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      “Help me!” I screamed as I ran down the hallway. The monster from the green lagoon had broken into my house and was drinking my coffee. I didn’t even know the monster from the green lagoon was real, let alone under-caffeinated.

      I put down my mug, looking for something I could fight a monster with, like that ugly lamp I pretended to love that my grandmother had given me one Christmas.

      Then I caught my reflection in the mirror once more and stopped screaming. It was me. I was the monster. Well, I suppose that’s true of everyone who has not had enough coffee.

      I had decided to pamper myself, so a French Green Clay mask covered my face and twenty-four heated rollers sat resplendent in my hair. I know the electric rollers were a kind of 1980s thing to do, but the humidity at the Gold Coast made my hair hang limp and flat. I winced at my reflection once more, and then walked back to the living room where a glass of chardonnay was waiting to welcome me.

      Coffee was not going to be enough.

      I stretched out on the sofa, uttered a sigh of contentment, and reached for my wine. Just as I did so, a grunt startled me. I sat upright. Persnickle, my wombat, was standing on the old sofa against one of the front windows, making a deep growling sound at whatever he could see outside. I abandoned my wine and hurried to the window.

      A bunch of runners all dressed in orange were running along the road that ran past my house. For some reason, Persnickle particularly hated the colour orange unless it was in the form of carrots. He could not abide anything orange. Before I could stop him, he launched himself right through the flyscreen of the front door and bounced down the footpath. I tore after him, my bathrobe flapping in the wind. I thought he would stop at the front gate, but he crashed right through the wood and took off after the runners.

      I had no choice but to follow him. “Persnickle! Persnickle!” I screamed. He was chasing the runners. Goodness knows what he would do if he caught one. I knew they were from the Netherlands, and had recently booked the entire nearby East Bucklebury Spa Resort and Colonics Centre, a resort which doled out nothing but raw juices and colonics. It didn’t sound like my idea of fun. Still, it obviously did something for running ability because Persnickle wasn’t gaining on the runners.

      A large bus pulled up beside me. The driver waved as the occupants leant out and took photos of me. “Stop!” I yelled at them, waving my fist. That only seemed to send them into a further flurry. It looked as if every passenger had either a smartphone or a proper camera. I took a deep breath and tried to run faster. My breath was coming in ragged bursts and my throat was on fire.

      Finally, Persnickle overtook a straggler. The hapless man fell to the ground, one orange shoe cast aside. He was yelling something, presumably in Dutch, and I figured it wasn’t complimentary. Persnickle wasted no time devouring his shoe. The bus came to a stop beside me, and the occupants all filed out. I soon realised they, too, were speaking in Dutch, so they must have been the non-running sector of the resort party.

      One of the women hurried over to me. She was accompanied by a man who appeared terrified. “Green reptile woman, the wild animal is eating the shoe,” she said in broken English.

      “He’s not a wild animal; he’s my pet.” I told her.

      She clutched her throat. “You speak well!” she said. “You speak well for a wild Australian woman from the outback.”

      I realised I must have looked a fright, with my furry dog slippers, my flapping bathrobe, my bright green face and my hair in rollers. Then again, why would people from the outback wear electric rollers? I thought that a flaw in her argument. I was about to point that out when the driver pulled her back inside the bus. The bus drove away, the occupants hanging out the windows taking photos of me.

      I realised I didn’t have Persnickle’s leash, so I took off my bathrobe cord and looped it around his neck. “Come with me, you naughty wombat,” I scolded him. “I’m going to have to pay for that shoe and fair enough, too. Running shoes aren’t cheap.”

      Persnickle merely grunted by way of response and little bits of orange fabric fell out the sides of his mouth.

      “You know, I’m going to have to take you to the vet,” I told him. “He’s going to need to check you out. There could be poison or some sort of nasty glue in those shoes.”

      Persnickle’s eyes filled with fear at the mention of the word vet. “Serves you right,” I added.

      After I dragged Persnickle back home, I locked him in the living room while I took off my face mask. It had gone rock hard and deep crevices had formed in my face.

      I took one of the rollers out of my hair, and then let out a scream. My hair came with the roller. I removed the other rollers as fast as I could, and to my dismay they had snapped off most of my hair.

      My remaining hair, the little that was left, was standing upright as if I had put my hand in an electric socket. There was no way I could fix this. It was all I could do not to burst into tears. Most of my hair was missing. What a day this had been! I sure hoped it was going to get better. One thing was certain—I couldn’t go out in public with my hair like this.

      I would have to buy a wig, but I didn’t know where to buy one in person. Even if I did, I couldn’t leave the house in my current state. To make matters worse, an online delivery would take days to get here. It was then I remembered that just before I left Melbourne, I had gone to a fancy dress party dressed as Morticia Addams. Surely I still had that costume.

      I hurried to one of the spare rooms, and as luck would have it, the wig was in the last box I unpacked. It was a nice, full-length, black wig. I threw it over my damaged head of hair and hurried back to the bathroom to look in the mirror. It wasn’t quite my style, but it was certainly an improvement. I took off the wig and scrubbed all the green slime off my face. I quickly threw on some make-up and some clothes and put the black wig on again. It wasn’t too bad. It actually looked like real hair and not a wig, although I didn’t look anything like my usual self.

      I walked back out to get Persnickle’s car harness and his leash, but he ran behind the sofa when he saw me. “You come out right now,” I scolded him. “This is all your fault. If you hadn’t chased those people dressed in orange, this would never have happened. You’re a very naughty wombat.”

      After a bit of wrestling and several carrot treats, I managed to catch Persnickle. I thought about calling the vet clinic to make an appointment, but I figured they would tell me to come another day, and for all I knew, it could be important.

      I had never noticed a vet clinic in town, but once Persnickle was secured in the car, I did a quick search on my iPhone. It turned out there was only one vet in town, a Dr Chase Evans. Given that it only took five minutes to drive from one end of town to the other, I didn’t have much trouble finding his place, but it was the end of a swampy road in quite an isolated position. I would have thought the vet clinic would be in the middle of town.

      There were no cars in the parking area, and I was afraid everyone had left for the day despite the fact it was only three in the afternoon. Still, strange things happen in the country. Persnickle had obviously been there before, because he was quite reluctant to get out of the car and even a carrot would not tempt him. After a lot of grunting, I managed to strong-arm him out of the car. I dragged him to the door and to my relief, it wasn’t locked. “Hello, is anyone here?” I called out.

      No one was in the waiting room, and there was no bell on the desk, although the door did sound an alarm as I walked in, but no one came to my aid. I wondered if all the staff were in surgery.

      I cleared my throat loudly, and then cleared it again. I noticed the door at the end of the corridor was ajar and it did not have the word ‘Surgery’ written on it like two of the other doors. I tentatively walked down the short corridor and knocked on the open door.

      The room was large and well decorated, and smelt of wet dogs. Large, framed photographs of various animals hung on the wood-panelled walls. The only sound was the bone-chilling screech of black cockatoos in the skies above.

      Still, something wasn’t right.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      I gasped as a man loomed in front of me. He floated towards me, his feet not touching the ground.
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      The scream froze in my throat. There, on the ground behind a large wooden desk, was a trousered leg.

      I felt as though I were dreaming. Everything slowed down. After what seemed an age, I edged forward, pulling Persnickle behind me. I looked over the desk and saw a dead man.

      The ghost saw himself too, gasped, and then vanished.

      I stood there, staring in disbelief, when a voice called out behind me. “You’re not allowed in there!”

      I spun around to see a woman in a vet nurse uniform. “He’s, he’s dead,” I stammered, pointing to the body on the floor.

      “What?” She stared at me, her mouth agape for a few moments, before collecting herself and rushing past me. She gasped momentarily when she saw the man and then hurried to feel his pulse.

      I wasn’t a vet nurse, but even I knew there would be no pulse to be felt. She stood up. “What happened?” she asked breathlessly.

      I clutched Persnickle’s leash. “I just got here. There was no one here, and my wombat had just eaten a Dutch man’s running shoe. I thought it was an emergency, so I came straight here.”

      For some reason, she seemed puzzled by my words. “He’s been shot,” she said, somewhat unnecessarily. “Have you called the police?”

      I shook my head. “I just got here. Just then, literally that second. I only saw him nanoseconds before you came. Where were you?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      She appeared to take no offence. “I had to pop into town,” she said. “There were no bookings for the next hour. You didn’t phone first?”

      I shook my head again. “No, I thought it was an emergency because my wombat just ate a running shoe,” I said, more slowly this time.

      “Did you see anyone else?”

      “No, I didn’t,” I said. “There were no other cars or anything. This door was open, though, so I knocked and then I saw him. Is he the vet?”

      For the first time, she seemed overcome by sadness. “Yes, he was.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I’d better call the police.”

      After she called emergency, she ushered me into the waiting room. “We had better avoid the office in case we destroy evidence,” she said. “I’m Georgia Garrison.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “I’m Goldie, Goldie Bloom, and this is my wombat, Persnickle. I’m sorry about your boss.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      Georgia took a seat beside me and clutched her stomach. “Is there anything I can do for you?” I asked her.

      She was trembling. I doubted she had been the one to shoot him, because I didn’t think anyone could act quite so well.

      Georgia dabbed at her eyes more furiously and then said, “No. Thank you. Why did you say you were here again?”

      I had already told her several times, but I think it was the shock of seeing her boss like that. “My wombat hates the colour orange and some of the Dutch people—you know, the ones staying at the health resort?” She nodded, and I pushed on. “He ate a shoe belonging to one of the runners. He ate the whole shoe, and I didn’t know if there were toxic ingredients in it, so I brought him here to be checked over.”

      She stared at Persnickle again, probably because he was making grunting sounds. “He only does that when he’s scared,” I told her. “I inherited him from my uncle only recently.”

      She looked at me with renewed interest. “Oh yes, I expect Peter Proteus was your uncle? We’ve had this wombat in before. He doesn’t like vets much.”

      “So is eating a shoe dangerous?” I asked her.

      She shrugged. “No, I’m sure he’ll be fine. He didn’t choke on it, obviously, so just keep an eye on him and bring him back if he seems off-colour or goes off his food.”

      I wondered if she would send me a bill. “Is there another vet in town?” I asked her, and to my dismay, she burst into hysterical sobs.

      “No,” she managed to say between her sobs. “Chase was the only vet in East Bucklebury.” She blew her nose so loudly that Persnickle jumped.

      “Do you think I need to take him to another vet?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. Like I said, I don’t think you have anything to worry about, just don’t let him eat any more shoes.”

      “I didn’t actually let him eat that one,” I muttered. “Can I get you a glass of water or anything?”

      “No, it’s just a terrible shock.” She was going to say more, but we heard the police sirens. “That didn’t take them long,” she added.

      She crossed to open the clinic door wide and wedged a piece of wood under it. Two uniformed officers presently walked into the room, followed by two detectives. I recognised them as Detective John Walters and Detective Rick Power who had wrongfully arrested my friend, Oleander, after the recent murder of the residence manager of the local retirement home.

      They marched straight over to us. “Names?” Power snapped.

      “Georgia Garrison. I’m a vet nurse here.” Georgia’s voice broke.

      The detective turned to me.

      “Goldie Bloom. I brought my wombat here to see the vet.” As soon as I said it, I thought it a silly thing to say. Why else would I be in a vet’s waiting room, clutching a wombat on a leash?

      Both detectives stared at me. “I know you from somewhere,” Detective Power said.

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m friends with Oleander Blanch and Athanasius Chadwicke-Pryor from the local retirement home.”

      Power glared at me. “Oh yes, I remember you! But didn’t you have red hair? Your hair wasn’t long, straight, and black, that’s for sure.”

      I was horribly embarrassed. “This is a wig,” I said.

      One of the uniformed officers stuck his head around the door and summoned him. “Wait here,” Power snapped.

      When the detectives returned, Detective Power addressed us again. “Do you have any idea why Dr Evans would take his own life?”

      Georgia jumped. “Take his own life? Of course he didn’t take his own life. That’s ridiculous!”

      Power looked at me. “And what’s your opinion on the matter?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t have an opinion. I’d never met him,” I said. “The first time I saw him was when I found him like that.”

      Power narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to ask you both to come down to the station to give your witness statements, but for now, I need you both to tell me what happened. Which one of you actually discovered the body?”

      Georgia winced. She pointed to me. “She found him.” There was more than a little accusation in her tone.

      Once more, I explained the events of earlier. “My wombat ate a running shoe, so I brought him down to the vet clinic to be checked over just in case it was going to make him sick. When I got here, no one was here. I called out and then I saw that the door there”—I pointed to the end of the corridor—“was slightly open. I walked in and saw a leg sticking out from behind the desk, so I hurried over to look and just as I did, Georgia came in.”

      Power stared at Georgia. “Do you two know each other?”

      Georgia shook her head. “I only met her. Just then.”

      The detective looked her up and down. “What’s your version of events?”

      “We didn’t have any appointments until later in the afternoon, so I popped into town. When I got back, I found this woman looking at Chase. He was lying on the ground.”

      Power turned his attention back to me. “Did you make an appointment to see the vet?”

      I shook my head. “No, it had just happened and I thought it might be an emergency, so I drove straight here to see if they could fit me in.”

      His brows knit together. “And why did you see fit to wear a disguise?”

      I was flabbergasted. “A disguise?” I repeated.

      “That long, black wig.” He jabbed one finger in my direction.

      “I damaged my hair with electric rollers,” I admitted.

      “Show me.”

      “Excuse me?” I said angrily. “You want me to take off my wig?”

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t want to take off my wig and show them my damaged hair, but I did as he asked, albeit reluctantly. I dislodged it and then put it back on quite quickly.

      “It does look damaged,” Power said to Detective Walters, who was doing his best to stifle a laugh. To me, Power said, “So that’s your reason for wearing a disguise?”

      “It’s not a disguise!” I snapped at him. “If I was coming here in disguise, why would I bring my wombat? I’m the only person in town who has a wombat on a leash and everyone would know it was me. That’s extremely obvious, I would think.” I shot him my most withering glare as I said it.

      Power appeared unperturbed. He waved one hand at me in dismissal and then walked back into the room where the body was.

      Georgia and I did not speak. I wondered why the detective seemed to think the vet had been murdered when at first he said it was suicide. I hadn’t seen a note, but then again, I hadn’t been looking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A uniformed officer approached us. “I’m going to perform a gunshot residue test,” he said, pulling strips of paper from a container. “Do either of you have any objections?”

      “No,” both Georgia and I said in unison.

      The officer stuck bits of thin paper or tape—I couldn’t quite tell—over my hands and my clothes and then did the same to Georgia.

      “Will this prove we didn’t do it?” she asked the officer.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m only collecting the samples. The detectives are the ones on the case.”

      “But Detective Power told us it was suicide,” I said.

      The officer simply nodded.

      “It wasn’t suicide,” Georgia hissed.

      “In that case, he was murdered,” I told her. “That means we’re going to be the main suspects.”

      A look of shock flashed over Georgia’s face. Clearly, that had not occurred to her. As the officer walked away, she called out after him, “How long do those results take?”

      He turned back to her. “About a week.”

      I groaned aloud. Detectives Power and Walters were the ones who had arrested Oleander on decidedly tenuous evidence. Since I was the one to discover the body, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they had me in prison in double-quick time. I had hoped the results would be instant, or at least take no more than twenty-four hours. I pulled out my phone and googled gunshot residue test. The results were overly scientific, not to mention boring, although I came across the transcript of a documentary that said that if someone sprints from the room as soon as they shoot someone, then they will have no gunshot residue on them. I wondered if Georgia had shot the vet.

      “He was obviously a nice man,” I said to her.

      She looked at me, startled. “What? Oh, sorry. Yes, everyone loved him.”

      “Not everyone,” I said. “He was murdered.”

      Georgia gasped. Finally, she said, “I have no idea who would do such a thing.”

      “Hopefully the police won’t suspect you if you have an alibi in town.”

      I raised my eyebrows, hoping she would divulge the information, but she simply said, “Yes.”

      I wondered how long he had been lying there, so I asked, “How long were you in town?”

      “An hour,” she said. “I was having lunch with friends.”

      “It’s a bit late in the day for lunch, isn’t it?”

      She shot me a look. “I had to work through lunch. We had an emergency.”

      Power marched back into the room. “I need you both to accompany me to the station and give witness statements.”

      “Accompany you?” I repeated. “We can’t drive there independently?”

      He shook his head. “I’d prefer you to come in the police vehicle.”

      “But what about my wombat?” I said plaintively. “Do you want me to take him to the police station, too?”

      Power’s right eye twitched. After a few moments’ silence, he said, “We will follow you back to your house. After you secure the wombat, you will accompany us to the station.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Sure.”

      I drove home, followed by the police vehicle containing Detective Power and Detective Walters as well as Georgia Garrison. My stomach churned and my palms were sweaty. It sure was hot under that wig. To my dismay, Power followed me to my door. Maybe he thought I was going to stash a gun somewhere. “Does your wombat have the run of your house?” he asked in disbelief.

      “He’s a pet wombat. It’s not against the law or anything, is it?” I added in a sarcastic tone, but then I remembered that coffee was illegal in this town due to an obscure old bylaw, so nothing would surprise me. I wished I had kept my mouth shut.

      Power simply narrowed his eyes and gestured to the car.

      I shook my head. “Just wait a minute. I have to put on the TV to keep him happy while I’m away.”

      I hurried over to the TV and slipped in a DVD of an episode of Starsky and Hutch.

      Persnickle lowered himself into his dog bed, or should I say, his wombat bed, and made a small grunt of pleasure.

      “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Power muttered to himself as we walked out the door.

      The drive to the police station across the other side of the M1 was long and boring. No one spoke. I felt like a criminal sitting in the back of the police vehicle, and only consoled myself with the fact that Georgia was a fellow suspect. When we reached the police station, Detective Power parked around the back and ushered us in through a back door. I expected to be taken straight to a waiting room, but he all but pushed Georgia into one room with a uniformed officer and then guided me into another room.

      “Sit!” he barked, pointing to a grey plastic chair. I walked around the old wooden table and sat in the chair.

      “Do you have any objection to us videotaping this session?” he asked me.

      “No,” I said, “but you said it was suicide.”

      “And you think it wasn’t suicide?” he asked me.

      “You are asking questions that you’d only ask if he’d been murdered,” I pointed out, “and Georgia and I were both tested for gunshot residue. If you truly thought it was suicide, then we wouldn’t have been tested for gunshot residue.”

      Power made no reply but simply left the room, leaving me alone. I surveyed my surroundings. Some of the room was a pale shade of mint green, but the rest of the room was not so tasteful. The door and the skirting boards were bright, full gloss, forest green, and the Venetian blinds over what I could only assume was a one-way mirror were tattered and broken in parts. There was no video camera in the room, so I figured that Power had gone to fetch one.

      I wondered if he would offer me coffee, as it was legal everywhere apart from East Bucklebury. Some caffeine certainly wouldn’t go astray, but I was sure I would be offered a glass of tap water. I always drank filtered water because I couldn’t stand the taste of the chlorine in the local tap water.

      Still, drinking ghastly water was the least of my worries. It was clear to me I was a serious suspect in a murder investigation. I’d certainly had a bad day, running down the street chasing runners from the Netherlands in their orange uniforms, and Persnickle tackling the runner and eating his shoe. I sighed. I wondered if the runner would bring a civil case against me. I made a mental note to go to the health resort with a large box of chocolates. Surely anyone at a health resort would be craving chocolates. I smiled to myself, pleased with my plan.

      Power chose that moment to return. “What are you smiling about?” he asked me.

      “It’s wind,” I said, remembering that babies often appear to smile when they have wind. I had no idea where that thought came from, but I went with it.

      Power sat opposite me, while Walters crossed to one side of the room and set up a video recorder on a tripod. I noticed there were no windows, and I was suddenly hit with claustrophobia. It was a humid day, and while the building had air conditioning, none of it seemed to have made its way into this room. I fought the urge to gasp for breath.

      Power and Walters went through the formalities such as instructing me to state my name, age and address, and that I agreed to be videotaped.

      “Now, in your own words, tell us why you’re wearing a disguise,” were Power’s opening words.

      I fought my growing irritation. “I’ve already told you it’s not a disguise,” I said tersely. “Persnickle saw some runners running down the street and they were wearing orange. He hates the colour orange.”

      I could say no more, because Power held up his hand. “For the record, who or what is Persnickle?”

      “Persnickle is my pet wombat,” I said. I silently added, And he’s my familiar. When he’s around, I can see and speak to ghosts. Of course, I couldn’t say that aloud.

      Power waved one hand at me. “Go on.”

      “I was wearing a French Green Clay face mask, and I had heated rollers in my hair at the time Persnickle decided to chase the runners,” I explained. “I had to run after them in my bathrobe. In fact, you can ask the Dutch people from the health resort. They were taking photos of me, so you can see for yourself that I had the heated rollers
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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