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        Book Seven

        THE CHANDLERY ON BENT STREET

      

      

      

      The Chandlery on Bent Street opens with a planning notice — eleven days to public comment, four weeks to demolition, and a building on the Bent Street foreshore that the Safety Bay Six have been watching for two years.

      Pip Fenwick found the hollow floor when she was nine. She documented it in a purple notebook, brought it to the gang, and nearly convinced herself it was nothing. It wasn't nothing. Under the chandlery's south-west corner, sealed behind a stone hatch and a century of floorboards, is a chamber that predates the colony, the chandlery, and every land survey on record.

      The chamber was built by Jan Hendrik Roberts — twenty-three years old, ship's carpenter aboard the Haringvliet, which wrecked on the coast in 1663. Roberts came ashore. He found shelter. He built something that would keep a dry room dry for three and a half centuries, and he left behind the tools and records of a man who understood that objects outlast people if you treat them right.

      The gang has eleven days to stop the demolition. Then the tidal modelling comes in, and they have eight days before a king tide and a storm surge combine to put 1.2 metres of seawater over the lowest shelf in the chamber. Full submersion. Three hundred and sixty-three years of careful preservation, erased in one night.

      Between the planning notice and the tide: a ground-penetrating radar scan that confirms the void, an 1847 survey map that proves the chamber existed before the chandlery, a heritage historian who has been filing access requests for fifteen years, a Section 31 emergency notice, the Barker family's century-old land fraud, and Marta — who knows exactly what a VOC ship's carpenter's tools would have looked like, and what finding them intact would mean.

      The Chandlery on Bent Street is the seventh book in the Safety Bay Six series. It is a novel about heritage law, tidal prediction, dry stone construction, and what it means to keep something safe across three and a half centuries. It is also about a girl who found a hollow floor when she was nine and did not walk away.
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            THE MEASURING TAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      The planning notice had been stapled to the chandlery door at a height that suggested the person doing it had either arms like a circus performer or a stepladder, and Barry wasn't ruling out either.

      He'd walked down the foreshore after breakfast with no particular mission — the habit of the first week of autumn school holidays, when the body still expected summer and was taking its time adjusting to the news. The morning was grey and soft, the Sound sitting flat under a milk-white sky, the jetty quiet except for a pelican working the railing posts with professional detachment.

      The planning notice was yellow.

      It was hard to miss. Yellow, A3, the shire's logo in the top corner, text in several fonts that suggested a committee had been involved in its production.

      
        
        DEVELOPMENT APPLICATION — BENT STREET PROPERTIES PTY LTD — PROPOSED BOUTIQUE HOTEL CONVERSION — HERITAGE-LISTED STRUCTURE — PUBLIC COMMENT PERIOD CLOSES 5PM TUESDAY 14 APRIL.

      

      

      He read it twice. Then a third time, in case it said something different.

      It didn't.

      Behind him, Rose's voice. 'What does it say?'

      She was eating a Paddle Pop, the orange ones she claimed were best though she ate whichever kind was available. She hadn't walked over because walking over would have required putting the Paddle Pop in the other hand.

      'Someone wants to turn the chandlery into a hotel.'

      Rose stopped mid-lick. 'The old one? The locked one? That one?' She pointed at the building with the Paddle Pop. 'That building right there?'

      'That building.'

      'It doesn't have any open windows.'

      'Hotels generally have windows installed as part of the conversion process.'

      She came over and read the notice herself. She read with the focused intensity she brought to things that mattered, which sometimes surprised people who expected her to take things lightly. Then she tilted her head. 'Public comment period closes Tuesday the fourteenth.'

      'Yes.'

      'What day is it?'

      'Third.'

      'So we have —'

      'Eleven days.'

      She finished the Paddle Pop in one efficient bite, dropped the stick into the bin three metres away without appearing to aim, and looked at the chandlery properly for the first time. It sat at the south end of the Bent Street foreshore precinct the way it had always sat — low, limestone-grey, iron roof gone the colour of old blood, windows boarded, padlock on the door the size of a small terrier. A heritage listing from 2003 that no one had done much about. Four rejected applications from Mrs Lassiter before her case was a different kind of building. The chandlery had been locked for thirty years and there was something in it that the lock was keeping either in or out, and until this morning Barry hadn't known which.

      He took a photograph.

      'Mossy flagged this,' Rose said. 'End of last summer. Someone with a measuring tape and a camera.'

      'I know.'

      'You said it was probably nothing.'

      'I said it might be nothing.'

      'It's a hotel, Barry.'

      'I know what it is, Rose.'

      She looked at him. He had the expression he got when something had started without his permission, which was how cases usually started — not when you decided to begin but when the thing itself chose to begin and left you to catch up.

      'We should tell Annie,' she said.

      'We should tell everyone.'
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      The shed was unlocked, door open to the autumn morning, the smell of rope and salt and the trace of summer that didn't quite leave until June. Kath was at the workbench with the Brick open for its monthly maintenance check — battery, antenna seal, frequency test. She had a ritual for it that the gang had stopped teasing her about somewhere in the second year, when it became apparent the ritual was why the Brick always worked.

      Vic was on the floor with what appeared to be a small radar dish, a bicycle pump, three sizes of screwdriver, and a thermos of tea that had clearly been there since early morning. Barry made a decision not to ask about any of it yet.

      Annie was at the table with her notebook open, pen moving.

      'You've heard,' Barry said.

      'Mossy told me half an hour ago. I've been on the shire planning portal since.' She didn't look up. 'The development application was lodged six weeks ago. The applicant is Bent Street Properties Pty Ltd. It is registered in Fremantle. They want to build a boutique hotel. Public comment period closes on Tuesday the fourteenth.' She looked up. 'We have eleven days.'

      'Eleven days to do what?' Kath said. She put the Brick down.

      'File an objection, at minimum. But an objection only slows it down. It doesn't stop it.' Annie underlined something. 'The chandlery is heritage-listed but only at Category C — assessed significance. That's not the highest category. Category A is the highest.'

      'Can we upgrade it?' Rose said, from the doorway, having arrived between sentences.

      'You don't upgrade a heritage listing like a phone plan. But there's a formal reassessment process if new evidence of significance emerges.' Annie tapped her pen on the notebook. 'The question is what new evidence we have.'

      'The floor,' Barry said.

      Vic looked up from the floor. He had a screwdriver in his mouth and removed it before speaking, which was good practice. 'The floor?'

      'I'll explain when Pip gets here.'

      'Why do we need Pip to explain a floor?'

      'Because the floor is Pip's discovery,' Barry said. 'She found it. She should be the one to tell it.'

      Vic looked at the shed door, in the approximate direction of wherever Pip currently was. 'How long does Pip take?'

      'She's on her bike,' Rose said. 'Seven minutes.'

      She was right. Pip arrived in six and a half, slightly pink from the hill, purple exercise book already under her arm. She pulled her corner chair out — it was her chair now, had been since the vote, undisputed — and sat down and opened the book before she'd caught her breath.

      'August two years ago,' she said. 'I went through the chandlery as a shortcut. The door on the north wall had come off its hinges. I walked through the main room to get to the back lane.'

      'And?' Vic said.

      'The floor in the south-west corner felt wrong. Under my feet.' She looked at the notebook entry rather than the room, reading from her own record. 'Like the section of decking over a pond. Or the top of a hollow box. When you step on it, the sound is different.' She looked up. 'Lower. Like the space underneath it goes a long way down.'

      Silence.

      Kath sat forward. 'How many boards?'

      'Three or four. Maybe two metres by two metres. The rest of the floor was solid. Just that corner.'

      'You wrote it down,' Annie said.

      'I write everything down.' Pip turned the book to show them. The entry was dated, precise, three paragraphs, with a small sketch of the chandlery floor plan and an X in the south-west corner.

      Vic was already calculating something on his phone.

      Annie was writing.

      Barry was looking at the X on Pip's sketch.

      'There's one more thing,' Pip said. She'd been waiting to say it. 'The ceiling in that corner is different. The rest of the main room has an open iron-sheet roof with the supports visible. But in the south-west corner, there's a plastered ceiling. Lower. Enclosed. Old plaster — the texture of something made a very long time ago.' She paused. 'It looked like someone had built a room inside a room. Or built over something that was already there and enclosed it.'

      No one said anything for a moment.

      'We need to find out what's under that floor,' Barry said.

      'Yes,' Annie said. 'But first we need to find out who else already knows about it.' She had her phone out. 'I've been looking at the Battye Library's heritage enquiry system. There's an access request on file for the chandlery interior. The requestor is a Professor A. Ferguson. The request goes back to 2008.' She looked at them. 'She's been trying to get in there for fifteen years.'

      'Do you know why?' Kath asked.

      'Not yet.' Annie was already typing. 'But I'm about to ask her.'

      She sent the email at eight forty-seven.

      Professor Ferguson replied at twelve fifty-one.

      The reply was three paragraphs and ended with: I will come to Rockingham on Thursday if you are available. I have been waiting for someone to ask the right questions about this building for a very long time.

      Annie read it aloud.

      Rose said: 'What are the right questions?'

      'Apparently ours,' Barry said.

      He looked out the shed window. The chandlery at the end of the foreshore, yellow planning notice on the door, padlock on the latch, the ordinary autumn morning going on around it as if a hotel were a perfectly natural outcome.

      It wasn't a natural outcome. It was someone's plan.

      And plans, in Barry's experience, were exactly the kind of thing that benefited from five people and one ten-year-old paying very close attention.

      'Thursday,' he said. 'All of us.'

      'All of us,' Annie confirmed.
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            WHAT PIP REMEMBERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Pip's purple exercise book had thirty-one entries.

      She'd started it the summer she first sat in the corner chair. She had been non-voting then, uninvited but persistent, occupying the shed the way weather occupied a kitchen — not aggressively but thoroughly, until people stopped noticing they were working around it.

      She documented the cases in the way she did everything: not Annie's method, which was evidential and structural and had columns; but her own, which was closer to a field naturalist's notebook. Observations about what people's faces did when they thought no one was watching. Notes on what was said and, more importantly, what wasn't. Small sketches. Measurements. The hollow floor at the chandlery, dated, cross-referenced to the building's known history.

      Barry read the entry that morning while Pip watched from across the table.

      August. Floor in SW corner of main room: hollow under weight. Three to four boards. Different note from the rest — lower, resonant, like the space below goes a long way down. Rest of floor: solid. Then the sketch. Then: Ceiling difference: SW corner has plastered ceiling approx. forty centimetres lower than the open iron-roof elsewhere. Plaster old — rough texture, yellowed, not the same era as the chandlery construction. Like a room older than the room it's in.

      Barry looked up. 'You noticed the ceiling then.’

      'I notice things,' Pip said, without any particular emphasis. It wasn't a boast. It was a fact about herself she'd established early and saw no reason to revisit.

      'Walk me through it,' Barry said. 'The sequence. You came in through the north wall.'

      'The door there had half-fallen out of its frame. I was going to the back lane — it's a shortcut to the library. I had school shoes on. New ones.' She paused with the slight delicacy she had around facts she considered potentially embarrassing. 'I didn't want to go around the front in case of puddles.'

      'Reasonable,' Kath said.

      'I went through the main room. It's large — maybe fifteen metres by eight. The floor is old jarrah, wide boards. Very dark, very dry. I walked across the south end and my left foot went into the corner and the sound changed.' She looked at her notebook entry. 'I stopped. I did it again deliberately. Stood on the solid section — you could hear it was solid. Then stepped onto the corner section. The difference was clear.'

      'How long did you stand there?' Vic asked.

      'Maybe a minute.' Another small hesitation. 'I was worried about the shoes.'

      Rose made a noise that might have been a laugh and converted it successfully into a cough.

      'I looked up,' Pip said. 'At the ceiling. That's when I saw the plaster section. It's not visible from the north side of the room because the angle's wrong. You have to be in the corner to see it.' She paused. 'There's one more thing I didn't write in the entry because I wasn't sure what it meant.'

      'Tell us now,' Barry said.

      'The wall. In the south-west corner, where the chandlery wall meets the corner ceiling — the limestone is different. Lower down, the first two or three courses of stone are a different colour. More yellow. Different tool marks. Like the bottom of the wall is older than the top of the wall.' She paused. 'As if someone built a new wall on top of an old one. Or built around something that was already there and used its walls as a foundation.'

      Annie was writing fast.

      'Foundation incorporation,' she said. 'Colonial construction often did this. Built over existing structures rather than clearing them. Cheaper, quicker, and nobody asked whose structure it had been.' She stopped writing. 'But the era matters. The chandlery is 1891. If the lower stonework is significantly older⁠—'

      'It felt very old,' Pip said. 'The colour of it. The texture. Like the limestone in the oldest part of Fremantle.'

      '1840s,' Annie said. 'Possibly earlier.' She looked at the table. 'The 1847 survey drawing that Professor Ferguson mentioned in her reply. A structure predating the chandlery, visible on that drawing. Consistent with the survey's south-west foreshore location.' She looked at Barry. 'This isn't a sub-floor void. This might be an entirely different building underneath the chandlery.'

      The shed was quiet for a moment with the quality of a space filling up with implications.

      Vic had stopped working on his device. Rose had set down her drink. Kath was looking at the floor of the shed as if imagining what might be underneath her own feet.

      'How do we find out?' Vic said.

      'Ground-penetrating radar,' Annie said. 'Bounce a radar signal into the ground, read what comes back. Standard geotechnical survey tool. A sub-floor void would show up clearly.' She paused. 'But to use it properly, we need access to the building. And the building is locked.'

      'There's a procedure,' Barry said. He had learned, over two summers of working with Annie, that when a thing seemed impossible there was usually a procedure. Not always a good procedure, not always a fast one, but a procedure.

      ‘Yes, it’s called heritage maintenance access,' Annie confirmed. 'The shire has a legal obligation to assess heritage-listed buildings if there are structural concerns. So, if we can demonstrate a concern — say, show evidence of a structural risk in the heritage-listed floor. There's a formal paperwork process to get access.'

      ‘In other words we need evidence to get evidence. We have to set out a structural concern to get the access that gives us evidence of a structural concern,' Rose said.

      'The GPR can be run externally, from the ground outside the south-west wall,' Vic said. Everyone looked at him. He'd pulled up something on his phone. 'It's less precise than an internal scan, but it would show anomalous ground conditions under the floor. If there's a void within a few metres of the exterior wall — and from Pip's description, the corner section is right against the exterior wall — an external reading should be enough to flag the concern.' He turned his phone around. A diagram of a GPR scan, cross-section. 'Basic physics. The signal doesn't care which direction it comes from.'

      Annie took the phone, read, handed it back. 'That would work for the access request,' she said. 'If we can get the external scan done. Do we know anyone with GPR equipment?'

      'I might,' Vic said, with the measured confidence of someone who had a complicated relationship with the word might.

      'How confident are you in this might?' Kath asked.

      'Sixty per cent,' Vic said.

      Nobody said anything. This was, statistically, better than it could have been.

      'Hugo's back for autumn break,' Barry said. 'He might know the Fremantle connection too — who's behind the development application.'

      'I've already emailed him,' Annie said.

      'When?'

      'Before you arrived this morning.'

      Barry looked at her.

      'While I was waiting,' she said, without any defensiveness.

      'Right,' Barry said. 'So. Professor Ferguson on Thursday. Hugo working the company registration angle. Vic finding us a GPR contact.' He looked at the group. 'And we need to know more about the planning notice. Who filed it. What the development timeline is. Whether anyone on the chandlery side knows what might be underneath the floor.'

      'Eleven days,' Rose said.

      'Eleven days,' Barry agreed.

      He looked at Pip's sketch in the open notebook. The X in the south-west corner. The plastered ceiling. The different stonework.

      Something had been waiting in that corner for a long time.

      He had a strong feeling it had been waiting for eleven days to become a problem.

      She read the entry. Then she read it again.

      'I wrote it,' she said. 'But reading it now is different.' She looked at Barry. 'When I wrote it I thought: there's a hollow floor. That might be interesting. Now —' She looked at the notebook page. 'Now I know what's under the floor and I'm reading the entry from two years before I knew and I can see that I nearly walked away.'

      'But you didn't,' Barry said.

      'I only didn't because I wrote it down,' Pip said. 'If I hadn't written it down I would have walked away and never thought about it again.' She paused. 'The notebook is the reason.'

      Barry looked at the purple book. He'd seen it for two years now, always in Pip's bag, always in her handwriting, always in her corner of the shed. She wrote everything — observations, timings, the colour of the sky on relevant days. Facts in capitals. Everything else in lowercase.

      'What exactly does it say?' Annie asked.

      Pip turned the book and read: 'South-west corner of chandlery, Bent Street, Thursday. Floor flexed under left foot, approximately 0.4 metres from the external wall, near the iron ring fitting in the floor boards. Not structural settling — the sound was hollow. Not under weight stress — the flex was lateral. A hollow below the floor. Possibly large.' She stopped. 'Then I wrote: Went home. Will note if relevant.'

      'Will note if relevant,' Rose said.

      'I was nine,' Pip said.

      'That's very good,' Annie said. 'At nine or at any age. You identified the hatch, characterised the sound correctly, estimated the direction of flex and mapped it to the ring fitting.' She paused. 'You wrote exactly what needed to be written in exactly the right amount of detail.'

      Pip looked at the page.

      'I went home,' she said. 'I thought about getting ice cream from the kiosk. I nearly got ice cream instead of writing it down.'

      'But you didn't,' Barry said again.

      'No,' Pip said. She closed the notebook. 'Gerald was on the bollard at the kiosk entrance. He was in a mood. I didn't want to go past him. So I wrote it down instead.' She paused. 'Gerald is the reason the evidence exists.'

      The shed was quiet for a moment.

      'We should tell him,' Rose said. 'He'll be insufferable.'

      'Gerald doesn't know what we say to him,' Vic said.

      'Gerald knows exactly what we say to him,' Rose said. 'He just doesn't show it.' She paused. 'He's worse when he's being thanked.'
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