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Prologue
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1913

––––––––
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Early on a midsummer evening through the gauzy light of dusk, she follows the coach track that skirts the river bank. The fields are wheaten and tinder-dry. The only green to be seen is the silvery-sage of the tops of the ghost gums that line the rutted road. 
She had been looking for this opportunity for weeks and would have blurted out all she had to say, every painfully considered word, when she first saw him leave the village hall and head south on this path minutes before. But something in his gait had checked her; some inkling of the need for self-preservation made her follow at a cautious distance.

She knew he was heading to the old jetty, a place on the river called the Deep, when he disappeared into the scrub at the bend in the track. It was a popular swimming hole, but deserted at this time of drought. The river was only a shadow of itself, a thin brown ribbon wending its way past the village and out into the bay.  

It has been a day of many surprises, but nothing has prepared her for the scene she encounters as she crouches in the spinifex just beyond the jetty. She is by turns outraged and fascinated. Her hand is drawn to her mouth to stifle cries of indignation, yet she cannot turn away. 

An unnatural stillness envelopes all. The unseen creatures of the bush have ceased their stirring, silenced by the violent intrusion. She feels each blow that is landed as though inflicted upon her own flesh.

Now she is running through the suffocating darkness with feet enmeshed as in her nightmares. Her arms are outstretched; burrs gather on her skirts; sharp sobs escape her throat. Oh, that the ground would swallow her up! 

One thought steals through the pain, outrage and fear: how to draw a mask on this? How not to betray the horror of what she has seen and heard when, with every pulse of her blood, she is living and reliving it?

For she already knows that she must and will keep their awful secrets to herself, never breathing a word to a soul, and this dawning weighs on her like the heaviest of stones.
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Chapter One

[image: ]


2017

––––––––
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Willa McPhee snapped her laptop shut, pumped the air with her fist, and grinned from ear to ear. She had sat for hours at her desk by the window, barely noticing the storm whose aftermath bathed the room in a peculiar golden light. Outside, the trees beyond her small square of garden dripped, shedding their watery burden.
She has just made a thrilling discovery, the kind every researcher of family history dreams of. Not a convict ancestor, they were quite mundane if the histories of her fellow students in the genealogy research class she was taking at the local library were anything to go by. 

It comprised a shocking newspaper headline and a photograph of her great-great-grandmother and her family gathered in front of a church hall, circa 1910. Here were the ingredients of a scandal most grisly, a genuine skeleton in the closet hidden for a hundred years, and now she could be the one to bring it out into the light of day.

Willa thought to share the discovery with Dan, who was her on-again, off-again partner of three years. Though, if she were honest, she knew he wouldn’t share her enthusiasm and had already voiced his frustrations with her latest obsession with comments like: ‘who cares where you’re from anyway?’ and ‘you’re living in the past.’ 

Well, she cared very much and couldn’t fathom his disinterest in his own ancestry. And who wouldn’t want to live in the glorious past? The present had little to recommend it. 

In the end, she called her one and only friend.

‘Lana, you won’t believe this.’

‘What? Has Dan proposed?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. No, it’s about my research. I’ve found something really juicy.’

‘Have you been on Ancestry all day?’

‘It’s totally addictive. You should try it.’

‘No thanks, I’m happy in the land of the living. So what are doing on your holidays? Anything exciting?’

‘That’s what I called to tell you. I’m heading up to Ochiltree to do more digging, follow some leads. Apparently, I have a great-aunt there.’

‘So you’re going to lob up there without warning and interrogate the poor old dear?’

‘No, I’m just about to call her and tee the whole thing up.’ 

‘Well, Mr Lambert will be impressed if you find an axe-murderer in your family tree.’ 

The lecherous Mr Lambert was Willa’s writing tutor, who was forever urging his class to ‘write what you’re passionate about.’

‘Oh, don’t mention that man’s name. And you may not be far off the mark there. I’ll say no more for now. Wish me luck.’

Willa had to bite her lip. Dan, Lana, her mother – they all conspired to bring her back down to earth. Embarrassment made her withhold the details from Lana, but the scepticism of others never dampened her enthusiasm for long. 

She was used to their ambivalence and figured it was the price to pay for being born in the wrong era, a lover of everything old-worldy in a culture obsessed with the shiny and new.

Her research so far had yielded some real treasures – relatives unheard of, stepping fully formed through the mists of time. She’d benefited from the information already collated by members of far-flung branches of the family – some with little blurbs proudly recounting the achievements of their ancestor or marvelling at their great age. 

This was how she’d found Marg. She’d emailed her asking whether she knew of anyone still living who might have information on the family history: photos, records, or (dare she hoped) diaries. Marg promptly replied with the name and number of Willa’s own great-aunt and repository of family lore, Gladys Wright.

She called Gladys to introduce herself and hoped for the chance to come straight out and ask what she most wanted to know. Then she’d checked herself. No, Lana was right. She shouldn’t grill the old lady without meeting her first.

The timing of her discovery was perfect. She was having two weeks of enforced leave from her mind-numbing office job and couldn’t think of anything more exciting than throwing some clothes in a bag and heading north to do some sleuthing in the little village on Moreton Bay where the story had begun.

That night when her brain stopped whirring and sleep finally claimed her, she dreamt of Gibson Girl hair-dos, sibling rivalries and ... murder.
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1912
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Vernon Hinchbrook leaned against the timber post of his verandah, a posy of golden wattle clasped in one hand, while he gazed over the restless bay stretched before him. 
The leaves of the Moreton Bay figs that lined the drive up to the homestead chattered in the high wind that had already dried up the dew on the lawns.

It always struck him, especially in the hush of Sunday mornings; how far removed the sights and sounds of his adopted homeland were from his native Yorkshire. 

Here there were strange birds that made alien sounds: the raucous cries of cockatoos and the sinister chuckling of kookaburras that pierced the quiet of the dawn. The scruffy bushland hissed with life and seemed to close in around you in contrast with the wide blue acres of sky overhead. 

He and his father and brothers were among the first European settlers in this area east of Brisbane. They had lived their best years here, their youth in the West Riding just a dim, misty dream which faded with each passing year.

Hamish Gordon had founded an estate on this fertile peninsula, geographically blessed with a river running through it which spilled out into Moreton Bay. 

From here and many points upriver, steamers would collect cargo and transport it across the bay and along the Brisbane River to the port and markets. 

Gordon built his homestead on the highest point of the peninsula and named it Ochiltree, after his father’s sprawling estate in Scotland, where he was to return just twenty years later. The town eventually took on the name of its most distinguished house.  

The Hinchbrooks established themselves as purveyors of goods essential to the burgeoning farming community. Their property portfolio was impressive, given they’d arrived with only a few pounds in their pocketbooks and their wits to recommend them. 

Vernon’s partner in trade was his older brother, Matthew. Their eldest brother, Joseph, had established the local newspaper. Together with their father, they founded an English school to benefit the large number of German migrants who had come to the area to farm. History would remember them as founding fathers and pillars of the community.

Vernon could still remember the day forty years before when he’d selected this piece of land overlooking the glittering bay. He laid the foundation of a rudimentary cottage of tin and timber, and it had been adequate in his bachelor twenties. 

Then he met the woman who would become his wife, Christina Crichton, a petite blond native of Ayrshire, seven years his junior and a family friend of the Gordons.

It was to her graveside that Vernon set out on this cold July morning, as was his custom each Sunday, to lay his floral tribute and marvel yet again at the very best thing that had ever happened to him. He started up the drive; the weight of his thoughts and his sixty-three years slowed him to a shuffle. 

‘Good morning, Hinchbrook. On your own today?’ 

Mr Broughton, ruddy-faced, strutted across the churchyard on his way from the vicarage.

‘Hello Vicar, no, the girls will be along directly.’

‘I hear Archie got the clerk position at Raby courthouse. The lad’s turning out well.’

‘He’s had his heart set on a career in law for years now. I’m grateful that Cleveland is giving him a go.’

‘Indeed. Although I always thought he would join Matthew in running the store.’

‘So did I, I must confess. I’d long since given up hope that Charlie and Vince would take it on.’

Vernon was relieved that at least one of his four sons was showing aptitude in matters mercantile. Matthew had recently married Ellen Fortescue, the only daughter of a well-heeled local family, and they had just had their first child. His eldest sons had taken up the freewheeling life of a stockrider. Their commissions took them away from home often to the far-flung corners of the State.

‘Are you expecting them home anytime soon?’

‘Not until Christmas.’

‘Ah, well, it will be here before you know it. And will Miss Violet be attending this morning?’

Vernon was aware that the vicar, along with everyone else in the village, knew that his daughter Violet was stepping out with Lynley Henzell. Broughton was an old gossip at heart and was fishing for news of any developments, such as an engagement announcement.

‘I expect so, Vicar.’ 

Just then, the Clevelands arrived, and Broughton hurried to open the church door and usher them inside out of the biting wind.

Vernon lingered by Christina’s grave and thought that she too would be pleased with the trajectory of their sons’ careers, but would also share his concern for that of their three daughters. 

Though Teenie, the eldest, was a generous, selfless girl, and he depended on her, Vernon worried that perhaps because she had spent the bloom of her youth caring for her younger siblings, opportunities for her own happiness might have passed her by.  

Being eight when their mother died, the twins Violet and Vida were old enough to remember her, yet too young for her influence to mould them as completely as it had Teenie. They were spoiled and wilful and, if not for Teenie’s gentle guidance, they might have run wild.  

The peal of the church bells, calling the faithful, interrupted his musings. Soon his children, friends and neighbours would surround him, and the melancholy that gripped his heart whenever he was alone would have gone, for another week at least.
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Teenie Hinchbrook sat at her dressing table and struggled to pin her unruly, heavy brown locks into place. It just didn’t want to go. The latest fashion didn’t call for much precision though and so she pinned on her wide-brimmed hat, gave one last sidelong glance at herself and turned away from the glass, concerned no more. 
The thought of getting Violet and Vida out the door in time for church quickened her step down the long hallway. Even before she reached the bedroom they shared, she heard them squabbling. 

The trouble was, they were the same size and could wear each other’s gowns. They had identical colouring – honey-brown hair, dark blue eyes and peaches and cream complexions. But by a cruel twist, Vida’s face just missed the perfect symmetry of Violet’s. Where Violet’s was sparkling in its animation, Vida’s countenance was often sour, especially of late. 

What was worse, people constantly drew comparisons between them, understandably perhaps because they were twins and seen from behind or from a distance they could easily be mistaken for each other. 

This morning Vida, in a rare triumph, had won the battle and was wearing the new pale blue gown with the narrowed skirt – the latest style – which Mrs Wagner, the best seamstress in the district, had delivered the day before. 

Violet contented herself with a French navy dress which, although was of an earlier vintage, so enlivened her complexion that it was difficult for even Teenie to stop looking at her.  

Teenie feared that any triumph of Vida’s would be short-lived, as all eyes would be on Mr Lynley Henzell and his party of fashionable guests whom the townsfolk expected to see in church that morning. 

Lynley had, for some months, been courting Violet and would not miss the opportunity of showing her off to his city friends. Teenie was aware of the unease between the twins that set in as soon as Lynley began paying Violet special attention.

The girls had been equals until then – Vida grudgingly accepted that while Violet had the face of the family; she had her own kind of charm, which made up for her comparatively plainer looks. People were drawn to her, and she enjoyed sturdy friendships. Violet was like a butterfly flitting between blooms, never settling long enough for anyone to know her well.

‘Girls, it’s after half-past eight. Father will be seated already,’ Teenie called as she pulled on her suede gloves.  

Violet emerged from the bedroom and stopped in front of the hallway mirror to arrange a ringlet on each shoulder. 

‘Never mind Father, he’s there even before the vicar every week. I expect Lynley and his party will be late after last night’s jollifications.’ 

Teenie closed the double doors on the front verandah and together the sisters descended the stairs and hurried up the gravel drive, through the wrought-iron gates and into the dappled shade of Eckersley Street. 

The white timber-boarded church sat in a hollow at the bottom of this street on the outskirts of the town and was surrounded by camphor laurels that sighed in the high wind.

‘I wonder if Ellen will be at church. She won’t want to take little Cecil out in this wind, I should imagine,’ Vida said as the trio’s shadows loomed large on the ground in front of them.

‘Oh, I don’t know about that. He has enough little woolly hats and suits. I’ve never seen a baby so spoiled for choice in garments, I’m sure.’ 

This Violet directed at Teenie as the creator of said woolly garments. She’d stayed up late into many evenings knitting booties and caps and matinee jackets for the child who would be the first to call her Aunty – a role she had always longed to play.  

There was no one warming themselves in the sunshine as they approached the church, so they knew that the first hymn must begin at any moment. 

They walked straight down the aisle to where their father sat hunched in the family pew, half turned in his seat talking to Mr Cleveland, Archie’s employer. 

Alongside him were Matthew and Ellen, and baby Cecil, swaddled in his Sunday best. Teenie took a seat beside Ellen and stroked Cecil’s rosy cheeks. He gurgled with delight.

The subdued chatter ended when the vicar stepped up to the pulpit. The opening strains of The Lord is My Shepherd flooded the church, and all rose and broke into song. 

Teenie saw that the Henzell’s pew was empty but for the elder Henzells – Seddon and his immaculately attired wife, Dorothea, who didn’t make eye contact with any of the parishioners. 

‘She will make a fearsome mother-in-law, don’t you think?’ Vida whispered to Teenie.

Teenie nodded, though she couldn’t imagine any woman ever being good enough for her precious Lynley, not even Violet, for all her charm.
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Dorothea Henzell may have looked attentive, following along in her hymn book, looking up at the right moments, her mouth moving in unison with the piano’s notes, but she was tired and quite put out. 
Lynley’s party of friends were dears of course and always welcome at Ochiltree House, heaven knew it was commodious enough, but they had been rowdy last night and interrupted her sleep several times, despite their being accommodated in the guest wing at the far end of the house. 

Lynley was increasingly licentious, and Seddon turned a blind eye. She supposed because he was gradually taking over the reins – of the business and the estate – which would all be his one day. 

When Lynley married, they planned to remove to their townhouse in the city. They expected at least two grandchildren – an heir and a spare. This was the future she and Seddon should have looked forward to, but she sensed Lynley wasn’t quite ready to settle down. 

He had earned a reputation from his late teens onwards as a heartbreaker, and Seddon had to appease more than one angry father over Lynley’s less-than-gentlemanly conduct towards their daughter. 

Dorothea followed her husband’s gaze to where the Hinchbrooks sat on the opposite side of the aisle. Miss Violet smiled demurely when he nodded to her. Seddon had always said that the girl would do nicely for Lynley, but Dorothea wasn’t so sure. 

It was not that she didn’t approve of Violet Hinchbrook. She saw much of her younger self in the vivacious young woman, who was the local beauty and daughter of one of the first families in the area. Really, no one else came close to her. But Lynley needed a mature, stabilising influence, a firm hand, and she doubted that Violet had the wherewithal.

Lynley had invited the Hinchbrooks to luncheon. Dorothea sighed at the prospect. She would rather lie down for the afternoon, not entertain a large party.

One consolation was that their youngest son, Teviot, would join them that afternoon and stay for the fortnight. He was attending the new university at St Lucia and lived in their townhouse during his term. 

Tall, handsome and easy-going, he was her favourite. Though she knew she really shouldn’t have favourites. He was so like her dear brother, Teddy. She supposed that’s why she enjoyed his company so much. 

She felt that natural justice had been served in the way her boys had turned out. Lynley had all the brains and business acumen of his father; Teviot, the looks and charisma that would secure him a wealthy wife from among the elite circle of their acquaintance.

And as for their daughter, Maud, well, she had no shortage of admirers. She never gave her parents a moment’s concern that she would entangle herself with any of the boys from the village. Dorothea thanked God daily that Maud, at least, had better sense than that.

She glanced down at her fob and nudged Seddon’s arm. Her look conveyed her annoyance at Lynley’s tardiness. Her husband only raised his eyebrows and shrugged. 

Never mind, she would take them both to task later.
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Archie Hinchbrook had to think just where he was when he woke up that morning. But only for a moment. 
Even before he opened his eyes, he felt the unfamiliar weight of the velvet brocade bedspread upon him and was conscious of the vast acre of a bed he was lying in. Though the guest room faced east, the dense floor to ceiling drapes blocked out the watery winter sunshine, so that he had slept late. 

The opulent surroundings only added to his sense of elation, though his head ached (the price to pay for too many G & Ts the night before); he felt he had finally arrived. Lynley had included him for the first time in his party of friends and invited him to stay the night at Ochiltree House.

They’d had a great time sailing on the bay in the morning, followed by a picnic lunch on the beautiful grounds of the Henzells’ estate. Then they’d played lawn tennis most of the afternoon, before enjoying cocktails and a sumptuous dinner in the evening while the phonograph blared and the group played charades to uproarious laughter into the wee hours. 

Lynley’s old school friends from Brisbane had steamed down on the last train on Friday evening. They were the regular crowd: Lawrence Ashworth, Henry Leak, Malcolm Finchley and his sister, Camilla and her fiancé, Percy Dobbs. Lynley’s sister, Maud, joined them and with Archie and Lynley, they made up a neat party of eight. 

Their fathers were all esteemed business executives, members of parliament, doctors and lawyers – the cream of Brisbane society. Archie had long admired Lynley and his friends, their exclusive milieu. 

Since landing his clerical position at the courthouse in Raby, he had some money of his own to splash around and no longer relied solely on his father’s small allowance (an allowance that would have been sufficient for other young men of Archie’s station, who didn’t have his dandy pretensions). In his mind, his friendship with Lynley had a direct correlation to his becoming his own man of style. 

Archie had always been drawn to wealth, prestige and beautiful things. He was not ashamed of his grandfather, father and uncles and their careers in trade, but he would never be a stockman like his eldest brothers and though he might have worked alongside Matthew, the age difference between them and Matthew’s distraction with his young family made their relations awkward and always at cross purposes. 

No, he was better off forging his own path; one he hoped would lead him away from Ochiltree. He was content to bide his time, all the while learning from the likes of the Henzells how to get ahead in this world.  

Archie dressed in his new suit – a navy pinstripe in the latest sack style with matching waistcoat and contrasting maroon bowtie. He looked forward to the approving glances the group would get when they strolled into church, and he was proud that he would be among them for the first time, instead of just admiring them from the sidelines.  

In the large dining room with its exquisite pressed metal ceilings and enormous mahogany table, which seated sixteen guests comfortably, the party had assembled for breakfast. Archie heard the pleasant tinkling of fine bone china and savoured the aroma of bacon and eggs. 

The talk was of the stock market and property – money being a subject they hardly strayed from, as they never seemed to have enough of it and never seemed to tire of their schemes to get more. 

He knew that Lynley stood to inherit Ochiltree House, his father’s real estate business and management of their extensive property portfolio. The Henzells were precisely the sort of powerful, fabulously wealthy family Hamish Gordon hoped would take on the stewardship of Ochiltree House, and they had done so in 1893, establishing themselves as the principal family in the area from that time on.

Archie was always especially attentive to their discussions about money, having a sense that he might learn something very useful if he applied himself. 

The jovial mood of the day before continued this morning despite the chill wind and the prospect of attending church. 

‘Don’t keep the vicar waiting, Lynley,’ Dorothea called to her son as her carriage arrived at the front door. She tolerated Lynley’s excesses, but in return she expected him to toe the line, to keep up the appearance of a God-fearing member of the community. 

‘Well, chaps, Camilla, if you would come along, I promise it won’t be a complete waste of time. Violet will be there, and I can properly introduce you all,’ Lynley said.

So the party was conveyed the short distance to Eckersley Street and did not fail, as predicted, to cause a stir among the parishioners as they took their seats in the Henzell family pew. Everyone who mattered duly noted Archie’s new suit and shiny Oxfords. 

They were just in time for the last sermon.
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Vernon declined the invitation to the Henzell’s for luncheon, citing pressing business matters, and Teenie said she would rather not go, pleading a headache, so Matthew and Ellen went in their place, escorting the twins.
The blustery wind of the morning dropped off, leaving a hushed, bright afternoon. Violet was in her element. Her dark blue gown darkened her eyes, and her cheeks were aglow with the pleasure of being admired by Lynley’s friends. She came to life and was the life of the party gathered on the wide sandstone verandah after lunch. 

Vida sat beside the least buoyant of Lynley’s friends, Malcolm. Her attempt at small talk seemed to fall on deaf ears. In contrast, Violet was holding everyone in rapt attention. How typical, she thought; she would never hear the end of it. 

On their way home, Matthew and Ellen pretended to listen to Violet, but Vida knew Ellen would be worrying about little Cecil and whether his nanny had settled him for his afternoon sleep, and Matthew would be making some calculation or other in his head. So it was left to Vida to make all the right noises as Violet gushed and preened. 

But Vida was peeved by more than Violet’s skiting. She and Lynley had always been friends, but lately he had cooled towards her, and today he’d completely ignored her. 

Vida couldn’t explain the change in his behaviour. She’d always liked Lynley, against her better judgement, perhaps. 

And another unsettling incident occurred during the afternoon when Lynley’s younger brother, Teviot, arrived from town, where he lived and studied. 

Vida and Teviot had certain sympathy: they were both in their siblings’ shadows most of the time, but the usual friendly banter they exchanged was absent today, and he was just another of Violet’s ardent admirers, hanging on her every word.

These slights put Vida in a bad temper, and she knew Teenie would sum up her mood the moment she walked through the front door.

––––––––
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Teenie dozed in her favourite armchair by the fireside in the sitting room at the front of the house. Her dream was fleeting, but it left her with a sense of clarity, as though she could only apprehend subconsciously all that had been left unspoken that evening. 
Of course, the girls spoke of their lunch at Ochiltree House: the splendid food, the surprise arrival of Teviot, Mrs Henzell’s peevishness at Lynley and all the minutiae of who they talked of and what they had planned for next weekend. 

But there had been an undercurrent of tension, which was evident in Violet’s triumphal entry into the dining room and Vida’s terse reaction to it.

It was almost half-past nine when she stirred at the sound of Archie’s footsteps in the hallway. 

‘Archie, darling, how was your weekend?’ she asked as she turned in her chair to greet him.

‘Brilliant, Teen, I’ve had the best time and now I’m completely fagged and headed for the sack.’ 

He looked exhausted, she noted, as he bent down to kiss her cheek.

‘There’s some leftover supper in the kitchen if you’re hungry.’ 

‘No, I’ve had my fill. Thanks, Teen. I’ll see you in the morning.’ 

‘Good night then, dear.’ 

Teenie rose, snuffed out the candles on the mantelpiece, gathered her shawl about her slim shoulders and retired to her cold bedroom down the hall. There would be plenty of time to hear all about Archie’s exploits tomorrow, she supposed. 

Her little Archie had matured these past few months, and his newfound favour with Lynley Henzell seemed to be the catalyst for the striking changes in his mood and manners – changes that didn’t sit particularly well with her. 

She had a sense of foreboding: not only because she had lost some of her influence with her younger siblings, but because her hold on them was being supplanted by that of the Henzells.

And she was not convinced that it was all for the good.
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2017

––––––––
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‘So, why are you staying the whole two weeks there?’ Dan stood, arms folded as he leaned against Willa’s kitchen island bench. She was emptying the perishable contents of her fridge into a box on the floor.
‘I thought we might head down to Byron this weekend. Brodie and Curtis are thinking of going.’

‘Well, sorry, but this is the first I’ve heard of it. You guys will be surfing the whole time anyway, and I’d just be stuck in the cabin as usual, and besides, this is a real breakthrough in my research. I have to check this out. And I have a great-aunt to meet.’ 

She took her frustration out on some limp celery sticks and half a cabbage, stuffing them roughly, and was instantly sorry for sounding so annoyed. 

‘Look, I’ll probably just stay the one week. We can go away the last weekend of my holidays, if you want.’ 

‘We’ll see. I have to get to work. Thanks for the milk and stuff. Hey, call me when you get there, okay?’ 

He hefted the box onto his shoulder and was out the door before Willa could feel any regret. She knew he would have a better time surfing with his mates if he wasn’t worried about her being on her own in the cabin ‘moping’. 

And besides, there was no question of his coming to Ochiltree, not even for the day. It wasn’t his scene. There was no surf for miles.

After a perfunctory kiss, they parted ways – he in his old utility, she in her bubble car. 

A shiver of excitement ran through her. She couldn’t wait for the journey to begin, to delve into the mystery that was consuming her every waking moment. 

Ochiltree was an easy two-hour drive north, a seaside oasis undisturbed by the suburban sprawl because it was on a peninsula. 

She had been there as a child and remembered the historic homestead on the hill and the rare treat of having huge scones with jam and cream and tea in fancy cups. Maybe her love of old houses and old things could be traced to that single outing. Willa thought of her childhood up to age ten as a golden age, a time in her life when things were still good, before her parents divorced, her mother re-married, and her dad died.  

She had booked into a B&B for one week and could book another if things looked promising, but she thought she’d have all the information she needed by then. 

It was too early to check in when she arrived, so she looked out where her great-aunt lived in relation to all the other sites she wanted to visit: library, historical society, St Andrew’s church and, of course, Ochiltree House. 

Gladys was expecting her around three, so once she’d located her place – a cute cottage with a pretty garden – she parked on the main street and, armed with notebook and camera, she began her first survey of the town. 

She supposed it would buzz every weekend with the market being held on the school grounds. There were cafes, a pizzeria, a bakery, a supermarket, post-office, a bank, two pubs and even an art gallery – all the ingredients to draw city day trippers. But on this quiet Monday afternoon, it seemed only the locals were about their business. 

Willa found an unassuming café, ordered iced tea and sandwiches, sat at a table overlooking the park opposite and drew breath. 

Here she was, in the place where it had all begun for the Hinchbrooks. Her sense of anticipation was palpable. What would Gladys be able to tell her what she wasn’t able to find out online? 

––––––––
[image: ]


Gladys Wright was a petite, spritely woman in her late seventies. She had hit upon a way of wearing her fine, wavy hair back in the ‘50s which suited her and had stuck with the style ever since. She possessed a ready smile and a deep, gruff voice. She held out her arms to embrace Willa as she stepped down the cobbled pathway to her front door.  

‘Hello, Aunt Gladys, it is so lovely to meet you at last!’ 

Willa hadn’t realised she had been holding her breath until that moment. It could have been awkward. Gladys sounded so lovely on the phone, but perhaps she was only being polite.

‘It’s wonderful to see you, Willa, dear. You’re so much like your mother. I’d know you anywhere.’  

‘Oh, so you know my mother?’ 

Willa’s mother, Tessa, was sketchy on family history and who she knew and who she didn’t, especially on her father’s side.  

‘Well, as a child, not so much as an adult. I followed her movements, though, through John, so I knew about her marriage and you and your brother, and your poor father’s passing.’

‘It’s so good of you to see me, Aunt Gladys.’ 

Willa still couldn’t talk about her father without welling up, so was expert at changing the subject. 

‘This is a nice place you have. How long have you lived here?’

‘All my married life. Nearly sixty years now. Clarrie passed away five years ago, and the kids are all grown up and living their lives interstate and overseas, but I wouldn’t think of moving, not now. I have a lot of my oldest friends here in Och, and they’re not going anywhere either.’

The front door opened straight into a small sitting room, which was crammed with furniture. Three mismatched armchairs draped in crocheted blankets stood around a glass coffee table in the centre of the room. 

On the shelves that lined each wall, there were books, magazines, porcelain ornaments and framed photographs, mostly in black and white. 

Willa immediately recognised one photo: that of a large family standing outside a hall. They were gathered in groups of three. It was a candid shot, like someone had photographed them mid-conversation after attending church on a Sunday, perhaps while they were discussing what they were to have for lunch. 

Her heart skipped a beat. Gladys had the very photo she’d seen on the internet; did this mean that she knew the story behind the headline, too?  

‘So, Aunt Gladys, I thought all the Hinchbrooks had moved away from this area by the end of the First World War. So how did you end up living here?’

‘Oh, my husband’s family were from this district, and in the early ‘60s there were new housing developments going up, and when we heard of this one, we thought, well, why not? It was a homecoming of sorts for both of us.’

‘And your grandmother was Teenie Hinchbrook?’

‘Yes, Granny Teen, as John and I used to call her. I remember her, but my memories have no association with Och. It is odd, I suppose, that I ended up living in the very place where she was born.’

‘In my research, I read that she left around 1914 just after her wedding when she went to live with her husband’s family on the north side of town. I’ve often wondered why every member of such a prominent family moved away from the place where they’d established themselves. But I guess it was only temporary, because you made it your home.’

‘Yes, I wish they’d kept some property here, though! Their old homestead has
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