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‘And that,’ I said triumphantly, ‘is how it’s done!’ 
Typing the last word in my story, I sat back in my chair and glanced across at Jay Patel. The young journalist had not noticed my exuberant flourish. Instead, his eyes were focused with dismay on his computer screen. 
‘Jay?’ I said. 
He looked up. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Rosie. I had some bad news. One of my mother’s cousins has died.’
‘Gosh, I’m sorry to hear that. Was her cousin very old?’
‘Only forty-five. He was killed by a hippopotamus.’
‘He was… Sorry?’
‘He was killed by a hippopotamus.’
I tried to put all this together. Jay and his family were from India, and hippos were found in Africa. 
‘Okay,’ I said uncertainly. ‘A hippo.’ 
Jay explained. ‘Aryan and his friend were on holiday in Zimbabwe when their boat capsized,’ he said. ‘His friend survived. Aryan did not.’
‘That’s terrible. I’m sorry for your loss.’
Jay sighed. ‘It could have been worse,’ he said, leaning back. ‘My mother comes from a large family. She has four cousins named Aryan. The one who was killed was the unlikable Aryan.’ 
I processed this. It’s always hard to find words when someone dies. It’s even more complicated when they were not liked. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘There’s that.’
Trixie, my beagle, crossed to Jay and laid her head on his knee. She could read people’s feelings as well as a bird could sing. After I asked Jay to pass on my condolences, Trixie and I made our way to Harry’s office at the front of the building. Harry Blackshore, the editor of the Cape Carson Gazette, was at his desk with Doris Glow, our receptionist. His office was a tiny room piled high with back issues of the newspaper. Fighting against the cloying aroma of old newspapers was the spicy scent of the Thai food they were eating from takeaway containers. 
‘Is that good?’ I asked. 
Harry nodded. ‘It’s from the new place on William Street,’ he said. ‘Very tasty.’
‘Doris?’ I said. ‘Harry thinks all food is good. What do you think?’
‘On this occasion, I agree with him.’ The receptionist was seventy years old and six years Harry’s senior. ‘This meets with my approval.’ 
I told them quietly about Jay’s sad news, and Harry gave a thoughtful nod. ‘I’ll keep an eye on him,’ he said. ‘Death affects us all in different ways.’
As a journalist for the newspaper, I’d encountered death on more than one occasion. Despite Cape Carson being a beautiful place to live, people still got murdered here, sometimes at an alarming rate. 
I glanced at my watch. ‘Better get going,’ I said. ‘I’m meeting Kim for lunch.’
‘Just one thing,’ Harry said. ‘I had a call from someone the other day: Charlie Holmes. He wants us to do a story about his totems.’
‘Totems?’
‘He’s a sculptor. Charlie’s totems resemble celebrities.’
‘Harry,’ I said suspiciously. ‘Are you sure this is a story, and you’re not just doing someone a favour?’
Harry did his best to look insulted but failed abysmally. ‘It’s a story,’ he insisted. ‘I’m sure his sculptures are…well…newsworthy. And get pictures. Plenty of them.’
That was Harry’s mantra: pictures, pictures, pictures.
He gave me Charlie’s details, and I agreed to contact him. I said a quick cheerio before leaving the office and heading down to Percy Street. 
It was a quiet day in town. Winter was almost upon us. The air was frigid, and the sky a solid sheet of battleship grey. 
The weather could go either way: the air could remain still as a photograph, or a wind could pick up, and the skies become blustery and wet. I didn’t mind either. 
At this time of year, tourists didn’t make the long drive from Melbourne. Although we liked and appreciated visitors from out of town—they kept our businesses running—they also brought more traffic, congestion, and pollution. It was nice to have Cape Carson to ourselves. 
Trixie barked furiously at a stray seagull stabbing at some chips in a garbage bin. The bird flew away, squawking.
‘Silly dog,’ I said and slipped her a homemade doggy snack. 
Leaving Trixie outside, I entered Sandy’s Diner. 
The owner—Sandy Clementine—was wiping down the counter. Giving her a quick hi, I arrowed to a booth where Kim Chen was waiting. 
Although we could not have been more physically different, Kim was my best friend. Whereas she had black hair and was barely five feet tall, my hair was brown, and I towered over her—and most people—at just over six feet. 
She glanced up from her phone. ‘Ah-ha,’ she said. ‘My sister from another mister. How was your morning?’
‘Could not be better,’ I said, settling opposite her. ‘Giuseppe Costa put in another application to the council to develop West Beach. Thankfully, it got knocked back.’ The area was a vast section of undisturbed beachfront, and the locals wanted to keep it that way. ‘What’s happening?’ 
‘I’ve found something interesting for us to do.’
Uh oh. 
Kim’s idea of interesting was often quite different to mine. 
‘What is it?’ I asked cautiously. 
‘Have you heard of The Spider?’
‘Uh, you mean those creepy crawly insects that I chase around the house with a broom?’ 
She laughed. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘There’s those too. No, I mean the artist. The woman who called herself The Spider. Her real name is Olga Farago.’
The name was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 
Kim continued. ‘She recently moved to Cape Carson,’ she said. ‘She’s starting a one-week intensive in painting and drawing. The classes are this week.’ 
‘Oh yes,’ I said, remembering. We’d been running ads for her in the paper. She’d been famous many years ago when she went under the moniker of The Spider. Back then, she was an installation artist, weaving enormous webs around famous Australian landmarks using vast lengths of nylon. ‘And this interests me…how?’
‘At one time, she was one of Australia’s most revered artists.’
‘Okay,’ I said uncertainly. 
‘Let’s go to the classes!’ Kim said as if I were an idiot. ‘It’ll be great! We’ll be a couple of Van Goghs before you know it!’
I wasn’t so sure about that. Cutting my left ear while trying to trim my hair was probably the closest I’d ever come to being Van Gogh. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m kind of busy.’
‘Doing what?’
Actually, I was busy doing nothing. Besides needing to binge the next true crime drama on Netflix, my social calendar was open. Too open, really. For a divorced woman in the prime of my life, I was feeling like an old maid. 
‘Can she actually paint or draw? Olga, I mean? Or does she just spin a big web around things?’
‘Absolutely. She is fantastic. She was also a finalist for the Archibald prize.’
That was Australia’s most prestigious portraiture prize for painting.
‘I can’t paint,’ I pointed out. ‘Or draw. Not even doodle.’
‘That’s why people go to art classes. So they can learn!’ 
‘But I have no talent.’
Kim blew a raspberry. ‘Talent-smlalent!’ she said. ‘Talent is overrated.’
‘But I don’t want to be an artist.’
‘Who cares?’ Kim leaned close. ‘There may be men. Hot men. We can chat to them without appearing desperate.’
‘But I’m not desperate.’
‘But I am! I haven’t been on a proper date in months! The last guy I went out with was that ventriloquist!’
While being a ventriloquist shouldn’t disqualify anyone from dating, in Kim’s case, it was a love that could never be. I’d met Tim. He was a nice guy but insisted on taking his dummy, Barney, on the date. It did not go well as Barney spent as much time talking to Kim as Tim. 
‘Okay,’ I said grudgingly. ‘I suppose it’s good to try something new. And there might be nice guys there.’ 
Sandy came over and took our orders. Although the burgers at Sandy’s Diner were to die for, I chose a sandwich and water. Calories, of late, were sticking like glue. 
As we ate, I contemplated my love life. My ex-husband, George, was living with his girlfriend, Sadie. Our relationship had been friendly enough until a recent incident involving his brother, Nico, which had almost gotten me killed. Now Nico was awaiting trial, and relations had cooled between George and me. 
There’d been hints of romance with Todd Parker, the local police sergeant, but that had so far led to nothing. Our jobs got in the way, and we disagreed as much as we saw eye to eye. 
After finishing lunch, I paid up and ordered one of my jumbo double-shot caramel lattes. Sandy’s eyebrow went up a notch. ‘You know that’s your third for the day?’ she said. 
‘Who needs sleep? It’s overrated.’
I said goodbye to Kim, unleashed Trixie, and we headed back to the office. The temperature had dropped while I’d been at the diner, and the air felt heavy with rain. Putting on some pace, we reached the office just as the skies opened up. 
Doris was back at her desk. ‘Goodness,’ she said. ‘It looks wild out there.’
‘It is,’ I assured her. ‘Inside is the best place to be.’
Heading down the hallway, I glanced into Ellie Applegate’s office. Our IT guru had the tiniest room in the whole building, and I suspected it had once been a broom cupboard. Still, Ellie never seemed to mind. 
The dreadlocked girl looked up. ‘Hey you,’ she said. ‘The rain’s started?’ 
I confirmed that it had. 
‘I ran into Kim the other day,’ she continued. ‘You’re doing Olga’s art classes?’
‘You know about that?’ 
‘Sure. I’ve even tried talking Ralph into it.’ Ralph was her boyfriend. ‘No luck, though. He’d rather hang out with the bees than with people.’ 
Saying it should be fun—but not sure that it would be—I returned to my desk as my phone rang. I didn’t recognise the number. 
‘Rosie Ryan?’ a man asked. 
‘Speaking.’
‘It’s Tony Hall calling on behalf of Vivian Shelly.’
Ah-ha! I’d been leaving messages for Tony for some time. Vivian Shelly was a medium who had moved to Berrajig, a tiny place north of Cape Carson. 
‘Thanks for ringing back,’ I said. ‘I was hoping to arrange an interview with Vivian.’
‘I’ve spoken to Vivian.’ His voice was clear and measured. ‘She’s agreed to meet with you.’
‘That’s great.’
‘But we expect the interview to be courteous. Vivian doesn’t need publicity. She’s so highly respected that she’s even begun live-streaming her séances, so that people from all over the world can participate.’
‘I believe you still have some people in attendance.’
‘We do. Our Platinum experience allows a few people to attend in person. They also stay overnight.’
‘I look forward to the interview.’ 
Arranging a time to meet at their home the next day, I thanked him and hung up. The conversation went around in my mind. I didn’t like this kind of story. I didn’t believe in any of this mumbo-jumbo mediumship. Still, I was a journalist, and an interview with Vivian Shelly was a coup because she rarely met with reporters. Vivian was the closest thing we had to a celebrity in these parts, and we couldn’t be choosy. 
Jay looked up from his computer. ‘What was that about?’ 
Knowing his family had recently faced a loss, I knew I had to be careful. ‘That was a guy named Tony Hall,’ I said. ‘His wife is a medium. She holds seances where she claims to speak to the dead and even live-streams the sessions.’
‘Wow,’ Jay said, nodding. ‘Communicating with the dead. I wonder if they have anything interesting to say?’
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‘Good day for a drive,’ I said to Trixie. ‘Not!’ 
The rain was bucketing down as I drove to Berrajig. Bad weather had set in, and was expected to continue for days. 
I didn’t often come this way. Berrajig was so tiny that it didn’t even have a shop. The place was another minuscule dot on the Australian map, a mixture of bush and open fields that stretched to the horizon. A few lonely cows stood about and watched me pass. Old farm silos reached skyward. Kangaroos bounced across distant paddocks. 
A car sped past on the other side of the road, sending a spray of water onto my old jeep Wrangler. 
‘At least I won’t need to wash the car,’ I mumbled.
Trixie yowled.  
Open fields gave way to bush, a matted jungle of acacia, eucalyptus, and ferns. Slowing down, I checked the map on my phone. I was close to the turnoff now. My eyes scanned the undergrowth. 
Maybe I’ve already passed it. 
A gap appeared, leading into a tarred driveway. 
There it is. 
I turned off the road. Ahead lay a gate with high stone walls that disappeared into the bush on both sides. I slowed at the entrance and hit the intercom. There was a pause before the gate wheezed open. The rain subsided to a steady drizzle as I followed the meandering driveway. I was wondering if we’d ever reach the house when the bush opened onto neatly trimmed lawn. 
‘Mysticism pays off,’ I murmured to Trixie. 
She barked. 
At the end of the driveway sat a long, flat glass and steel pavilion. A yin and yang symbol of white and black pebbles was arranged in front of the house, along with some carefully placed maples. Behind the building lay a body of water. A lake, by the look of it, at least a hundred metres across. 
I stopped the car. ‘Boy,’ I muttered. ‘I knew I was in the wrong business.’ 
I tried to quell my unease. Mediums and people like them were con artists. They made their money by cashing in on people’s pain and trauma. 
Vivian Shelly had been small time until she’d weaselled her way onto a regional morning television show. One thing led to another, and she started bringing out books. The first two didn’t do much, but the third had remained at the top of the bestseller list for twelve weeks. I wasn’t sure if that were a sign of her talents or people’s gullibility. 
I had a feeling Vivian might not appreciate having a dog around. It didn’t look like a dog-friendly home. The rain had stopped, so I cracked the window and told Trixie I wouldn’t be long. 
Goodness, I thought as I stared at the house. 
The place was even more palatial at second glance. A wide strip of marble paving stones stretched the whole length of the building. Tinted windows faced the garden. I trotted to the recessed entry, feeling like a Lilliputian in Gulliver’s Travels. The door was a big squarish thing the size of my bedroom wall. It was so big that knocking seemed ridiculous. Is there a chain? I had no idea what I was supposed to do. 
How do I get in?
Just as I spotted a doorbell recessed into the timber, the door swung open almost as if by magic, and a handsome man in grey pants, white shirt and black jacket appeared. My goodness. He was very good-looking, almost like a young Cary Grant. His hair was even worn in a classic part with a side sweep. I wondered about his age. Thirty? Maybe. No older. 
‘Tony Hall?’ I hazarded. 
‘You must be Rosie Ryan.’ Smiling, he stuck out a hand which I shook. ‘Welcome to the Lake House.’ 
Following him into a foyer, I cast a single glance around the interior. It was similar to the outside: simple, modern, and a tribute to the wonders of concrete and glass. 
This type of house could be cold and impersonal, but the designer had cleverly applied highlights of red cedar around doors and windows to warm it up. 
The foyer opened out onto a living room that faced the lake. Trees surrounded the crystal clear water, although a tiny stone building—what appeared to be a miniature church—sat nestled among the trees. If it was a church, it was the smallest I’d ever seen. It could barely fit half a dozen people. 
Hallways arched off east and west from the living room. I’d thought the building was straight, but now I realised it had a slight bend, like a crescent moon. The halls seemed to run the whole length, from east to west. 
Good grief. There are hotels smaller than this. 
The rain had momentarily stopped, but now it began again. The droplets transformed the mirror-like lake into a mass of concentric circles. 
‘You’ve picked a good day to come,’ Tony said, amused. ‘Most days, it’s lovely out there.’ 
I nodded, surprised that Tony was so affable. He seemed almost like a normal person. I wondered how he functioned in the outside world. Maybe he didn’t go out a lot. It was hard imagining him spending an afternoon with the boys at the footy or carousing at the pub on a Saturday afternoon. 
A shadow moved in a doorway, and Vivian emerged. She was slim and wore a long, black dress. Her hair was flat and straight and reached down to her waist. I’d seen her picture before, but she was more imposing in person. 
Her fingers were studded with an assortment of rings: red, blue, orange, green. This was nothing compared to the necklace. It had so many colours it was like she was wearing a rainbow. 
They’re all fake, I thought. 
I remembered reading an interview where Vivian spoke about buying costume jewellery because she loved the colours. None of it was ever worth anything. She wore it to add some splash to her appearance. 
‘Rosie,’ Vivian strode over and firmly shook my hand. ‘So pleased to meet you.’ 
‘Likewise. This is a beautiful home.’
‘Thank you. Life has been kind.’
Being a criminal hasn’t hurt either. 
Vivian continued. ‘You’ve already met my husband, Tony.’ 
‘I have.’ I glanced back at him. Maybe I was imagining things, but she looked to be about forty. That put a ten-year age gap between Vivian and her husband. ‘Have you lived here long?’  
‘We built the house. There had been another building here: an old, falling-down farmhouse. The lake was here too, although it was a mess. We had it cleaned out and deepened.’
I nodded to the tiny building nestled amongst the trees. ‘Is that a church?’
‘A chapel.’ It was Tony who answered. ‘Vivian uses it to enhance her psychic vibration.’
I’m sure she does.
They motioned me to a leather lounge chair. I sat down, and it was so soft that I was almost swallowed whole. Tony went to get us cold drinks while I got out my notebook. 
‘This is a huge house,’ I said. ‘Is it only yourself and Tony here?’
‘We have a chef who comes in occasionally. Neither Tony nor I are the best cooks. A cleaner visits once a week. So do the gardeners.’
‘It seems peaceful here.’ 
‘Peace and quiet are conducive to connecting with the spirit world.’
‘I see.’ My eyes angled over to a slim bookcase. I struggled out of the lounge chair and crossed to it. The books were by Vivian: The Other Side, Love Everlasting, Together Though Parted, Making Contact, and others. She’d been busy. ‘You’re quite prolific.’ 
‘A lot of people have wanted to know about my work.’ 
Tony arrived with a jug and some glasses. ‘We rarely give interviews,’ he said. ‘As I mentioned on the phone, these days Vivian prefers to hold private sessions for small groups.’
‘And there’s the live-streaming,’ I added. 
He nodded. ‘The live-streaming lets Vivian connect with a global audience,’ he explained. ‘Sometimes the spirits have messages for those who can’t physically be here for the Platinum experience.’ 
‘The Platinum experience is a traditional séance?’ 
‘If there is such a thing,’ Vivian said, smiling. ‘Every séance is different depending on the spirits who wish to make contact.’ 
I wondered why I’d been invited here. Vivian obviously had a lot of money. Maybe she had a new book coming out. Celebrities—even questionable ones like Vivian Shelly—only contacted the media when they wanted something. 
‘There’s a lot of interest in the psychic world,’ Vivian continued. ‘People sometimes have misconceptions.’ She nodded to her husband. ‘Although Tony grew up in this area, I’m a stranger. I grew up in far-north Queensland. We’re hoping to allay people’s concerns about me.’
Misconceptions? And concerns? 
What did she mean? 
‘What makes you think people are concerned?’ I asked carefully. 
Vivian and Tony exchanged glances. 
‘We’ve received a few nasty parcels,’ Tony said. ‘They’re from idiots who don’t know anything—’
Vivian tut-tutted him. ‘That’s why Rosie’s here,’ she said. ‘To set the record straight.’
Actually, I thought. That isn’t why Rosie’s here. I’m here to get a story for the paper. 
It didn’t surprise me that Vivian had been targeted. 
People had differing opinions about mediums and contacting the dead. 
‘I’m happy to tell your side of the story,’ I said. 
‘Have you read any of Vivian’s books?’ Tony asked. 
I said I hadn’t. 
‘I can briefly tell you my story,’ Vivian said. ‘Then you can ask me any other questions to fill in the gaps.’ She paused. ‘It began when I was a child. My grandfather lived with us. He was old and unwell. I adored him. One morning, I went in to see him, but he’d passed on to the next world. Of course, I didn’t know. I was only seven.’
‘I see.’
‘A few days after that, I began to feel his presence. It was as if he were still there. He had a shuffling gait, and I could almost hear him walking around the house. Sometimes I even felt like he was standing beside me. I’d look up, expecting to see him, but there was no one there.
‘One night, I lay in bed and focused on him. After a few minutes, I picked up some words and phrases. His voice said he’d moved onto the spirit realm, but he was fine and happy. He was there with my grandmother. There was nothing to fear. The spirit realm was beyond the curtain. He said we would all be together again one day.
‘After that, I didn’t feel so lonely or afraid. His presence slowly left me over the following weeks, and I thought no more about it. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I remembered back to what had happened. At that time, a friend was killed in an accident, and I was upset about her passing. 
‘Suddenly, out of nowhere, I felt her presence. It was as if she were sitting in the room with me. I spoke to her, and I could hear her words in my mind. She wanted me to tell her parents she was fine. I said her parents wouldn’t believe that I had spoken to her. She said to mention their cat, Billie. She said she was with Billie in the spirit world because our pets go there too.’ 
There was something in the way Vivian spoke that had me mesmerised. Now I gathered myself and quickly scribbled notes. ‘So,’ I said. ‘What did you tell her parents?’
‘I was quite nervous.’ Vivian gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘I thought they would throw me out of their house. At first, they were polite when I told them I’d felt their daughter’s presence. They thought I might have been imagining it. Then I mentioned their cat, and they knew I’d experienced something special.
‘You see, the cat had died years before I’d met them. It was when their daughter was only a baby. There was no way she would even remember the cat and no way I could know about it.’
‘Okay,’ I said, nodding. ‘So, how did you make the transition to becoming a professional medium?’
Tony cut in. ‘We don’t really like that term professional medium,’ he said. ‘That makes it sound like a business. We prefer either, just medium, or clairvoyant.’ 
I thought about the books on the shelves, the Platinum experience, and the live-streaming. It certainly looked like a business. But I simply nodded. 
‘Soon after,’ Vivian continued, ‘a friend asked me to do a reading at their house. Although I only expected a few people, about a dozen turned up. That was my first séance. I helped make connections between a few of them and some loved ones who had passed. That led to a booking at a local hotel.’
She explained that the first booking had led to a second and a third. Soon, she was appearing at a venue every week. A television appearance had brought her attention all around the country. 
Vivian had come a long way in a short time. Of course, all that meant to me was that she’d been a successful businesswoman. And she’d done it in a disreputable fashion; she’d lied to people about being able to speak to the dead. 
‘So the Platinum experience is limited to only a few people?’ I said. 
‘No more than half a dozen. I don’t like travelling anymore. It’s tiring. And, besides, I can help more people using the wonders of live-streaming.’ 
I thought of all those people plugging in to be part of the séance. It could be dozens. Hundreds. Maybe even thousands. Even at a few bucks a pop, it could be a massive money earner. 
‘Vivian,’ Tony said. ‘Why don’t we show Rosie the Scarlet Room?’
The Scarlet Room? I thought. Sounds like something out of a horror film. 
The medium agreed, and I followed her and Tony down the hall to an open doorway on the left. A circular table sat in the middle, and two television screens faced each other on opposite walls. Besides them, everything else was scarlet: the walls, ceiling, chairs, floor, and table. 
‘It’s certainly very…er, scarlet,’ I said. 
‘The colour helps to channel my energies,’ Vivian said. 
‘I see,’ I said, although it sounded like more gobbledygook. ‘And the televisions?’
‘The group assembles here,’ Tony explained. ‘We transmit our energies to Vivian in the chapel. We can view Vivian on one screen and see the numbers from the live-streaming feed on the other.’ 
I frowned. ‘So Vivian runs the
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