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  1

‘Surely there’s a law against having ice cream for breakfast,’ Kim Chen said. 
‘If there is,’ I said, ‘I don’t want to know about it.’ We were wandering through the monthly Cape Carson Market as we devoured cones of Eddy McCarrick’s Homemade Ice Cream. The ice cream maker was famous for having the most flavoursome ice cream on the entire south coast. He only sold it once a month at the town’s foreshore market—and it was worth waiting for. ‘As far as I’m concerned, dessert should come before dinner. Just in case.’ 
‘You might have something there. Couldn’t be anything worse than dying of a heart attack after eating your vegies and leaving behind a full bowl of ice cream.’
I cast my gaze across the market. Almost two hundred stallholders came together on the first Saturday of each month, selling everything from farm produce to arts and crafts. 
I attended whenever I could, usually with an eye on finding news stories for the Gazette, but there were other benefits to turning up too. 
On one side of the foreshore lay our beautiful seaside town of Cape Carson. On the other was the beach and the glistening sea beyond. Today, the air was still and the water flat. Despite being early winter, the sky was a solid sheet of cyan blue, broken only by a flurry of seagulls that chased a fishing boat rounding the breakwater into the bay. 
A blob of ice cream dripped onto the grass, and Trixie, my beagle, barked and eagerly licked it up. Today I’d bought double cherry, but she never minded what flavour I purchased. All ice cream was good ice cream as far as she was concerned. 
The Cape Carson Brass Band had turned up. Their music played in the distance. I knew a lot of the people in the crowd by sight, but plenty were strangers. Visitors came from across the south coast, many making the most of the weather while they could. Winter on this section of the Australian coastline could be brutal. The clearest morning could turn bad with grey clouds rushing in from the west, forcing visitors to disappear and stallholders to pack up and dash for their cars. 
After finishing our ice creams, we stopped at a stall dealing in jams and relish. Both Kim and I were suckers for this stuff. 
‘You can’t beat homemade,’ she said, handing over her hard-earned cash for a jar of spicy relish. 
‘Nothing’s better than strawberry jam,’ I agreed. 
‘Isn’t that your third jar today?’
‘Who’s counting?’
‘Hello, strangers!’
The voice that came from behind us belonged to my Nan, with whom I shared a house. Eighty-three years old, but with the heart and soul of someone half her age, she was walking hand in hand with her boyfriend, Dave. They had given me a lift to the foreshore in Dave’s hotted-up Valiant. 
I smiled. It was a pleasure seeing her loving life with a nice guy. The bright light within her had dimmed after the death of my grandfather. Since meeting Dave through a dating website, that light had brightened again. 
‘Hey you,’ I said affectionately and glanced down at the bag in Dave’s other hand. ‘You’ve been shopping?’
‘A side mirror for a ’71 VH Valiant Charger.’
‘You needed another one of those?’
He looked sheepish. ‘A man can never have too many spares.’ 
‘Or too much useless junk in his garage,’ Nan added. 
‘That too,’ Dave admitted. 
‘Talking about junk,’ Nan continued to me, ‘you haven’t forgotten about the Hospital Trash and Treasure fete?’
I resisted a good old-fashioned eye roll. Forget about it? How could I? Nan had been reminding me about it incessantly for weeks. The Hospital Auxiliary ran the annual fete to raise funds to purchase equipment for the hospital. 
People contacted the auxiliary to donate their unwanted goods. While it was a good idea—in theory—it wasn’t without its challenges. The fete was held at the Cape Carson Sports Centre. Those who couldn’t drop off their goods could arrange pickup by a local volunteer. 
That’s where my reasonably reliable 2005 Jeep Wrangler Unlimited Rubicon came in handy. The rear seat folded forward, providing space to transport things. Since moving to Cape Carson, I’d been roped into carrying everything from wardrobes to kitchen sinks. One time, I’d even picked up an eight-piece garden setting.  
‘I’d forgotten all about it,’ I told Nan innocently. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. Kim?’
‘I’ve never heard of it,’ Kim said, stifling a grin. ‘It’s news to me.’
‘Good,’ Nan said, deciding to ignore us. ‘I’ve started getting calls, so I’ll be relying on you girls to help out.’ 
‘We can’t pick up anything heavy,’ I told Nan. 
‘I’m sure your boyfriend will help out.’
I groaned. ‘Todd Parker is not my boyfriend,’ I said. Sergeant Todd Parker was in charge at the local police station. ‘He’s just a friend.’
‘So you say. I’m still betting on a wedding before Christmas.’
Nan and Dave gave us a cheerio and continued on. Kim, Trixie, and I angled off down an aisle that specialised in handmade furniture. These were impressive, but what really got my attention was a nearby stall where the man had bowls carved from various trees: pine, cypress, and olive. 
‘I’ve got to have one of these,’ I said, picking up an irregularly-shaped bowl made from olive wood. 
‘What will you use it for?’ Kim asked. 
‘No idea, but you can never have too many dust collectors.’ I examined it more closely. ‘And this one is lovely.’ 
After adding the acquisition to my growing hoard, we continued on. My eyes angled up toward Cut Rock Lookout. I’d already been there once today. While taking Trixie for an early morning walk, I’d been hoping to bump into Todd. While we weren’t dating, he was one of those guys that was hard to forget. No relationship had eventuated between Todd and me, and it was unlikely that one ever would. Working as a journalist and him as a cop, we were often on opposite sides of the fence. 
‘So, how is it going with Todd?’ Kim asked. 
I stared at her in amazement. ‘Are you reading my mind?’
‘Elementary, my dear Rosie. You were gazing longingly at Cut Rock, where I know that you’ve bumped into Todd more than once. Every time you talk—or think—about him, you get a strange doe-eyed expression.’
‘I do not!’
‘You do.’ Kim glanced past me. ‘Plus, you’re wearing one of your favourite dresses.’
It was true. I’d purchased this Zara dress the last time I was in Melbourne. Kim, by comparison, had dressed down for the day, wearing a t-shirt and pair of shorts. The front of the t-shirt had a picture of the writer Truman Capote and a quote: All writing, all art, is an act of faith. 
I grumbled. ‘Nothing wrong with looking pretty,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’m busy with work, and Todd seems taken with his friend, Yvonne.’
The attractive brunette had been staying with Todd for the last few weeks. Todd said she was an old school friend, but my imagination couldn’t leave it alone. To make matters worse, she was perfectly nice. We’d probably end up being good friends one day. 
‘They’re just catching up on lost time,’ Kim said. She nudged me. ‘Ah-ha!’ she murmured. ‘Looks like that dress wasn’t wasted after all.’
Two uniformed officers were making their way through the sea of people. One was the lanky form of Constable Jim Turner, but the other was the man himself. The muscular sergeant grinned and gave me a small wave. Smiling in return, I was suddenly worried that I looked doe-eyed, and I quickly rearranged my expression.
‘Everything okay?’ Todd asked. 
‘Of course. Why do you ask?’
‘You were looking a bit serious. You haven’t stumbled across any dead bodies, have you?’
‘Not at all!’ I had a bad habit of getting involved in murder cases. To be fair, though, I also did my bit in helping to solve them. I shot Kim a look. Doe-eyed! ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Just dealing with my dorky friend. What brings Cape Carson’s finest down here?’
Constable Turner answered. ‘We had a report of someone stealing honey from a stall,’ he said. 
‘From Ralph Eaglemont’s stall?’ 
His girlfriend, Ellie Applegate, looked after the IT for our office. The pair lived on a farm outside of town, where they raised bees and sold honey at the monthly market. 
‘That’s the one,’ Todd said. 
‘And the Cape Carson Police Department sent our two best cops?’ I said. 
‘That’s pretty much it.’ 
Kim was more critical. ‘I didn’t know you guys investigated something as small as shoplifting.’ 
‘When people call, we answer,’ Todd said. 
‘That’s a great slogan,’ I teased. ‘Did you write that yourself?’
‘Saw it on a bumper sticker.’ 
Wishing Todd a good day, Kim and I continued down the aisle between the stalls. 
‘See,’ I said to Kim. ‘Not doe-eyed at all.’
‘You tried hard, but you still looked doe-ey.’ 
‘There’s no such word.’
‘There is now.’ 
We wandered on until we reached a brightly coloured tent at the end of the aisle. Above the entrance was a professionally made sign that read The Storytelling Tent and another smaller sign that read Tell us your Tales!
‘What’s this?’ I asked suspiciously. 
Kim spoke coyly. ‘We’re trialling an initiative where local townspeople can get up and tell stories about their lives in Cape Carson. When it’s up and running properly, we’ll be recording the sessions so they can be saved in the town’s historical archive.’
‘What a great idea,’ I said, then thought a little harder. Kim was the head librarian at the Cape Carson library, with her specialty being local history. ‘Hang on. Were you the brains behind this?’
She shrugged. ‘Maybe.’
Now that I thought about it, Kim had mentioned this ages ago. I had no idea the whole thing had come to fruition. I felt like a bad friend. ‘How could I not know this was happening?’ I complained. ‘Have I really been that busy?’ 
‘You’re always busy. When you’re not working, you’re busy solving murders.’
‘That’s just a hobby.’
‘Really? Then you should consider stamp collecting; it’s safer.’ 
‘So who’s running it today?’ 
‘Mina Kabiri.’
I knew her. The slim Persian woman was in her mid-thirties and had an engaging smile. She was the ideal choice to run something like this. We entered the tent, leaving behind the clatter and hum of the market. There were about thirty people scattered about the hundred seats inside the big tent. At the front was a woman I recognised as Marlene Hogan. A Cape Carson Mystery Book Club member, the big, jolly woman owned the local sweet shop on Percy Street. 
‘…Sam Heath had the shop before me,’ she was saying. ‘When he retired, I purchased the business, and I’ve been running it ever since. We still make our own sweets and chocolates and have even moved into liquorice.’
Kim and I grabbed seats at the front. I took out my writing pad and made some notes. This would be a good story for the Gazette. I glanced around and saw one or two familiar faces. Tony Farrell from the local dive business was there. So was my hairdresser, Judy. 
Marlene reached the end of her story and sat down as Mina took to the stage. She smiled brightly, displaying a set of sparkling white teeth. ‘That was wonderful, Marlene,’ she said. ‘It’s so interesting to hear the history of a local business. Especially all the trials and tribulations you’ve suffered.’
‘And temptations,’ Marlene called.
The audience let out a titter of laughter. 
‘We all give into those sometimes,’ Mina said, smiling as she glanced around the room. ‘Does anyone else have a story they’d like to share? Something about their life here in Cape Carson? Or a special experience?’
People glanced about, but no one raised a hand.
‘Don’t be shy,’ Mina urged. 
Kim leaned close. ‘Rosie,’ she whispered. ‘Get up and tell a story.’
‘I’m a journalist,’ I murmured. ‘I can’t report on an event that I’m part of.’ 
‘Anyone?’ Mina asked again. ‘Does someone have a story to share?’ 
It seemed for a long moment that no one would speak. Then a tremulous voice came from the back of the room. 
‘A story?’ the voice said. ‘I have a story.’
An elderly woman shuffled down the aisle and onto the stage. Lean with porcelain white hair, she wore a flowery dress and an apron decorated with a tiny sunflower print. 
Her watery blue eyes gazed out at the audience. She seemed to see people and simultaneously not see them, as if she were blind. 
‘Hello,’ Mina said, smiling. ‘Can you tell us your name?’
The woman hesitated as if the question surprised her. ‘Celia,’ she said. ‘Celia Spalt.’
‘And what story would you like to tell us?’ 
‘Story?’ 
The woman looked confused, as if she didn’t know where she was. 
‘Madam,’ Mina said kindly. ‘We’re inviting people to get up and share their stories with us. Is there something you’d like to tell us? You must have seen a lot in your life.’ 
Celia looked at her in confusion. Then the old lady’s eyes focused on me and then Kim. Staring at my friend, her blue eyes shone. ‘There’s a lot of things I’ve seen,’ Celia said. ‘There was that one I saw. The man was minding his own business when it happened.’
Mina exchanged glances with Kim. I could almost read her mind. This old lady is not well. The poor thing doesn’t know what’s going on. Mina looked ready to gently lead the woman from the stage. 
‘I saw a murder,’ Celia said. 
This earnest statement was met with voluminous silence. It was almost as if time had stopped. Even the sounds of the market—the voices and the distant music of the local brass band—seemed to fall away. ‘The man was murdered. He was minding his own business, and then—bam! The other did it. The other one. Then he was on the ground. I saw it, and I told the one in my house. I told her.’
I stared at the old lady. It was like watching a car crash in slow motion. 
Celia nodded earnestly. ‘The other one—the one I’ve known for a long time—she took no notice. I couldn’t see more. The trees were in my way. I went out to help. It was easy to get past the one in the house. She talks on that thing all the time. You know the thing?’ She turned to Mina, who looked torn between leading the woman off the stage and allowing her to continue. ‘So I went out, and the murdered one was in the water. Dead, I tell you. Dead! And I saw the one who did it!’ 
The assembled audience stared back in silence. I tried to understand what the woman was saying, but it was like trying to decipher an anagram. All the letters were there but in the wrong order. 
‘I see,’ Mina said, although she was obviously clueless. ‘Maybe you could write all this down, and then we can get a clearer idea—’
‘Celia!’ An elderly woman came hurrying down the centre aisle. She was of a thicker build, with her blue-rinse hair in a perm. ‘Celia! Where have you been? I’ve been worried!’
‘I told them,’ Celia said. ‘The man I saw. You know the one. He was in the place…with the water.’
‘Yes, Celia,’ the woman said, giving an apologetic glance to the audience. ‘I’m so sorry. Celia’s so quick sometimes. I turn my back for a moment, and she’s dashed off somewhere.’ 
She led the scatterbrained woman back up the aisle and out of the tent. A few audience members murmured to each other as Mina apologised, and asked if anyone else had a story to share. 
Kim leaned over. ‘What on Earth was all that about?’ 
‘Beats me.’ 
It was an oddity, a strange event that would have meant nothing, and I would have forgotten. 
Except for what happened later. 
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‘Welcome!’ Giuseppe Costa said, spreading his arms wide. ‘Welcome to the new Palladium!’ 
I wasn’t so sure about the word new. Leaving Trixie in my jeep, I got out and stared up at the building. It looked like the old cinema hadn’t changed at all: it was just as vacant, dusty, and rundown as it had been for the last four years. The vast awning overhanging the footpath—the marquee—was empty of lettering, and the poster frames were blank. As far as I could see, the only difference was the timber bifold doors at the front. These were clean, and the old paint stripped back to reveal the original wood. 
It was Monday, and two days had passed since the foreshore market. There were ways I liked to start my week, and they didn’t include interviewing Giuseppe Costa. Maybe in his mind, he was a great man in our little town, but to me Giuseppe would always be a corrupt businessman. A small, chubby man with a bad combover, it was hard to believe he was one of the wealthiest property developers on the south coast. 
‘It’s looking very…grand,’ I said, struggling for words. ‘A beautiful building.’
Giuseppe strolled down the front steps, thumbing back at the theatre. ‘Out here, nothing much has changed,’ he said. ‘All the action’s happening inside.’
I followed him into the foyer. Here, at least, he was right. The place was a hive of activity. The Palladium’s style was art deco, but age had made it look old rather than stylish. Now, the original tiles on the floor had been polished, the box office had been renewed and cracked mirrors on the walls replaced. The candy counter looked almost ready to serve popcorn and drinks. I felt excited. And a little nostalgic too. This was where I first met Kim. I’d decided to attend a festival of old Hitchcock films. Although it was possible to watch them on DVD, there was nothing like sitting in a theatre and enjoying them on the big screen. I’d just come out of watching Rebecca, nursing a container of popcorn in one hand and a large drink in the other, when a woman sidled up beside me. 
She was a trim Asian with short black hair, dark eyes, and a mouth that looked ready to break into a smile at any moment. ‘How about that Joan Fontaine?’ she said in perfect English. ‘Beautiful or what?’
I agreed she was. ‘I never guessed the ex-wife was so evil,’ I continued. ‘The housekeeper revered her.’
‘You can never tell. Have you read the novel?’
‘Yes. It’s a classic. People should read more.’
‘Ha!’ the woman’s mouth curved into a big smile. ‘Someone who loves books!’
‘Guilty, as charged.’
‘I’m Kim,’ she said. 
‘Rosie.’
I tried jamming my popcorn under one arm while swapping my drink to the other so I could shake hands, but the lid flipped off my drink, and Coke exploded all over me. 
‘Oh my goodness!’ Kim cried. 
I wiped liquid from my chin. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘You’ll get used to it.’ 
We went to the movies a lot after that, but it wasn’t to last. Like all cinemas, The Palladium had suffered from a lack of attendance because of competition from streaming services, social media, and a million other digital distractions. Something had to give, and in the end it was the Palladium. 
I followed Giuseppe through to the auditorium. This was where the most significant renovations had taken place. The first half a dozen rows of the old cinema had been removed, and a stage erected: live performances would be part of the Palladium’s future. The air smelt of freshly cut timber, paint, and cloth. The side walls of the cinema had been repainted Oxford blue with art deco motifs highlighted in white and burnt orange. 
Despite never having been a fan of Giuseppe Costa, I had to hand it to him. The place looked stylish, and the Palladium might enjoy a whole new life thanks to him. 
Giuseppe took me around the rest of the theatre, and I made notes and snapped a few pictures. The cinema projector was brand new. So was the sound system. No doubt about it, this would be the best cinema for a hundred kilometres. It would bring people to Cape Carson, both for the movies and the live performances. 
The businessman had obviously spent a lot of money getting the place back up to scratch. Most of the work had been completed on the interior. All it would take now was a spruce up of the outside, and the theatre would be ready. 
‘When are you reopening?’ I asked as we returned to the street. 
‘Start of spring,’ he said. ‘I wanted us ready before then, but that’ll give us time to put in all the finishing touches.’ 
Thanking him, I got into my old jeep, Trixie settled into the passenger seat, and we drove up Percy Street toward the Gazette. I hadn’t gone far before I spotted a familiar face at the side of the road and pulled over. ‘Hey Nan,’ I said. ‘Breaking the law again?’
Nan and a group of people had half-covered a street bench in knitted yarn. As members of the newly formed Cape Carson Yarn Bombers Association, their mission in life was to wrap trees and public items in brightly coloured lengths of knitted or crocheted fabric. I recognised a few members of her gang: Irene Everson, whose husband ran the local pantry shop, and Thelma Rickard, the president of the Rotary club.
Nan’s face broke into a cheeky grin. ‘The police have driven past a few times,’ she admitted. ‘It’s only a matter of time.’ 
‘We hide around the corner,’ Thelma added. 
‘So you know that yarn bombing is technically illegal?’ I said. 
‘Only if we get caught.’ 
I wasn’t sure that was how the law worked. Trixie and I climbed out, and my beagle immediately allowed herself to be patted by Thelma. ‘And isn’t yarn bombing usually done under the cover of darkness?’ I asked. 
‘Some of us have poor eyesight,’ Thelma said. ‘Going out at night is not an option.’ 
‘Besides,’ Irene added, ‘we’re doing it for charity.’ 
‘Really?’ I asked. 
‘Shop owners pay us to yarn bomb the street outside their premises,’ Thelma explained. ‘People hang around to take a look—’ 
‘Which means they’re more inclined to also go into the shop,’ Nan continued, ‘and the money the shop pays us—’
‘Goes to Rotary,’ Irene concluded. 
What a great idea, I thought. A win-win. 
Still…
‘Anyway,’ Thelma said. ‘The police are good guys—and handsome. Have you seen that new sergeant?’
‘Todd Parker?’ Nan piped up. ‘That’s Rosie’s boyfriend.’
‘He’s not my boyfriend—’ 
‘They’re out together all the time. Be nice to have a cop in the family. We can all go for rides in his police car—’
I was determined to put a stop to this. ‘Todd and I aren’t dating, let alone getting hitched, and nobody’s going for a ride in a police car.’ I nodded to the crocheted fabric covering the seat. ‘Unless you ladies get arrested, which I hope doesn’t happen.’ 
Regardless of the outcome, I knew a story when I saw one. Asking the ladies a few more questions, I scribbled notes while I snapped pictures. 
‘Oh,’ Thelma said, just as I put away my notebook. ‘And don’t forget about the pickups.’
‘Pickups?’
Nan intervened. ‘I told Thelma you’d offered to pick up donations for trash and treasure.’ 
Offered? That wasn’t my memory of it. I’d been cajoled into it. I shot a look at Nan, who was smiling sweetly. I knew that look. It was horribly similar to a cat with a mouthful of canary! 
‘Oh…right,’ I said. ‘Yes. Happy to help out.’ 
‘Great,’ Thelma said. ‘Nan’s got a list of people.’ 
‘Wonderful.’ I tried to sound enthusiastic, but there was a slightly more pressing matter I wanted to discuss with Nan. I took her to one side. ‘Nan, are you sure you’re not overstretching yourself?’
‘I do yoga most mornings. I suppose overstretching is the point of it.’
‘I don’t mean your yoga. I mean, you’re involved in every single thing going. The Rotary Club, Lions Club, Hospital Auxiliary—’
‘Rosie,’ Nan sighed. ‘It’s better to wear away than rust away. If I can contribute, I will. Besides,’ she continued, grinning, ‘I don’t have to do the heavy lifting.’ 
Before I could complain about that, she turned away and rejoined her yarnbombing buddies. I thanked them and got back into my car with Trixie, and we continued on to the Gazette. Nan worried me sometimes. She was eighty-three but still carrying on like she was…well, seventy-three. Or maybe even sixty-three. I wasn’t sure how eighty-three-year-olds were supposed to behave, but I was sure Nan was nothing like them. 
Heading into the Gazette building, I said a quick hello to Doris at reception and our editor, Harry, before heading to the back office. I shared this with Jay Patel, who was currently frowning at his computer. 
‘Rosie!’ he said, pushing back his black-rimmed glasses. ‘Thank goodness you’re here.’
‘What’s the emergency?’
‘My computer’s telling me that I can’t say the footy game on Saturday had a climatic ending.’
‘That’s hardly surprising. Unless a raincloud kicked the winning goal, I think you mean climactic. Climatic refers to the climate.’
He sighed. ‘What would I do without you?’
‘What people did in the old days,’ I said, sitting at my desk and nodding to a pile of dusty volumes. ‘Dictionaries.’
I transcribed the notes I’d made while speaking to Giuseppe and Thelma. Within half an hour, I had drafts of two articles. Feeling pleased, I sat back and added the files to our shared drive. This way, Harry could take a look at them while I worked on something else. 
He sent me a short message:
Great articles. Have you got anything about the Storytelling Tent? Or the Trash and Treasure fete?
Groaning, I quickly replied:
You don’t want much, do you? 
He wrote back:
It’s not easy being the star reporter for the Cape Carson Gazette. 
Harry was always especially nice when he wanted something. He sent another message telling me he needed around five hundred words and pictures if I had some. Grumbling, I put a draft together and checked the photos I’d taken at the event. Although the Storytelling Tent hadn’t been a fizzer, it hadn’t set the town on fire either. I headed up the article, Locals Share Their Stories, and sent it to Harry. 
Next, I wrote a small piece about the Trash and Treasure fete. There wasn’t a lot to say about it yet. Our focus each year was usually on the fundraising side of things or an unusual item that someone had donated. 
As not much had been gathered yet, I used photos from previous years to bulk it up. 
I spent the rest of the afternoon tidying up some other pieces I’d written over the last few weeks. As well as working on a retrospective of the town’s history, I had a few filler pieces, including another story about a proposed Rock and Roll Festival for the town. Sandy Clementine from the diner had been trying to get the project off the ground for some time. The council had just approved a funding grant, so the festival looked to be a goer. 
As five o’clock rolled on, I finally called it a day. Not only had I been working almost continuously, but I’d only had one jumbo-sized caramel latte for the day. My average was two
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