  Cassandra watched her go, wondering what it would be like to move so effortlessly, to vanish so completely. She blinked. Perhaps not so completely after all. Where the cat had brushed under the quilt, something was now exposed. It was small and white. Rectangular.




  Cassandra knelt on the floor and lifted the quilt edge. Peered beneath. It was a tiny suitcase, an old suitcase. Its lid sat askew and Cassandra could see some of the way inside. Papers, white fabric, a blue ribbon.




  The certainty came over her suddenly, the feeling that she must know exactly what it held, even if it meant breaking Nell’s rules further. Heart flickering, she slid the suitcase out and leaned the lid against the bed. Began to look over the things inside.




  A silver hairbrush, old and surely precious, with a little leopard’s head for London stamped near the bristles. A white dress, small and pretty, the sort of old-fashioned dress Cassandra had never seen, let alone owned—the girls at school would laugh if she wore such a thing. A bundle of papers tied together with a pale blue ribbon. Cassandra let the bow slip loose between her fingertips and brushed the ends aside to see what lay beneath.




  A picture, a black and white sketch. The most beautiful woman Cassandra had ever seen, standing beneath a garden arch. No, not an arch, a leafy doorway, the entrance to a tunnel of trees. A maze, she thought suddenly. The strange word came into her mind fully formed.




  Scores of little black lines combined like magic to form the picture, and Cassandra wondered what it would feel like to create such a thing. The image was oddly familiar and at first she couldn’t think how that could be. Then she realised—the woman looked like someone from a children’s book. Like an illustration from an olden days fairytale, the maiden who turns into a princess when the handsome prince sees beyond her ratty clothing.




  She set the sketch on the ground beside her and turned her attention to the rest of the bundle. There were some envelopes with letters inside, and a notebook full of lined pages that someone had covered with long curly handwriting. It may have been written in a different language for all that Cassandra knew, she certainly couldn’t read it. Brochures and torn-out pages of magazines had been tucked in the back with an old photograph of a man and a woman and a little girl with long plaits. Cassandra recognised none of them.




  Beneath the notebook she found the book of fairytales. The cover was green cardboard, the writing gold: Magical Tales for Girls and Boys, by Eliza Makepeace. Cassandra repeated the author’s name, enjoying the mysterious rustle against her lips. She opened it up and inside the front cover was a picture of a fairy sitting in a bird’s woven nest: long flowing hair, a wreath of stars around her head, and large, translucent wings. When she looked more closely, Cassandra realised that the fairy’s face was the same as that in the sketch. A line of spidery writing curled around the base of the nest proclaiming her ‘Your storyteller, Miss Makepeace’. With a delicious shiver, she turned to the first fairytale sending startled silverfish scrambling in all directions. Time had coloured the pages yellow, worked and worried at the edges. The paper felt powdery and when she rubbed a dog-eared corner it seemed to disintegrate a little, fall to dust.




  Cassandra couldn’t help herself. She curled up on her side in the centre of the camp bed. It was the perfect place for reading, cool and quiet and secret. Cassandra always hid when she read, though she never quite knew why. It was as if she couldn’t shake the guilty suspicion that she was being lazy, that surrendering herself so completely to something so enjoyable must surely be wrong.




  But surrender she did. Let herself drop through the rabbit hole and into a tale of magic and mystery, about a princess who lived with a blind crone in a cottage on the edge of a dark wood. A brave princess, far braver than Cassandra would ever be.




  She was two pages from the end when footsteps on the floorboards above called back her attention.




  They were coming.




  She sat up quickly and swung her legs over the side of the bed, feet onto the floor. She wanted desperately to finish, to find out what would happen to the princess. But there was nothing for it. She straightened the papers, tossed everything back into the suitcase and slid it under the bed. Removed all evidence of her disobedience.




  She slipped from the flat, picked up a stone and headed for the hopscotch squares again.




  By the time her mum and Nell appeared at the sliding door, Cassandra could make a pretty convincing case that she’d been playing hopscotch all afternoon.




  ‘Come here, kiddo,’ said Lesley.




  Cassandra dusted off her shorts and went to her mother’s side, wondered as Lesley wrapped an arm around her shoulders.




  ‘Having fun?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Cassandra cautiously. Had she been found out?




  But her mother wasn’t cross. Quite the opposite; she seemed almost triumphant. She looked at Nell. ‘Told you, didn’t I? Takes care of herself, this one.’




  Nell didn’t answer and Cassandra’s mum continued: ‘You’re going to stop here with Grandma Nell for a bit, Cassie. Have an adventure.’




  This was a surprise; her mum must have more business in Brisbane. ‘Will I have lunch here?’




  ‘Every day, I reckon, until I get back to collect you.’




  Cassandra was aware suddenly of the sharp edges of the stone she was holding. The way the corners pushed into her fingertips. She looked from her mother to her grandmother. Was it a game? Was her mother making a joke? She waited to see whether Lesley would burst out laughing.




  She didn’t. Merely gazed at Cassandra, blue eyes wide.




  Cassandra could think of nothing to say. ‘I didn’t bring my pyjamas,’ was what she managed in the end.




  Her mother smiled then, quickly, broadly, with relief, and Cassandra glimpsed somehow that the point of refusal had been passed. ‘Don’t worry about that, you duffer. I’ve packed you a bag in the car. You didn’t think I’d drop you off without a bag, did you?’




  Through all this Nell was silent, stiff. Watching Lesley with what Cassandra recognised as disapproval. She supposed her grandmother didn’t want her to stay. Little girls had a habit of getting in the way, Len was always saying so.




  Lesley skipped to the car and leaned through the open window at the back to pull out an overnight bag. Cassandra wondered when she’d packed it, why she hadn’t let Cassandra pack it herself.




  ‘Here you are, kiddo,’ said Lesley, tossing the bag to Cassandra. ‘There’s a surprise in there for you, a new dress. Len helped me choose it.’




  She straightened and said to Nell: ‘Just a week or two, I promise. Just while Len and me get ourselves sorted.’ Lesley ruffled Cassandra’s hair. ‘Your Grandma Nell’s looking forward to having you stay. It’ll be a real, proper summer holiday in the big smoke. Something to tell the other kids when school goes back.’




  Cassandra’s grandmother smiled then, only it wasn’t a happy smile. Cassandra thought she knew how it felt to smile like that. She often did so herself when her mother promised her something she really wanted but knew might not come off.




  Lesley brushed a kiss on her cheek, gave her hand a squeeze and then, somehow, she was gone. Before Cassandra could give her a hug, could tell her to drive safely, could ask her when exactly she’d be back.
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  Later, Nell made dinner—fat pork sausages, mashed potato, and mushy peas from a can—and they ate in the narrow room by the kitchen. Nell’s house didn’t have flyscreens on the windows like Len’s unit on Burleigh Beach, instead Nell kept a plastic swat on the window ledge beside her. When flies or mozzies threatened, she was a quick draw. So swift, so practised were these attacks that the cat, asleep on Nell’s lap, barely flinched.




  The stumpy pedestal fan on top of the fridge beat thick, moist air back and forth while they ate; Cassandra answered her grandmother’s occasional questions as politely as she could, and eventually the ordeal of dinner ended. Cassandra helped to dry the dishes, then Nell took her to the bathroom and started running lukewarm water into the tub.




  ‘Only thing worse than a cold bath in winter,’ Nell said matter-of-factly, ‘is a hot bath in summer.’ She pulled a brown towel from the cupboard and balanced it on the toilet cistern. ‘You can shut the water off when it reaches this line.’ She pointed out a crack in the green porcelain, then stood, straightening her dress. ‘You’ll be all right then?’




  Cassandra nodded and smiled. She hoped she’d answered correctly, adults could be tricky sometimes. For the most part, she knew, they didn’t like it when children made their feelings known, not their bad feelings anyway. Len was often reminding Cassandra that good children should smile and learn to keep their black thoughts to themselves. Nell was different, though; Cassandra wasn’t sure how she knew it, but she sensed Nell’s rules were different. All the same, it was best to play things safe.




  That was why she hadn’t mentioned the toothbrush, or lack of toothbrush. Lesley was always forgetting such things when they spent time away from home, but Cassandra knew a week or two without wouldn’t kill her. She looped her hair up into a bun and tied it on top of her head with an elastic band. At home she wore her mother’s shower cap, but she wasn’t sure if Nell had one and didn’t want to ask. She climbed into the bath and sat in the tepid water, gathered her knees up close and shut her eyes. Listened to the water lapping the sides of the tub, the buzz of the light bulb, a mosquito somewhere above.




  She stayed like that for some time, climbing out only reluctantly when she realised that if she put it off any longer, Nell might come looking for her. She dried herself, hung the towel carefully over the shower rail, lining up the edges, then got into her pyjamas.




  She found Nell in the sunroom, making up the day bed with sheets and a blanket.




  ‘It’s not usually for sleeping on,’ said Nell, patting a pillow into place. ‘The mattress isn’t much to speak of and the springs are a bit hard, but you’re only a waif of a girl. You’ll be comfy enough.’




  Cassandra nodded gravely. ‘It won’t be for long. Just a week or two, just while Mum and Len get things sorted.’




  Nell smiled grimly. She looked about the room then back to Cassandra. ‘Anything else you need? A glass of water? A lamp?’




  Cassandra half wondered whether Nell had a spare toothbrush but couldn’t formulate the words required to ask. She shook her head.




  ‘In you hop then,’ said Nell, lifting a corner of the blanket.




  Cassandra slid obediently into place and Nell pulled up the sheets. They were surprisingly soft, pleasantly worn with an unfamiliar yet clean smell.




  Nell hesitated. ‘Well . . . goodnight.’




  ‘Goodnight.’




  Then the light was off and Cassandra alone.
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  In the dark, strange noises were amplified. Traffic on a distant ridge, a television in one of the neighbouring houses, Nell’s footsteps on the floorboards of another room. Outside the window, the wind chimes were clattering, and Cassandra realised that the air had become charged with the smell of eucalypt and road tar. A storm was coming.




  She curled up tight beneath the covers. Cassandra didn’t like storms, they were unpredictable. Hopefully it would blow over before it really got going. She made a little deal with herself: if she could count to ten before the next car droned over the nearby hill, everything would be okay. The storm would pass quickly and Mum would come back for her within the week.




  One. Two. Three . . . She didn’t cheat, didn’t rush . . . Four. Five . . . Nothing so far, halfway there . . . Six. Seven . . . Breathing quickly, still no cars, almost safe . . . Eight—




  Suddenly, she sat bolt upright. There were pockets inside the bag. Her mum hadn’t forgotten, she’d just tucked the toothbrush in there for safekeeping.




  Cassandra slipped out of bed as a violent gust tossed the chimes against the windowpane. She crept across the room, bare feet cooled by a draught of wind that sneaked between the floorboards.




  The sky above the house grumbled ominously then turned spectacularly to light. It felt dangerous, reminded Cassandra of the storm in the fairytale she’d read that afternoon, the angry storm that had followed the little princess to the crone’s cottage.




  Cassandra knelt on the floor, rummaging in one pocket after another, willing the toothbrush’s familiar shape to meet her fingertips.




  Big fat raindrops started falling, loud on the corrugated-iron roof. Sporadic at first, then increasing until Cassandra could hear no gaps between.




  It wouldn’t hurt to recheck the main part of the bag while she was at it: a toothbrush was only small, maybe it was tucked so far down she’d missed it? She pushed her hands in deep and pulled out everything from inside. The toothbrush was not there.




  Cassandra blocked her ears as another clap of thunder shook the house. She picked herself up and folded her arms across her chest, aware vaguely of her own thinness, her inconsequence, as she hurried back to bed and climbed under the sheet.




  Rain poured over the eaves, ran down the windows in rivulets, spilled from the sagging gutters that had been caught unawares.




  Beneath the sheet, Cassandra lay very still, hugging her own body. Despite the warm muggy air there were goosebumps on her upper arms. She knew she should try to sleep, she’d be tired in the morning if she didn’t and no one liked to spend time with a grump.




  Try as she might though, sleep wouldn’t come. She counted sheep, sang silent songs about yellow submarines, and oranges and lemons, and gardens beneath the sea, told herself fairytales. But the night threatened to stretch on endlessly.




  As lightning flashed, rain poured and thunder tore open the sky, Cassandra began to weep. Tears that had waited a long time for escape were finally released under the dark veil of rain.




  How much time passed before she became aware of the shadowy figure standing in the doorway? One minute? Ten?




  Cassandra caught a sob in her throat, held it there although it burned.




  A whisper, Nell’s voice. ‘I came to check the window was closed.’




  In the dark Cassandra held her breath, wiped at her eyes with the corner of the sheet.




  Nell was close now; Cassandra could sense the strange electricity generated when another human stands near without touching.




  ‘What is it?’




  Cassandra’s throat, still frozen, refused to let words pass.




  ‘Is it the storm? Are you frightened?’




  Cassandra shook her head.




  Nell sat stiffly on the edge of the day bed, tightened her dressing-gown around her middle. Another flash of lightning and Cassandra saw her grandmother’s face, recognised her mother’s eyes with their slightly downturned corners.




  The sob was finally dislodged. ‘My toothbrush,’ she said, through tears. ‘I don’t have my toothbrush.’




  Nell looked at her a moment, startled, then gathered Cassandra in her arms. The little girl flinched at first, surprised by the suddenness, the unexpectedness of the gesture, but then she felt herself surrender. She collapsed forward, head resting against Nell’s soft lavender-scented body, shoulders shaking as she wept warm tears into Nell’s nightie.




  ‘There now,’ Nell whispered, hand smoothing Cassandra’s hair. ‘Don’t you worry. We’ll find you another one.’ She turned her head to look at the rain sluicing against the window, and rested her cheek on the top of Cassandra’s head. ‘You’re a survivor, you hear? You’re going to be all right. Everything’s going to be all right.’




  And although Cassandra couldn’t believe that things would ever be all right, she was comforted a little by Nell’s words. Something in her grandmother’s voice suggested that Nell understood. That she knew just how frightening it was to spend a stormy night alone in an unfamiliar place.




  6


  Maryborough, 1913




  Though he was late home from port, the broth was still warm. That was Lil, bless her, she wasn’t the sort to serve up cold soup to her fellow. Hugh spooned the last of it into his mouth and leaned back against his chair, gave his neck a rub. Outside, distant thunder rolled along the river and into town. An invisible draught set the lamplight to flickering, coaxed the room’s shadows from hiding. He let his tired gaze follow them across the table, around the base of the walls, along the front door. Dancing dark on the skin of the shiny white suitcase.




  Lost suitcases he’d had, plenty of times. But a little girl? How the hell did someone’s child wind up sitting on his wharf, alone as you please? She was a nice little thing too, as far as he could tell. Pretty to look at, strawberry hair like spun gold and real deep blue eyes. A way of looking at you that told you she was listening, that she understood all you were saying, and all you weren’t.




  The door to the sleep-out opened and Lil’s soft, familiar shape materialised. She pulled the door gently behind her and started down the hall. Brushed a bothersome curl behind her ear, the same unruly curl that’d been jumping out of place all the time he’d known her. ‘She’s asleep now,’ Lil said as she reached the kitchen. ‘Frightened of the thunder, but she couldn’t fight it for long. Poor little lamb was as tired as the day.’




  Hugh took his bowl to the bench and dunked it in tepid water. ‘Little wonder, I’m tired myself.’




  ‘You look it. Leave the washing-up to me.’




  ‘I’m all right, Lil love. You go in, I won’t be long.’




  But Lil didn’t leave. He could sense her behind him, could tell, the way a man learns to, that she’d something more to say. Her next words sat pregnant between them and Hugh felt his neck tense. Felt the tide of previous conversations draw back, suspend a moment, preparing to crash once more upon them.




  Lil’s voice, when it came, was low. ‘You needn’t pussyfoot around me, Hughie.’




  He sighed. ‘I know that.’




  ‘I’ll come through. Have before.’




  ‘Course you will.’




  ‘Last thing I need is for you to treat me like an invalid.’




  ‘I don’t mean to, Lil.’ He turned to face her. Saw that she was standing on the far side of the table, hands resting on the back of a chair. The stance, he knew, was supposed to convince him of her stability, to say ‘all is as it was’, but Hugh knew her too well for that. He knew that she was hurting. Knew also there was nothing he could bloody well do to set things right. As Dr Huntley was so fond of telling them, some things just weren’t meant to be. It didn’t make it any easier though, not on Lil and not on him.




  She was by his side then, bumping him gently with her hip. He could smell the sweet, sad milkiness of her skin. ‘Go on. Get yourself to bed,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in soon.’ The carefully rendered cheerfulness made his blood chill but he did as she said.




  She was true to her word, wasn’t far behind him, and he watched as she cleaned the day from her skin, pulled her nightdress over her head. Though her back was turned, he could see how gently she eased the clothing over her breasts, her stomach that was still swollen.




  She glanced up then and caught him looking. Defensiveness chased vulnerability from her face. ‘What?’




  ‘Nothing.’ He concentrated on his hands, the calluses and rope burns earned by his years on the wharves. ‘I was just wondering about the little one out there,’ he said. ‘Wondering who she is. Didn’t give up her name, I s’pose?’




  ‘Says she doesn’t know. Doesn’t matter how many times I ask, she just looks back at me, serious as can be, and says she can’t remember.’




  ‘You don’t think she’s fooling, do you? Some of them stowaways do a darn good line in fooling.’




  ‘Hughie,’ scolded Lil. ‘She’s no stowaway, she’s little more than a baby.’




  ‘Easy, Lil love. I was just asking.’ He shook his head. ‘Only it’s hard to believe she could’ve clean forgot like that.’




  ‘I’ve heard of it before, amnesia it’s called. Ruth Halfpenny’s father got it, after his fall down the shaft. That’s what causes it, falls and the like.’




  ‘You think she might’ve had a fall?’




  ‘Couldn’t see any bruises on her, but it’s possible, ain’t it?’




  ‘Ah well,’ said Hugh, as a flash of lightning lit the room’s corners, ‘I’ll look into it tomorrow.’ He shifted position, lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. ‘She must belong somewhere,’ he said quietly.




  ‘Yes.’ Lil extinguished the lamp, casting them into darkness. ‘Someone must be missing her like the dickens.’ She rolled over as she did each night, turning her back on Hugh and shutting him out of her grief. Her voice was muffled by the sheet: ‘I tell you, they don’t deserve her though. Bloody careless. What kind of person could lose a child?’
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  Lil watched out the window where the two little girls were running back and forth below the clothesline, laughing as the cool damp sheets brushed their faces. They were singing again, another of Nell’s songs. That was one thing that hadn’t slipped her memory, the songs; she knew such a lot of them.




  Nell. That’s what they were calling her now, after Lil’s mum, Eleanor. Well, they had to call her something, didn’t they? The funny little thing still couldn’t tell them her name. Whenever Lil quizzed her, she widened those big blue eyes and said she didn’t remember.




  After the first few weeks, Lil stopped asking. Truth be told, she was just as happy not to know. Didn’t want to imagine Nell with any name other than the one they’d given her. Nell. It suited her so well, no one could say it didn’t. Almost as if she’d been born to it.




  They’d done their best to find out who she was, where she belonged. That’s all anyone could ask of them. And although initially she’d told herself that they were just minding Nell for a time, keeping her safe until her people came for her, with every day that passed Lil became more certain that there were no such people.




  They’d fallen into an easy routine, the three of them. Breakfast together of a morning, then Hughie would leave for work and she and Nell would get started on the house. Lil found she liked having a second shadow, enjoyed showing Nell things, explaining how they worked, and why. Nell was a big one for asking why—why did the sun hide at night, why didn’t the fire flames leap out of the grate, why didn’t the river get bored and run the other way?—and Lil loved supplying answers, watching as understanding dawned on Nell’s little face. For the first time in her life Lil felt useful, needed, whole.




  Things were better with Hughie, too. The sheet of tension that the past few years had strung between them was beginning to slip away. They’d stopped being so damned polite, tripping over their carefully chosen words like two strangers drafted into close quarters. They’d even started to laugh again sometimes, easy laughter that came unforced like it had before.




  As for Nell, she took to life with Hughie and Lil like a duck to the Mary River. It didn’t take long for the neighbourhood kids to discover there was someone new in their midst and Nell perked up something tremendous at the prospect of other children to play with. Young Beth Reeves was over the fence at some point every day now. Lil loved the sound of the two girls running about together. She’d been waiting so long, had so looked forward to a time when little voices might squeal and laugh in her own backyard.




  And Nell was a most imaginative child. Lil often heard her describing long and involved games of make-believe. The flat, open yard became a magical forest in Nell’s imagination, with brambles and mazes, even a cottage on the edge of a cliff. Lil recognised the places Nell described from the book of children’s fairytales they’d found in the white suitcase. Lil and Hughie had been taking it in turns to read the stories to Nell of a night. Lil had thought them too frightening at first, but Hughie had convinced her otherwise. Nell, for her part, didn’t seem bothered a whit.




  From where she stood, watching at the kitchen window, Lil could tell that’s what they were playing today. Beth was listening, wideeyed, as Nell led her through an imaginary maze, flitting about in her white dress, sun rays turning her long red plaits to gold.




  Nell would miss Beth when they moved to Brisbane, but she’d be sure to make new friends. Children did. And the move was important. There was only so long Lil and Hughie could tell people that Nell was a niece from up north. Sooner or later the neighbours were going to start wondering why she hadn’t gone home. How much longer she’d be staying.




  No, it was clear to Lil. The three of them needed to make a fresh start somewhere they weren’t already known. A big city where people wouldn’t ask questions.




  7


  Brisbane, 2005




  It was a morning in early spring and Nell had been dead just over a week. A brisk wind wove through the bushes, twirling the leaves so that their pale undersides fluttered towards the sun. Like children thrust suddenly into the spotlight, flitting between nerves and self-importance.




  Cassandra’s mug of tea had long grown cold. She’d set it on the cement ledge after her last sip and forgotten it was there. A brigade of busy ants whose way had been thwarted was now forced to take evasive action, up the mug’s edge and through the handle to the other side.




  Cassandra didn’t notice them though. Sitting on a rickety chair in the backyard, beside the old laundry, her attention was on the rear wall of the house. It needed a coat of paint. Hard to believe five years had passed already. The experts recommended that a weatherboard house should be repainted every seven, but Nell hadn’t held with such convention. In all the time Cassandra had lived with her grandmother, the house had never received a full coat. Nell was fond of saying that she wasn’t in the business of spending good money to give the neighbours a fresh view.




  The back wall, however, was a different matter—as Nell said, it was the only one they ever spent any time looking at. So while the sides and front peeled beneath the fierce Queensland sun, the back was a thing of beauty. Every five years the paint charts would come out and a great deal of time and energy would be spent debating the merits of a new colour. In the years Cassandra had been around it had been turquoise, lilac, vermilion, teal. Once it had even hosted a mural of sorts, unsanctioned though it might have been . . .




  Cassandra had been nineteen and life was sweet. She was in the middle of her second year at the college of arts, her bedroom had morphed into a studio so that she had to climb across her drawing board to reach her bed each night, and she was dreaming of a move to Melbourne to study art history.




  Nell was not so keen on the plan. ‘You can study art history at Queensland uni,’ she said whenever the subject was raised. ‘No need to drag yourself down south.’




  ‘I can’t stay living at home forever, Nell.’




  ‘Who said anything about forever? Just wait a little while, find your feet here first.’




  Cassandra pointed to her Doc-clad feet. ‘Found ’em.’




  Nell didn’t smile. ‘Melbourne’s an expensive city to live in and I can’t afford to pay your rent down there.’




  ‘I’m not picking up glasses at the Paddo Tav for fun, you know.’




  ‘Pah, with what they pay, you can put off applying to Melbourne for another decade.’




  ‘You’re right.’




  Nell cocked her chin and raised a dubious eyebrow, wondering where such sudden capitulation was leading.




  ‘I’ll never save enough money myself.’ Cassandra bit her bottom lip, arresting a hopeful smile. ‘If only there were someone willing to spot me a loan, a loving person who wanted to help me follow my dreams . . .’




  Nell picked up the box of china she was taking to the antique centre. ‘I’m not going to stand around here and let you paint me into a corner, my girl.’




  Cassandra sensed a hopeful fissure in the once solid refusal. ‘We’ll talk about it later?’




  Nell rolled her eyes skyward. ‘I fear we will. And then again and again and again.’ She huffed a sigh, signalling that the subject was, for now at least, closed. ‘Have you got everything you need to do the back wall?’




  ‘Check.’




  ‘You won’t forget to use the new brush on the boards? I don’t want to stare at loose bristles for the next five years.’




  ‘Yes, Nell. And just to get things straight, I dip the brush into the paint tin before putting it on the boards, right?’




  ‘Cheeky girl.’




  When Nell arrived home from the antique centre that afternoon, she rounded the corner of the house and stopped still, appraising the wall in its shiny new coat.




  Cassandra stepped back and pressed her lips together to stop from laughing. Waited.




  The vermilion was striking, but it was the black detailing she’d added over in the far corner that her grandmother was staring at. The likeness was uncanny: Nell sitting on her favourite chair, holding aloft a cup of steaming tea.




  ‘I seem to have painted you into a corner, Nell. Didn’t mean to, I just got carried away.’




  Nell’s expression was unreadable.




  ‘I’m going to do me next, sitting right beside you. That way, even when I’m in Melbourne, you’ll remember that we’re still a pair.’




  Nell’s lips had trembled a little then. She’d shaken her head and set down the box she’d brought back from the stall. Heaved a sigh. ‘You’re a cheeky girl, there’s no doubt about that,’ she’d said. And then she’d smiled despite herself and cupped Cassandra’s face in her hands. ‘But you’re my cheeky girl and I wouldn’t have you any other way . . .’




  A noise, and the past was chased away, dispersed into the shadows like smoke by the brighter, louder present. Cassandra blinked and wiped her eyes. Far above her a plane droned, a white speck in a sea of bright blue. Impossible to imagine there were people inside, talking and laughing and eating. Some of them looking down just as she was looking up.




  Another noise, nearer now. Shuffling footsteps.




  ‘Hello there, young Cassandra.’ A familiar figure appeared at the side of the house, stood for a moment catching his breath. Ben had once been tall, but time had a way of moulding people into shapes they themselves no longer recognised, and his was now the body of a garden gnome. His hair was white, his beard wiry, and his ears inexplicably red.




  Cassandra smiled, genuinely pleased to see him. Nell was not one for friends and had never hidden her distaste for most other humans, their neurotic compulsion for the acquisition of allies. But she and Ben had seen eye to eye. He was a fellow trader at the antique centre, a one-time solicitor who’d turned his hobby into a job when his wife died, his firm suggested gently it might be time to retire, and his purchase of second-hand furniture threatened to squeeze him out of home.




  When Cassandra was growing up he’d been a father figure of sorts, offering wisdom she’d appreciated and disdained in equal measure, but since she’d been back living with Nell, he’d become her friend too.




  Ben pulled a faded squatter’s chair from beside the concrete laundry tub and sat down carefully. His knees had been damaged as a young man in the second war and gave him grief aplenty, especially when the weather was turning.




  He winked over the rim of his round glasses. ‘You’ve got the right idea. Beaut spot this, nice and sheltered.’




  ‘It was Nell’s spot.’ Her voice sounded strange to her ears and she wondered vaguely how long it had been since she’d spoken aloud to anyone. Not since dinner at Phyllis’s place a week before, she realised.




  ‘That’d be right. Count on her to know just where to sit.’




  Cassandra smiled. ‘Would you like a cuppa?’




  ‘Love one.’




  She went through the back door into the kitchen and set the kettle on the stove. The water was still warm from when she’d boiled it earlier.




  ‘So, how’ve you been keeping?’




  She shrugged. ‘I’ve been all right.’ Came back to sit on the concrete step near his chair.




  Ben pressed pale lips together, smiled slightly so that his moustache tangled with his beard. ‘Has your mum been in touch?’




  ‘She sent a card.’




  ‘Well then . . .’




  ‘Said she would’ve liked to make it down but she and Len were busy. Caleb and Marie—’




  ‘Of course. Keep you busy, teenagers.’




  ‘Not teenagers any more. Marie just turned twenty-one.’




  Ben whistled. ‘Time flies.’
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