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Cast of
Characters

 


The Murder
Mystery Book Club & Friends:

Alicia Finlay (club
founder/journalist)

Lynette Finlay (her
sister/chef)

Claire Hargreaves
(vintage-store owner)

Perry Gordon
(palaeontologist)

Missy Corner
(librarian)

Queenie Dobson
(executive assistant)

Veronica ‘Ronnie’
Westera (wealthy philanthropist)

Detective Inspector
Liam Jackson (Alicia’s beau)

Simon Barrier (Claire’s
husband and Queenie’s boss)

Max (the Finlays’
Labrador)

 


The
Westera/Jones Family & Staff:

Bertram ‘Bert’ Westera
(deceased)

Ronnie Westera, née
Jones (Bert’s widow)

Bridget ‘Biddy’ Westera
(Bert’s younger sister)

Jeanie (Bert’s older
sister, deceased)

Bethany Westera
(Jeanie’s daughter)

Bronson Westera
(Jeanie’s son)

Lizzie Jones (Ronnie’s
sister, deceased)

Seamus Jones (Lizzie’s
son)

Sebastian Jones
(Lizzie’s son)

Peter Ragnar
(Westeraview security guard)

Rosa (Ronnie’s
housekeeper)

 


Notable House
Guests:

Greta Granger
(Sebastian’s/Seamus’s girlfriend)

Peg Flannery (Ronnie’s
school friend)

Hugh McMertle (CEO of
Westera Holdings)

Hannah McMertle (his
wife)

Craig Samson (Ancestry
& More)

 


Investigating
Police:

Detective Inspector
Indira Singh

Detective Sergeant Paul
‘Pauly’ Moore

Detective Sergeant Jarrod
Mallee

Senior Constable Zion
Goldstein

Constable Eva
Sanchez

Probationary Constable
Luke ‘Marko’ Markovic

Constable Sam Smith

Frank Scelosi (forensic
pathologist)

Miles Henryhan (Chief
of Ballistics)

 


 


Prologue

 


Sebastian’s
mood was souring faster than his Aunty Ronnie’s devilled eggs, his
patience close to curdling.

Where the
bloody hell was Seamus?

This was not
how he wanted to spend Ronnie’s seventy-fifth birthday party,
hanging like a limp racquet in the middle of a brightly lit tennis
court, the autumn breeze beginning to bite, its teeth sharpened by
the nearby ocean.

“Fancy a
game?” said Greta, mimicking an ace.

He tried to
smile, but his heart was not in it. “Come on, let’s head back.”

She hesitated,
pulling her green Manhattan jacket tighter. “Sounded important
though. What do you think’s so urgent he needs to discuss it
now?”

“No idea.”
Then, “Probably you.”

She flinched.
“I’ve made my choice. You know that; your brother does too.”

Sebastian
shrugged. It wasn’t all Seamus knew. It could very well be about
the family tree—what a can of worms he’d opened there. Why had he
wielded that blasted can opener in the first place? How foolish,
how delusional…

“You
okay?”

He glanced
back at her. “Course.” Stared at his watch.

“Nervous about
your speech?”

“Nervous I
won’t get back in time.”

Her own eyes
slid away. “Are you really going to… you know?”

He glanced up
and towards the far-off burble of music and laughter and his Aunty
Ronnie’s guests having a grand old time. Perhaps he’d read that
wrong too. What was he trying to achieve exactly?

Maybe it
wasn’t the time and the place.

Stepping
across to him, she brushed his arm. “You know we’re gonna be okay,
right? Despite everything.”

Then she
smiled and he couldn’t help smiling back. She’d always brought out
the good side in him, even after Seamus—

A distant
whistle broke through his thoughts, and then a sudden explosion,
and they both looked up to see fireworks illuminate the dark night
sky.

“It’s
beautiful,” she said.

“So are you,”
he replied, staring back at her long and hard, the vision splendid
in green.

“Sebastian…”
Her voice held a note of warning.

“I know.” He
reached out his hand. “Dance with me. One last time.”

She dropped
her long flaxen locks to one side. “It needn’t be the last.”

But who was
she kidding? He knew this was the end; there was no other option.
And so he smiled bitterly as he grabbed her and twirled her,
reaching into his velvet tuxedo just as a final explosion brought
their dancing to a halt and blood splattering across the court.

 


 


Chapter 1 ~ Five Days
Earlier…

 


The Murder Mystery Book Club nearly came to blows at its
Sunday meeting. And if it wasn’t for the soothing tea
(Lemon Mint
Ménage) and Alicia Finlay’s
sensibility (she could broker a peace deal in the Middle East, that
girl), they just might have.

It was the end
of their fortnightly get-together. They’d spent the past three
hours discussing the last of the P. D. James mysteries in young
Queenie Dobson’s sparsely furnished rental apartment when the
chatter turned to the next author on the list.

They wanted someone more modern, that was a given, but could
not decide between the best-selling author of Gone Girl, Gillian Flynn, and fresh
British writer Lucy Foley, who had a smash hit with
The Guest List.

“Oh, I’ve already read The Guest
List,” said Veronica Westera, brushing the
crumbs of a ready-made mud cake from her pleated skirt. “Wasn’t my
cup of tea at all.”

“Really, Ronnie? I heard it was brilliant,” gushed Missy Corner, her
cherry-red ringlets bobbing about as she spoke. “Sort of like
Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were
None, apparently, all set on some isolated
island with a madman on the loose.”

“It’s a poor man’s version of that book,” weighed in Perry
Gordon. “I’m with Ronnie. Let’s do Gone
Girl. It’s totally unique.”

“Uniquely creepy,” said Claire Hargreaves, feline eyes widening. “I thought we
agreed no creepy books. And that ending left a lot to be
desired.”

“But it was
such a good twist,” said Queenie, her rigid brown bob the
antithesis of Missy’s corkscrew curls.

“It was
positively lazy,” countered Claire. “I mean, where was the justice?
I really wanted the killer to—”

“Suck it up,
buttercup,” said Perry. “Not everything is wrapped up in neat
little bows like that top of yours. It’s stunning by the way.”

“Well thank you.” Claire beamed. “My mother just sent it
across from Paris. It’s vintage Chanel.” Her smile deflated. “But
murder mysteries should
be neatly wrapped up, Perry. It’s their
raison d’être.
Order is restored; it’s one of the tenets. Don’t
you agree, Alicia?”

The book club
founder rubbed a hand through her shaggy blond locks. Yes, she did
agree. Her imagination was dark enough without having murder
mysteries left unresolved, but that wasn’t what was bothering her
now. “It sounds like half of you have already read both books, so
maybe we should choose something else entirely. Anyone got any
other suggestions?”

“Let’s not start that
again,” groaned her sister, Lynette, stretching
her long, tanned legs out in front of her.

Ronnie agreed,
pulling back the sleeve of her drab cream cardigan to reveal a
diamond-encrusted Cartier watch. “I’ve got to meet my bossy niece
in twenty minutes.”

“How about
this then?” suggested Alicia. “What if we do both books
simultaneously? A kind of compare and contrast between the books
and their authors. Judging from this banter, it’ll be a lively
one.”

While the
others considered that option, Ronnie was gathering her things. “I
think that idea is just dandy. It’s a good thing I’ve read both
books, because I’ve got so much on my plate at the minute, what
with my birthday coming up and Bethany making such a hullabaloo.”
Then she sighed almost wearily and added, “I’m turning
seventy-five, God help me.”


“Congratulations!” squealed Missy, her enthusiasm almost sending
her zebra-print spectacles flying.

Ronnie shot
her a dark look. “Only a twenty-something like you would say that.
Actually…” Her eyes now danced around the group. “Perhaps you lot
could come along, inject some fresh energy.” A grimace. “I know
it’s terribly late notice—very rude of me, in fact—but it was
supposed to be small, just family and a handful of old friends, but
Bethany’s gone and turned it into a circus, ordered far too much
champagne, not to mention a celebrity chef, and now half my in-laws
have wriggled out of it and it’s too late to scale it back. It
would be lovely if you could fill in for them. Lord knows you’d be
doing me a favour.”

“You had me at
‘far too much champagne’,” said Perry, his eyes twinkling along
with his diamanté stud.

“I was sold on
‘celebrity chef’,” said Lynette. “Who is it?”

Ronnie
shrugged. She wasn’t much of a foodie. “We’re holding it next
Friday night at my late husband’s family estate, Westeraview. It’s
more a weekender these days, although Bert’s darling sister still
lives there. No idea why. It’s about an hour down the coast, so a
bit of a hike, but there’s bedrooms galore if you’d like to hook
into the champers and sleep over.”

She offered
Perry a smile before her lips drooped southwards. “I only agreed to
all this to please the in-laws, but, as I say, half of them have
deserted, so I wonder why I bothered.”

“What about
your lovely nephews?” asked Claire, straightening one of the bows
on her otherwise perfect blouse. She recalled Ronnie gushing about
the two lads that fiery weekend they had spent at Lyle’s Rainforest
Lodge, the first time they really got to know the older lady.

“Oh, Sebastian
and Seamus will be there; can always count on them. As for the
others… well…” A shrug. She was also not one for dwelling. “I
realise it’s extremely bad manners to invite you so late, and if
you do come, you must promise not to bring gifts, but I’d really
love you to be there.”

“Of course we’ll be there,” said Alicia as the others nodded
keenly.

And so that’s
how the Murder Mystery Book Club ended their session with two
murder mysteries up their sleeve and a birthday invitation that
would lead to two more.

They just
didn’t know it yet.

 


 


Chapter 2 ~ The Gothic
Mansion

 


Bertram
(‘Bert’) Westera had a macabre sense of humour, or at least his
architect did, Alicia decided as they caught their first glimpse of
Ronnie’s “weekender” from the winding road below.

Clumsily
dubbed ‘Westeraview’ when Ronnie’s late husband built the house
sixty years ago, the Gothic Revival mansion was actually facing
directly east, out across the Pacific Ocean. And while it did
indeed have a stunning view, perched as it was on the cliff edge,
it also boasted a hundred acres of manicured lawn, landscaped
gardens and dense, native forest.

But all of
that paled in comparison to the house, which, from their vantage
point below, looked like something from a medieval fairy tale, à la
the Brothers Grimm.

“Or that house in the movie Knives
Out,” exclaimed Missy, who was staring
goggle-eyed from the front bench seat beside Perry and
Alicia.

“There will be
no knives out this evening, Missy,” said Lynette, “other than Chef
Kenji’s filleting knife of course.” Then she poked her sister in
the driver’s seat. “Get a move on. We’re going to miss Kenji’s
famous sashimi at this rate.”

“Hold your
horses,” she replied, checking both rear-view mirrors. You just
never knew when a run-away B-double would come careening around the
corner and flatten you like a pancake. They were squished enough as
it was!

The book club
had all piled into Alicia’s old Holden Torana, the only car that
could fit six adults, and had enjoyed the long drive down the
highway south of Sydney, then through the lush hinterland and past
the quaintest of rural villages. But somewhere along the way they
had got hideously lost, and now Lynette’s foot was tapping. Or
perhaps it had more to do with her taste buds.

“Sorry,
Lynny,” said Missy, shrinking into her seat. “My GPS must be on the
blink.”

Perry snorted.
“Oh yes, blame your equipment.”

“Settle down,
children,” said Alicia, checking over her shoulder once again
before pulling back onto the road.

Fortunately,
after a few more hairpin bends, they reached the official entrance
to Westeraview on the lower-western side of the property,
surrounded in towering Eucalypts. There was an imposing
wrought-iron gate out front with an impenetrable sandstone wall on
one side and an equally imposing guardhouse on the other.

Built in the same Gothic style as the mansion, the smaller
dwelling had a steeply pitched roof and wide, arch-style windows
through which a bald-headed chap was watching them. Before Alicia
had even brought the car to a halt, the gate was swinging open and
the man was stepping out, a brown cap now on his head, a wooden
clipboard in his left hand. He was wearing a matching brown uniform
with the name Pete embroidered across the front.

“Welcome to
Westeraview, folks,” Peter Ragnar called out. “Just need to tick
your names off and we’ll get you up to the house.”

“Oooh,” said
Perry, grinning at the stocky sixty-something. “There’s a door
bitch with a guest list. How cosmopolitan.”

The guard
stared at him, unamused, as he pulled a pen from behind one ear,
then proceeded to read from his clipboard. “Rightio, you must be
Alicia… Lynette… Missy… Claire… Queenie, is it? And Peppy.”

There were howls of laughter from the back seat, and Perry
said, “It’s Perry. Perrrrrry.”

The guard
ignored that and ticked the names off swiftly, then pointed his pen
up the driveway.

“Follow the
bollard lighting all the way round the bend and keep going,” he
told Alicia. “Stick to the main road. It veers off in several
directions, but take no turns or you’ll get lost. Got it?” She
nodded. “Once you get to the top of the driveway, go past the guest
house and on to the main house. Can’t miss it. Guest parking is
just past the front entrance. It’s clearly sign posted. Please
don’t park in front of the garage.” His tone spoke of many
disobedient guests. “Once you’ve done that, make your way back on
foot to the entrance where you’ll be met at the door.”

He glanced at
his clipboard again. “I believe you’re being accommodated for the
night? In that case, be sure to take your luggage with you.” Then a
look of reproach. “You guys are the last to arrive, so don’t
dawdle. Head straight up.”

“Yes, sir!”
Perry replied, giving a small salute while Lynette tsked from the
back.

“You are incorrigible, Peppy,” she said as her sister
continued through the open gate and up the steep, paved driveway.
“Try to behave tonight. It’s a big deal for Ronnie.”

“At least I’m
here,” he retorted, “which is more than I can say for half her
rellies.”

“I wonder why
so many ‘wriggled out of it’,” said Queenie.

“More fool
them,” said Claire, ogling the view from her side-door window. “Did
you see that fabulous court back there? Dreamy. I wish I’d brought
my tennis whites.”

She sighed
some more as they rounded the last bend, passed a small dwelling
that was barely visible through the trees, and finally reached the
grand mansion. It was even more impressive up close, and
breathtakingly large, like the guardhouse on steroids.

Built in true
Gothic style with steep gabled roofs and pointed arches for doors,
it boasted twenty rooms across two levels and a thousand square
metres, the east wing almost reaching out to the cliff face. There
was a garish fountain out the front and a six-car garage on the
southern side, with guest parking next to that. And that’s where
Alicia finally brought the car to a stop.

“Good thing I
gave the Torana a wash before we came,” she said as she ogled the
luxury vehicles around her.

“Oh yeah,” said Perry, clambering out behind Missy. “A bit of
dust is the only difference between this hunk-a-junk and all these
Jags and Porsches and oh my God
is that a Lamborghini?”

“A Lamborghini
Urus,” said Queenie. “They finally brought
out a decent SUV. It’s much sleeker than the Rambo Lambo, but
honestly, if you’re going to splurge on a Lambo, why an
SUV…?”

Her voice trailed away as she realised they were now
ogling her.

“Never
would’ve picked you for a revhead,” said Lynette.

“I see a lot
of nice cars in my line of business,” she mumbled.

Queenie’s
business was really Claire’s husband’s business, LLE—a luxury
hospitality development company where Queenie worked as Simon
Barrier’s executive assistant.

“Is that
right?” said Perry, snatching up his Louis Vuitton duffle bag from
the boot. “What do you drive then?”

“Oh, I don’t
have a car. No time for road trips.”

“That’s
depressing,” he replied.

“So’s this,”
said Lynette as they strode back towards the front of the mansion
(which was really the back of the house, the side without that
stunning, easterly view).

One of the
tall arched doors was now propped open, and they could see straight
into a shadowy, candlelit foyer. It was like peeking into the great
hall of a Tudor castle with its dark timber flooring and high
decorative ceiling. The thick stone walls were covered in woven
tapestries, pretentious oil paintings, and a dozen faux
candelabra.

“It is a bit
creepy,” agreed Missy.

“I love it,”
gushed Claire, clapping her hands together.

“You’re late,”
snapped the woman who had opened the door.

She was almost
as imposing as the house—tall and angular, her sharp hips poking
out from a full-length, black satin dress, which matched her
tightly cropped black hair and the dark look she was now offering
them. Her cheeks were equally sharp, her lips the only plump thing
about her, heavily glossed and clearly Botoxed, much like her
forehead, which would’ve been frowning if it had been given half a
chance.

“We’re so
sorry,” said Alicia, stepping forward. “We’re—”

“I know who
you are. The book club, yes?” Before they could respond, the
fifty-something had turned and began gliding across the floor as if
she were skating. “I’m Bethany Westera, Veronica’s niece,” she
called back to them. “I hear you’re staying over. Let’s get your
luggage into the study and some champers in hand. The fireworks are
about to start, so there’s no time to sort out sleeping
arrangements, let alone time for changing.”

She turned
back and gave Missy the once-over, her eyes darting across her
rockabilly-style polka-dot dress with its full circle skirt and
black tulle petticoat.

Missy gulped,
then giggled. “Oh no, I mean… this is what I’m wearing.”

Bethany
blinked back like she was waiting for the punchline, then gave a
little shudder before turning to two waiters hovering in her
shadow. She instructed one to fetch drinks from the bar outside,
the other to take their luggage to the study.

“No, leave
it,” she told Perry who had tried to help. “That’s what he’s here
for.” Then she fluttered long, manicured fingernails and added,
“Party’s out on the patio. That’s where we’ve set up the bar and
also our delightful chef, Kenji. He’s world-famous you know. Do
take a moment to enjoy his spread. As for Veronica…” She tried to
frown again. “She’s probably in the centre, holding court like she
owns the place. Ah, here’s the Bollinger.”

They looked
around to see the waiter with a tray of glistening champagne
flutes. As they helped themselves, Bethany said, “Excuse me, I have
so much to get on with. The official program’s been brought
forward; it’s put me in quite a spin…”

And off she
trailed as she slipped across the floor and down a long corridor
towards a separate wing of the house.

“That’s us
told off then,” said Perry.

“Do you think
I should change?” asked Missy, her face stricken.

“You look divine, Missy,” said Claire, who really did look divine in another
fifties-style dress but more like something Grace Kelly would wear,
with a fitted black bodice and white silk taffeta skirt. They had
all dragged out their best frocks for the event, and Perry his
finest velvet burgundy smoking jacket, but now wondered if they
were underdressed.

Through the
cavernous entryway, they could see Ronnie’s guests milling about on
the patio outside, bright lights overhead and the tinkling of a
string quartet nearby, and most were in long shimmering gowns and
tuxedos.

“I wish she’d
told us it was formal,” said Missy, chewing on a fingernail.

“Who needs
formal when we look this fabulous?” scoffed Perry. “Let’s go out
and dazzle.”

They were just
reaching the adjoining doorway when a very old, very tiny woman
approached. She was dressed in a frilly pink party dress that was
several sizes too large and had half a dozen spangly hairclips
clinging on to her wispy grey hair, as if a six-year-old girl had
got at her with gusto.

“What time is
it now?” the woman asked, eyes boring into Alicia.

“Oh, um…”
Alicia checked her watch, wondering if they were about to be
scolded again for their tardiness. “It’s—”

“It’s my
birthday today,” she announced, her voice as creaky as she
looked.

“Really?” said
Alicia. Glancing back at the others. “You too?”

“I’m not two,
silly. I’m eighty-nine today. Eighty-nine. What time is it
now?”

Alicia
blinked. “Twenty past seven.”

“BoBo says
there’s going to be a big chocolate cake and I can eat as much as I
want, and we’re going to play games. All my favourite games! BoBo
says we can even play hide-and-seek. I love hide-and-seek. I’m very
good, haven’t played for ages but. What time is it—?”

“Biddy!” came
a booming voice behind them, and they swung back to see a man in
his fifties approach. He was the male version of Bethany, tall but
lumpier, with his own shock of black hair, slicked back and
slightly receding. He was dressed in an oily tuxedo with a gaudy
maroon-and-gold cummerbund, and he had a weary look in his eyes,
which evaporated the moment he caught sight of Lynette.

“Well, hello there,” he said, his chapped lips breaking into a
smile below his red, bulbous nose. “You must be Veronica’s
mysterious book club. She didn’t tell us you were quite so
young.”

He managed to
make that last word sound lewd as his eyes flickered from Lynette
to Claire and Queenie then back, lingering on Lynette’s clingy
camisole dress.

“Bronson
Westera’s my name,” he announced, shoving a hairy paw towards her.
“I’m Veronica’s nephew.”

That caught
Alicia by surprise. He wasn’t at all what she was expecting. Like
Claire, she recalled Ronnie raving about her “darling nephews” that
first weekend together. Amidst all the murder and mayhem, the
elderly socialite had gushed about how her sweet nephews were back
in Sydney minding her cats. This one looked like he’d skin the cats
and hand them to Kenji.

Before they
could introduce themselves, Biddy was pushing in front of Bronson,
fingers aflutter.

“What time is
it now?” she asked, her eyes on Lynette. “Is it time for chocolate
cake yet?”

There was an
audible groan from Bronson. “Don’t mind Biddy. She’s been away with
the fairies since she was born. Haven’t you, Biddy!”

He yelled the
words in her face, like she was deaf, and the woman smiled serenely
nonetheless and said, “I’m eighty-nine today.”

“Yes, yes,
come on then. Let’s get you another lolly water, shall we?”

He took her by
the shoulders and swivelled her like a bar stool towards the patio,
then glanced back to them, adding, “Lady Muck is by the pool, in
case you’re wondering. Surrounded by a gaggle of her gossips.”

Then he
sniggered, leaving the book club with a mixture of
expressions—stunned, confused and deeply unimpressed.

“Lady Muck?
That’s rather rude,” whispered Claire.

“And how
belittling was he to that other woman?” said Queenie.

“Come on,”
said Perry. “Let’s go join the gaggle.”

 


Out on the
patio they spotted Ronnie in the centre of a group of women, all
similarly aged and holding up champagne flutes, screaming out
“Orgasm!” as another lady took their photo. That one had long,
woolly white hair, a Thai silk pantsuit, and an extraordinary array
of beads and bangles, which jingled as she yelled, “Halt!” then
dumped the camera, snatched up another one and proceeded to take
more photos.

Ronnie laughed
and said, “Peg! Enough already!” just as she noticed the book club
watching, smiling from the side, Missy with her own phone up,
snapping away. Ronnie broke from the group and tottered over.

And it really
was a totter. The club had never seen Ronnie in high heels, let
alone anything fancier than a tweed jacket. Tonight she was dressed
head to toe in midnight-blue sequined chiffon, matching heels, her
hair and make-up meticulous, her trademark pearls gleaming around
her neck. She looked beautiful.

Clocking their
surprise, she laughed. “You can blame Bethany for this
palaver.”

“We’re so
sorry we’re late,” said Alicia. “We got terribly lost.”

Ronnie
followed the group’s gaze to Missy who was wincing. “I’m super bad
at directions. I don’t know why they put me in charge.”

“Because you
took the plum seat, darling,” said Perry. “That’s the rule. Steal
the best seat, steer the vehicle.”

“Even if it
gets us lost?”

He shrugged.
“I don’t make the rules.”

“Sounds to me
like you do,” said Ronnie, shaking her head at him. “I’m just glad
you made it. Was worried you’d stood me up and I’d have to face the
dreaded in-laws alone. Just hope it won’t be too dull for you.”

“Not at all!”
said Claire. “Not with that delightful view.”

Ronnie’s gaze
followed Claire’s across the patio and enormous Roman-style
swimming pool to the cliff edge and the horizon beyond. “Mmmm,” she
murmured, like she wasn’t that impressed. “We got lucky with the
weather; it’s usually a lot gustier. Now… who can I introduce you
to?”

“We met a
really sweet lady inside,” said Alicia. “Seemed very interested in
the time.”

Ronnie smiled.
“Ah, you met Biddy.”

“That’s really
her name?” said Queenie. “I thought your nephew was being
rude.”

“Bronson? Oh, he is rude, terribly. But yes, Bridget has been
known as Biddy as long as I can remember. She’s my late husband’s
youngest sister. The middle sister, Jeanie—that’s Bronson and
Bethany’s mother, long gone now, I’m afraid—brought German measles
home when their mother was pregnant with Bridget. Biddy was born with an
intellectual disability, which seems tragic except she’s always
been such a delight. If you can get over being asked the time every
five minutes. She’s an eternal child that one, although she’s not
as dim as Bronson makes out.”

“Yes, we got
that,” said Alicia. “Anyway, happy birthday!”

They all
echoed the sentiment and reached in for kisses, then Missy insisted
on taking a group selfie, so they gathered around for that, before
Queenie produced a meticulously wrapped gift from her tailored
jacket, which was as sharp and brown as her bob (despite her name,
there was nothing flouncy about Queenie).

Ronnie
tutt-tutted. “Now what did I tell you, Queenie?”

“It’s from all of us,” she said. “Just something small.”

Ronnie whipped off the paper to find a first edition of Agatha
Christie’s Evil Under the
Sun. It was the same mystery that brought
them to Ronnie’s door—or to the outdoor cinema in Balmain where
they first met. She got the reference instantly.

“How clever of you. But how did you find this? And so quickly?”

“Queenie has
friends in high places,” explained Claire. “Or at least LLE has a
client Queenie could lean on to find it for her.”

Ronnie
clutched it to her chest. Tears appeared behind her silver
spectacles. She was momentarily lost for words. Missy took the
opportunity to steal a hug from her, and she sank into it.

“Thank you.
It’s the most thoughtful gift I’ve received.” She pulled back and
wiped away a tear. “Look at me blubbering, and the speeches haven’t
even started yet. Speaking of which, let’s get those glasses
refilled. Fireworks first, then the lies begin.”

“Fireworks before speeches?” said Queenie. It’s not how the executive assistant
would run things.

Ronnie waved a
hand about. “What can I say? Bethany’s in charge; I’m just
following my niece’s orders. I believe it has something to do with
getting Biddy to bed so Bronson can relax.” She leaned in.
“Although just between us, it’s more to do with getting Biddy to
bed before Bronson gets stonking drunk. He’s on Biddy duty and
can’t be trusted that one.”

Then she
narrowed her eyes at Lynette. “No, really, do not trust him. You’re
just his type.” She glanced around. “In fact, I have two much
sweeter nephews for you to meet. Blood nephews, so they don’t have
scales beneath their tuxes. I just can’t see…”

Then her face
broke into another glorious smile. “Seamus!”

She was
calling out to a thirty-something in a smart three-piece suit who
was just stepping out and onto the patio. “Come and meet the lovely
book club I’ve been telling you about.”

Seamus Jones
straightened his tie and made his way across. He had a mop of red
hair and a faintly freckled face and, as promised, a smile so sweet
it brought the dimple out in Missy’s.

“I’m so
excited to meet you guys,” he told them as Ronnie made the
introductions. “Aunty Ronnie’s been a woman reborn since she joined
your club. Never stops talking about you and your famous little
grey cells.”

“I’m not that
bad.” Ronnie playfully slapped his shoulder, then her smile
dropped. “Where is your brother? I haven’t seen Sebastian since the
photos. The fireworks are about to start, and the speeches are
straight after. Did Bethany tell you? She’s brought it all forward,
and I haven’t had a chance to warn him.”

Seamus rolled
his eyes. “Yeah, she gave me the heads up. Typical bossy Bethany.”
He looked at the book club now. “She’s Bert’s niece—we’re not even
really related—but for some reason she bosses us around like she’s
our big sister.”

His hazel eyes
returned to Ronnie. “I don’t know why you let her organise your
party.”

“I didn’t,” she shot back. “She insisted. Charged in like a wounded
bull. I barely got a… Oh dear, looks like Biddy has latched on to
Hannah and Hugh. I’d better go rescue them.”

She went to
go, then turned back as though hesitating.

Seamus waved
her on. “I’ll get the message to Seb. Go enjoy your party.”

Ronnie blew
him a kiss as she headed for Biddy, who was now flapping her hands
at a bemused white-haired couple all dressed in black, the man
holding up his wrist and pointing to his watch.

Seamus turned
back to the book club, squinting. “Speaking of little grey cells,
I’m wondering if I can put your sleuthing skills to use and ask you
to help me solve the Mystery of the Missing Man.”

They stared at
him, bewildered, and he added, “Or as Biddy would say, ‘Who’s up
for a game of hide-and-seek?’”

 


 



Chapter 3 ~
The Search Begins




It turned out
that the game Seamus was suggesting was more seek than hide.

“I didn’t want to alarm Ronnie, but I can’t find my brother,”
he told them. “Seb’s gone AWOL, and he’s the main speaker. If he
doesn’t show, I’ll have to do it, and believe me,
nobody wants that to
happen.” He grinned. “We may be twins, but he’s got the gift of the
gab.”

“You guys are twins?” Missy gulped, like she’d been
told they were a circus act. “That’ll make him easy to
find.”

He waggled a
hand. “Just look for a taller, hunkier version of me—he’s also the
better-looking one, the bastard.” He laughed. It was a lovely,
melodic sound. “I know you’ve just arrived, and I apologise for
dumping this on you, but I don’t want to worry Aunty Ronnie. And
I’d ask my girlfriend, but I can’t seem to find her either.”

Several eyes
widened at that comment, but Seamus didn’t notice. “I’d keep
searching, but I’d better bolt to the library and scribble down a
backup speech, just in case.”

“There’s a library
in the house?” said Missy, eyes popping again.
“And a patio and a guest house. Forget Knives Out, now I feel like we’ve
walked into a game of Cluedo! Next thing you’ll tell us there’s a
conservatory and a ballroom, not to mention—”

“We’d love to
help,” said Queenie. “Where should we start?”

Seamus was still smiling at Missy. “Actually, there’s
an observatory,
but he’s not in there. I’ve already checked. In fact, he’s nowhere
in the house, so don’t bother looking inside. Maybe check around
the property.”

“Have you
tried calling him?” asked Lynette.

“Or sending
him a telepathic signal?” added Missy, guffawing.

“Wouldn’t
work, we’re rarely on the same wavelength.” Seamus laughed again.
“As for this…” He held up his device, the latest model iPhone in
silver. “No response. Although to be fair, the reception here is
patchy. I’ll have another crack.” He pressed a few buttons, then
waited a beat, frowned and said, “Hey bruz, me again. I’m serious
about the speeches. Get back here. Fast!” Then he hung up.

“Okay then,
let’s see if we can drag him back,” said Perry. “This place is
massive. Can you narrow it down a bit for us?”

Seamus pointed
a finger to the southern end of the patio. “The pool deck wraps
right around the cliff edge, and there’s a cabana on the other
side. He could be round there having a smoke, I suppose.” Then he
turned and pointed to the opposite end of the house, back towards
the forest. “Also try the guest house you drove past on your way
in, although I can’t see why he’d be there, we’re sleeping upstairs
tonight. Oh, and try the parking lot.”

“The parking
lot?” echoed Claire.

He offered a
sheepish grin. “We both have a soft spot for fast cars; he could be
out there salivating.”

“Sounds like
someone we know,” she said, nodding at Queenie.

“Just stick
close. He can’t have gone too far. And I’d hate for you to miss the
fireworks entirely.” Then he held his palms together and bowed.
“Thank you. I can see why Ronnie adores you guys. If you find him,
tell him to come straight to the library. I’ll be in there,
stressed to my eyeballs.”

Then he turned
and headed into the house.

 


The book club
gave a universal sigh, then abandoned their flutes and split into
groups of two. Missy and Lynette had opted to search the enormous
patio around the pool and were making their way to the
aforementioned cabana when the patio lights suddenly flickered off.
A few seconds later, they heard a whistling sound before the sky
split into a million colours, banging and crackling as it did
so.

“Oh, it’s
lovely!” said Missy, stopping and staring upwards. “If this doesn’t
bring Sebastian running, nothing will. I mean, what kind of fool
doesn’t come out and look at fireworks? Everybody loves fireworks,
don’t they?”

“Depends if
that fool is having some fireworks of his own,” Lynette countered,
staring across to the dimly lit cabana. It was a modernised version
of the house with the same arched windows but wide, sliding glass
doors and a low, flat roof.

Missy looked
at her blankly, and Lynette smiled. “You are so charmingly
innocent, my dear.” Then they locked elbows and marched across the
stone pavers. “Didn’t you hear Seamus say his girlfriend is also
missing?”

“So?”

Lynette
stepped up to the tinted glass doors and tried to peer through. “So
maybe they’re missing together, nudge nudge, wink wink.”

“No,” gasped
Missy. “You think they’re in there canoodling?”

“Canoodling?” Lynette laughed.
“Who even says—”

Her words were
swallowed up by a fresh burst of fireworks, but this time she was
the one gasping as the explosion illuminated more than the night
sky. The inside of the cabana also lit up, and for a brief moment,
Lynette spotted a couple sitting close together on a couch.

They both glanced up, wide-eyed, like they’d been sprung
pre-canoodle,
before the room snapped back into darkness.

 


~

 


It came as no
surprise that Queenie had volunteered to check out the guest car
park even though it was on the wrong side of the house, and she
would miss the fireworks, which were being launched out towards the
ocean.

“Who needs
fireworks when you have Porsches and Alfa Romeos?” she said to
Claire as she wandered from luxury vehicle to luxury vehicle, the
odd Subaru and Mazda bringing the collection down a peg or two.

There were
about thirty cars in the vicinity, and as they peered in and around
each one, it didn’t take long to deduce there was no one lurking
between them, stroking the satin finishes.

“Such a waste
of time,” said Claire, listening wistfully as the fireworks
exploded unseen.

Queenie’s
stiff bob was shaking now. “Not really. I’ve never seen the
all-electric Jaguar up close.”

Claire rolled
her catlike eyes and let her inspect the fancier vehicles again,
then eventually called time out.

“What about
the garage?” Queenie pointed back to the house where all six roller
doors were sealed shut. “Should we see if we can access it from
inside?”

Claire
scoffed. “Sebastian is hardly going to be lurking inside a boring
garage during a fireworks display.”

Queenie
scoffed harder. “I bet there’s nothing boring about that garage,
Claire.”

 


~

 


Like the
guardhouse, the guest house was a miniature version of the main
house and, from what Alicia and Perry could see, locked up tight.
As the fireworks danced above them, they knocked loudly on the
front door, trying to be heard over the din, then peered through
the smaller bay windows.

“I wonder if
this is where we’re staying,” said Alicia.

“Doubt it,”
said Perry, nodding towards a blue cooler box he could see on a
coffee table. “There’s an esky in there and some very gaudy wine
goblets. Oh, and is that a bottle of Dom? Someone’s been preloading
with the good stuff.” He stepped back. “But no signs of life, I’m
afraid.”

Alicia strode
around the guest house to the other side where the manicured lawn
quickly turned into low shrubby forest through which a crushed
limestone pathway vanished into the darkness.

“Look,” she
said, “this path must lead back down to the tennis court.”

Perry pointed
to a small wooden sign near her feet. “What gave it away? The
picture of the tennis racquet or the bright yellow arrow?”

She smirked
back. “They could be out there, playing a few rounds of
love-all.”

“Honestly, Alicia,” he groaned. “For a journalist, you’re
really bad at puns. Although you are perceptive, I’ll give you
that. It does seem odd that Seamus’s twin and his girlfriend are missing at the same
time.”

“Wouldn’t be
the first time a man stole his brother’s woman.”

“You mean bruzes,” said Perry, snickering. “Come on, let’s see if Seamus has
been superseded. Get it… seeded?”

Alicia was now
groaning as they entered the path.

 


~

 


Ronnie would have groaned if Biddy wasn’t quite so adorable.
They were seated together on “Her Lordship’s royal throne” (her
friend Peg’s words as she offered her seat to Biddy, then scuttled
off), but no
amount of persuading could get the woman to look
skyward.

“What time is
it now?” Biddy kept asking, and Ronnie gently sighed.

“Time to look
up, Biddy. Up! You’re missing the lovely fireworks.”

But all Biddy
wanted to do was stare lovingly at Ronnie’s face (well, that, eat
chocolate cake and play hide-and-seek, of course). It was something
Biddy often did. Whenever Ronnie took her to a movie or a play, she
would watch Ronnie instead, as if she were the only show in town.
In the end, Ronnie let Biddy be and enjoyed the spectacle herself
while also wondering where Peg had got to and why her book club
friends had also scurried off at the start of the fireworks. They
all seemed suddenly purposeful.

Good thing she
wasn’t a suspicious beast, or Ronnie would suspect they were up to
something…

 


 



Chapter 4 ~
The Search Continues


The couple
canoodling in the cabana couldn’t possibly be Sebastian and the
missing girlfriend—they were too old for that—and it took another
flash of fireworks to see who it really was and to realise they
weren’t quite canoodling.

At least, not
yet.

Veronica’s
bossy niece Bethany was seated on the couch, very close to a man in
his late sixties with a head of white hair and a designer tuxedo.
They had pewter goblets in hand and looked surprised to see the
book club friends staring in at them.

Then their
gazes shifted and the man’s surprise turned to something else
entirely. He dropped his cup to the table and jumped up, holding
out a hand and yelling something.

Lynette
frowned, confused, then turned with a start, realising there was
another woman standing behind them. She must have followed them
from the party, across to the cabana. She was older than Bethany,
dressed entirely in black, her white hair stiffly coiffed, her eyes
fiery.

“Hannah,” the
man said as he swept the cabana door open. “I was just—”

“How could you?” she spat out. “After everything.”

“What?
No—”

“I came here in good faith. I thought this was behind us. And
now Bethany?”

“What? No!” he
said again, but she was no longer listening.

The older
woman was charging across the patio and towards the house. The man
turned to Bethany, held his palms out like he had no words, then
offered Lynette and Missy a bewildered look and charged after her,
leaving a waft of expensive aftershave in his wake.

And all the
while the fireworks kept dancing like sparklers above their
heads.

Bethany had
remained seated through all this but smiled to herself as she
picked up one goblet and got to her feet. Then she strode across
the room and stopped at the doorway.

“I need to get
this to the kitchen,” she told Lynette and Missy. “If you don’t
mind.”

She waited for them to step back, then followed the man and
his wife into the house. Because that had to be the man’s wife, Lynette
decided. She recognised the look of chronic disappointment. Might
have caused such expressions in her own time, if she were being
brutally honest.

“That was a
bit awkward,” said Missy. “What do you think that was about?”

“I think we
caught a man about to cheat on his wife,” Lynette replied.

“Wasn’t he the
bloke Ronnie saved earlier from Biddy? I think she called him
Hugh.”

“He’ll be
getting more colourful names than that right about now,” Lynette
quipped before shaking her head and adding, “Come on, this is lame.
Let’s see if we can snag some sushi.”

 


~

 


Finding their
way into the garage was easier said than done, and it took Claire
and Queenie some time to get their bearings when they returned
inside the house. It didn’t help that the interior was dimly lit
and that there were so many doors and corridors spreading out in
all directions.

The first door
they tried led into a mudroom, which had more crates of liquor
stored in it than coats and boots, and they were just coming out of
that when they ran into Bronson, who seemed lost in his
thoughts.

“Oh, hello
again,” he said, glancing down at the bottle of Sprite in his hand.
“Haven’t seen Biddy have you? I was told to fetch some lolly water,
and now I can’t find her.”

They shook
their heads and explained their mission, which left him
frowning.

“Why would
Sebastian be in the garage?”

“A very good
question,” said Claire. “Humour us, if you will.”

He shrugged
and pointed his bottle towards the southwest corridor. “First door
on the right. Knock yourselves out.”

And it did
knock them for six. The space was brightly lit with polished
concrete floors and ample room for its six luxury vehicles, which
included a Rolls Royce, an Aston Martin and a glossy blue
Lotus.

While
Queenie’s face lit up, Claire’s began to mimic Bronson’s.

“Of course
he’s not in here,” she said. “And listen… I think the fireworks are
fizzling out. Oh dear. We’ve missed the whole show.”

“Soz,” said
Queenie, not sounding sorry at all. “I guess that gives us time to
check inside the cars, you know, in case he’s hiding behind a seat
or something.” She was peering through the dark-tinted window of a
silver Maserati.

Claire folded
her arms across her Grace Kelly-style bodice. “If you’d like to
explore the lavish interiors, please do so, Queenie, but make it
snappy. I’d really rather get back to Ronnie.”

Queenie
clapped her hands like she’d won the lottery, then pulled the car
door open and slipped into the front seat while Claire glanced
about. She was a fan of all things vintage, that was true, but she
couldn’t understand why anyone, least of all Ronnie, needed so many
fancy vehicles.

“I didn’t
think she was the type,” she said. “Although they could be her late
husband’s, I suppose.”

Queenie
dragged her eyes from the exquisite Italian stitching on the
leather-wrapped dashboard. “Didn’t Ronnie’s husband die years ago?
This Maserati might look vintage, Claire, but it’s a recent model.
And worth a pretty penny.”

“Well, whoever
owns it, it’s a pity their budget didn’t extend to their
luggage.”

Claire pointed
to a fawn leather carryall resting on the back seat. The leather
was cracking and splattered with something black and fuzzy.

“Urgh, that
mould is going to wreck the upholstery.”

“Not our
concern,” said Claire. “Come on, you’ve had your fix. Sebastian is
clearly not hiding under the dashboard. Time to head back to the
action.”

 


~

 


The activity
in the sky was drawing to a close as Alicia and Perry followed the
winding path to the tennis court, and they had only tiny solar
lights now to guide the way.

“Is it just me
or is there a nasty undercurrent at this party?” said Alicia as
they walked. “I mean, it’s supposed to be a happy family
celebration, and Ronnie looked happy enough, but her in-laws were a
bit snarky. I know she can be schoolmarmish, but how can you not
like Ronnie?”

“Bethany makes
Ronnie look like a recalcitrant teenager,” said Perry. “They’re
probably just jealous. Remember, Ronnie was a humble nurse when she
met the great Bertram Westera. He took her away from all that, left
her his massive fortune. Perhaps they wish she’d stuck with
bedpans.”

“Oh, spare me
the tears,” said Alicia. “They’re drinking Bollinger and watching
fireworks courtesy of Ronnie. What have they got to whine
about?”

“They’re rich,
darling, there’s always something to whine about. Speaking of
which, I’d like to whine about the lighting out here.” He stopped
and stared ahead where they could now make out the dim silhouette
of the tennis court through the shadowy acacias and lemon myrtles.
There was a weird cooing sound and beyond that a suspicious
rustling. “If we’re not careful, we’ll step on a tiger snake.”

Alicia began
frantically flashing her mobile phone light about.

“Oops, sorry,
sweetie, I keep forgetting how your brain works. It’s probably just
a Tawny Frogmouth. Come on, I’ve got a better idea.”

Then he shined
his torch to a fork in the path and another wooden sign, this one
with the picture of a miniature gate. Rubbing his goatee, he said,
“Okay, Miss Marple, I wonder if you can tell me where this
leads.”

Alicia rolled
her eyes. “You think Sebastian’s taken off?”

“Hope not, but
I noticed cameras down at the guardhouse when we arrived. I bet
there’s more around the place. Maybe door bitch is watching the
wayward nephew fondle his brother’s girlfriend in a gazebo
somewhere, having a little chuckle.”

Then he
chuckled to himself as they detoured back towards the driveway.

 


Ten minutes
later, Perry was no longer chuckling. “That’s my steps done for the
day,” he said when they finally arrived at the gate.

They couldn’t
see the security guard through the window and were about to call
his name when Pete’s bald head popped out from behind the front
door. He looked a little harried.

“Oh, hello
there,” he said. “Choofing off already?” Then he squinted out to
the dimly lit road beyond. “You waiting on a lift? D’ya call a
cab?”

“Actually,
we’re searching for Sebastian,” said Perry. “He’s Ronnie’s—”

“I know
Sebastian. Why? What’s going on?”

“They need him
at the house for speeches, and he’s gone walkabout. Just wondering
if you’ve seen him on your CCTV somewhere.”

The guard
blinked. “CCTV?” Then he followed Perry’s eyes to the camera that
was pointing at them from a pole
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