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            AURORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1855, Leon Armstrong’s Goldfield Entertainers,

        Ballarat, Victoria

      

      

      Aurora Patterson had been painting for hours, using the dull light that shone in from the high windows in this backstage area. The wooden panels, propped up against the wall, were background for tonight’s performance. Mr Armstrong had wanted a change from the dark and badly chipped forest scene they had been using until now.

      ‘Something cheery,’ he’d said, looking as dapper as usual in his brown coat and beige breeches. ‘Evidently you can paint, Aurora.’

      It wasn’t a question, but his eyes were doubtful.

      ‘I can,’ she’d assured him, wondering if he thought her too young. She didn’t think it was because she was a female—there were plenty of women employed by his theatre company, The Goldfield Entertainers. ‘I’m seventeen,’ she’d added.

      He’d smiled and she’d felt her heart flutter like a butterfly. Leon Armstrong was a handsome man in the prime of life and she’d seen plenty of women turn for a second look at him.

      ‘If Cecil thinks you can do the job, then that’s good enough for me,’ he’d said.

      Cecil was employed to repair the stage props and organise any extra items needed by the various acts in Mr Armstrong’s company.

      When Aurora answered the advertisement pinned to the theatre door, Artist wanted, he had asked her to paint him a bowl of fruit.

      She was only halfway done when he’d hired her.

      The background for tonight’s performance was a big job, and Aurora wondered now if her masterpiece was cheery enough. She had decided on a lakeside scene and a castle, with a flag flying from the tower. Most of the miners paying to watch the Goldfield Entertainers were from somewhere other than Ballarat, and they must be weary of the bare, sparsely treed landscape that the goldfields had become.

      She stood up, shaking out her crumpled skirts and smoothing the sleeves of the well-worn woollen jacket down her arms. Lately, not only did it provide comfort, it also served to keep out the cold.

      It was a man’s jacket, one her father had left behind the last time he was home.

      Her mother was buried in a graveyard outside the town of Leighton, fifty miles south of here. For three years she and her younger, Ellen, had lived in Leighton, while her father came and went, seeking work.

      He was a portrait painter, and travelled from town to town, looking for clients. When he’d begun to train Aurora, he had only allowed her to paint the backgrounds. It wasn’t until she was profi-cient at that could she move on to a pot here, a vase there, some rose petals lying curled across a glossy table. Eventually, he’d trusted her enough to do some of the important work, and when he’d been tasked with painting a portrait of Leighton’s mayor, it was Aurora’s brushstrokes that had captured the gentleman’s bristly moustache and arching eyebrows.

      She had known she could do more, but her father wasn’t in a hurry. ‘You have talent,’ he’d told her. ‘Soon we’ll be able to travel together and earn twice as much.’

      That was the last thing he’d said to her as he’d set off that final morning. When he hadn’t come back after six months, Aurora knew he must be sick or injured, because she didn’t believe he would abandon his two daughters. It was a sobering thought, particularly as Aurora was now the head of her family and tasked with looking after Ellen.

      She stretched her aching back. Somewhere in the backstage area, she could hear one of the older actors practising his lines—Ellen said he was always forgetting them—but the audiences liked him, so Mr Armstrong kept him on. Or perhaps that was because the actor was willing to take less pay than previously. Rumour was, the company was struggling to make a profit.

      Aurora was just glad to have work. It was a relief when Ellen had also been taken on by Mr Armstrong. She was kept busy sweeping floors and helping to mend costumes, and any other menial task no one else could be bothered doing.

      ‘Haven’t you finished yet?’

      Before she turned her head, Aurora dabbed a few apples on one of the trees in an orchard beside the castle. Thirteen year old Ellen was standing behind her, fair hair untidy and her blue eyes too big for her heart-shaped face. She began to chew her nails, a nervous habit, and the strawberry blotch on her left shoulder—the birthmark that looked like a scald—peeped out from under her neckline and caught Aurora’s eye. Apart from that blemish, Ellen was delicate and pretty, and took after their mother. When she smiled she had even been called beautiful.

      ‘It has to be right,’ Aurora said now, stepping back to examine the tree. Perhaps the lake needed some swans.

      ‘No one is going to notice if it isn’t perfect,’ Ellen retorted.

      ‘I will notice it.’

      Ellen huffed, stepping from foot to foot. ‘You said you’d take me to the library,’ she whined. ‘Tonight’s show starts in an hour. We won’t have time if we don’t go now.’

      Aurora hesitated, but the painting wasn’t right, and she had learned from her father how important it was to make something right. She leaned back in with her brush, quickly adding a swan, and then another smaller one.

      ‘I won’t get paid if it isn’t good enough,’ she said.

      ‘It’s already perfect. Please, Aurora! I want to borrow a book.’

      Ellen had rarely attended school, and now she was working there was no time. Still, she was intelligent and already able to read better than Aurora, so her sister did not worry about it too much. There were more important things than the classroom.

      At least Ellen could still be a child. Aurora had had to grow up quickly since having to take charge. There were times, like now, when she remembered with some resentment that she too had once been a child, and her father’s favourite.

      She recalled sitting with him in the evenings, when Ellen was in bed. One conversation they had had was still clear in her mind.

      He’d been smiling, and then gently tugged the end of her braid—her dark hair was wild and needed to be constrained if she was to get a comb through it. ‘This isn’t forever,’ he’d said. ‘One day, someone rich and famous will hear of me. I’ll paint their portrait and then we’ll be set.’

      Aurora had taken on his dream as her own. One day, she told herself. One day.

      Voices from inside one of the nearby rooms caught her attention.

      The door was open and she saw Mr Armstrong standing there, tall and handsome, his golden hair brushed back from his brow. Aurora sighed inwardly, feeding her secret passion for her employer, even if she knew he would never see her in that way. She barely glanced at the man who was standing beside him, other than to notice his hair was dark and he wore a fine frock coat and shiny boots.

      As if her regard had caught his attention, the stranger turned his head to stare at her, and then his gaze slid past her, to Ellen.

      Aurora also looked at her sister and was glad Ellen hadn’t noticed him. There was something unsavoury in the man’s expression. The goldfields weren’t safe, and Aurora knew they were lucky to have been taken in by the company. When they had set out to look for their father, they had headed to Ballarat, thinking that was the most likely place, but they never found him. Instead, they found Leon Armstrong, and his ragtag band of players and dancers and musicians. This was now their home.

      Aurora added a few more brushstrokes to the painting and when she looked up again the two men were gone.

      ‘Aurora,’ Ellen groaned.

      ‘All right,’ she said, and carefully wiped her brush. ‘We must be quick. One of the chorus girls is ill, and I’m to dance in her place tonight.’

      Ellen giggled at the thought, nudging her sister as they hurried out into the street and down the hill towards the library. ‘You’ll likely fall over your own feet,’ she teased.

      ‘I’ll be in the back row, so if I do no one will see me.’

      By the time Ellen had chosen her book—Dickens’s David Copperfield—they had to run. As they slipped inside the large building that housed the theatre, the first act was already on.

      Aurora tugged Ellen’s hand, leading her through to the area where the dressing rooms were situated. She would need to hurry to get into her costume.

      ‘Ooh, are you going to be wearing one of those short skirts?’ Ellen goaded.

      As she turned to reply to her sister, Aurora caught a glimpse of a man standing in the shadows. Watching them. She thought it might be the same man who had been with Mr Armstrong, but the thought was fleeting, and then she forgot him.

      That night, it turned out Aurora’s dancing was far better than anyone had imagined. She surprised herself. The beat of the music, the blur of the crowd, the sensual movements of her body swaying and turning … The girl she was disappeared and became someone else entirely. Ellen’s teasing had worried her a little. Aurora had thought she would look foolish, and now she couldn’t wait to tell her sister she had been wrong. There had been a moment when she was spinning in the dance when she had thought she saw her sister’s face. Eyes wide, mouth agape. As if she was cheering Aurora on, or calling out to her. It was only an instant, and when Aurora turned again she was gone. When she finished, she was in a hurry to get to Ellen.

      ‘Aurora!’

      The voice brought her around. It was Mr Armstrong. He was full of praise, his blue eyes sliding over her as if he had never seen her before. ‘Aurora, when you are on the stage you glow. It is impossible to look away.’

      She searched his face, trying to decide if he was telling her the truth. ‘Do I?’

      ‘Believe me, you are something special. Tomorrow night you can start in the front row,’ he went on. ‘I want everyone to see you.’

      Her earlier concerns forgotten, Aurora was bubbling with excitement as she hurried off to find Ellen. Her sister usually hung around where the food vendors set up their stalls.

      She wasn’t there.

      Aurora looked, her anxiety returning, but Ellen couldn’t be found. After she had searched everywhere she could think of, Cecil helped her search again. They couldn’t find her. Others joined in the search, yet it was as if the girl had vanished into thin air.

      I’ve lost my father and now my sister. How can that be? I don’t want to be all alone.

      When morning came, Aurora stood in the doorway of the theatre, her father’s jacket wrapped tightly around her, and looked out over the town and the vast goldfields where so many fortunes had been won and lost. She kept telling herself that this couldn’t be happening, that it was a mistake. Or was it a dream? She closed her eyes, praying that when she opened them again, her sister would be standing before her, apologising for whatever she’d been doing all this time.

      When she opened her eyes, though, Ellen was still missing.

      A bleakness began to settle over her.

      ‘We’ll find her,’ Mr Armstrong had promised her when he’d been told the news.

      Aurora wiped the tears from her face, telling herself it would be all right. Ellen would come back and everything would be all right.

      How could it be otherwise?

      And yet there was a hollow feeling in her chest that felt like grief.

      Ellen would never wander off alone without telling her sister, and besides, she had a new book to read. She should be curled up in her bed and lost in the story.

      This was all wrong, so very wrong.

      Aurora had a dreadful feeling that she was never going to see her sister again.
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            MELODY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24 September 2017, Melbourne, Victoria

      

      

      I had spent the morning putting together a story about a little-known 1920s gangster from Melbourne’s past. The period was a favourite with the readers of the community newspaper I worked for, and I enjoyed the research. It was fun poking about the city, searching in out-of-the-way places for undiscovered facts. Who knew what was around the next corner or down that narrow laneway? I found my imagination often took flight—it was reining it in that was the problem. Our budget was tight and our office tiny, and I knew I had to respect that stories about missing pets and the price of petrol were just as important as mine, even if in my heart I didn’t want to believe it.

      I’d finished taking photos to go with the piece. North Fitzroy was full of tiny terrace houses where whole families had lived once, while the alleys behind them looked as if they hadn’t changed in a hundred and fifty years. My so-called gangster had hung out here, although these days it was difficult to imagine the grime and poverty of his everyday life. Rather than being the families of labourers and factory workers, crowded into the small rooms, the current residents were students and wealthy professionals flocking to embrace the inner-city lifestyle.

      I climbed into my car—a second-hand white Fiat with malfunctioning heating—and buttoned up my green woollen coat, tucking my shoulder-length dark hair into a cream knitted hat. It was supposed to be spring, I thought grumpily, but there was no sign of it yet. My tote bag was on the passenger seat, and as I started the engine it fell sideways and my phone slid out.

      I was reminded that I had to ring my mother. She’d left a message while I was interviewing an old dear about my gangster story, and when I’d tried to ring her back there’d been no answer.

      ‘Melody? I need to talk to you … I should have done it before, but … oh well, never mind. Ring me back as soon as you can. It’s about Anthony … Mr Maddox.’

      It took me a moment to remember who Mr Anthony Maddox was. A recluse who lived at the Starburst Mine, about five kilometres outside my home town of Ironbark. He’d died back in July from a heart attack. Although a recluse, Mr Maddox did have the occasional visitor, and it was one of them who had found his body after it had lain undisturbed for at least a week. My sister-in-law, Freida, as the local doctor, had been called out by Constable Hugh Nicholson to formally pronounce death. It was one of the less pleasant tasks she had to perform. She wasn’t surprised though—while Mr Maddox hadn’t been exactly elderly, she’d said his heart was like a time bomb waiting to go off.

      What was surprising was my mother’s message. ‘Anthony’, she had called him, as if she knew him well. Although Rain Lawson had lived in Ironbark for most of her life, and knew everyone and everything, I doubted she’d been friends with a recluse like Mr Maddox. I remembered her telling me she hadn’t been born there—

      she’d become a town local after her marriage to my father—but she may as well have been. Involved in everything, the go-to person for anyone in trouble, she was universally loved. As a personality she was warm and sensible and respectable. Sometimes, though, if something struck her as particularly amusing, she could let out a laugh that was almost raunchy. As if there was another woman inside that familiar exterior, wanting to get out.

      Maybe she’d delivered some groceries to him? Taken him his medications? I could see her doing that, helping out. Just as she’d been helping out with the preparations for the Gold Hunt Weekend.

      I’d been planning to go home for that. It was held on the last weekend in November, and my brother, Christopher, was running the show. I wanted to support him and the event, and it was nice to catch up with everyone, especially when these days I spent most of my time in the city. I knew, deny it though I might, that some part of me would always be a country girl. A tram rumbled across the intersection in front of me. I’d never get used to Melbourne traffic.

      ‘You could move back you know,’ my brother had said to me the last time I made one of my brief visits to Ironbark. Christopher being nine and a half years my senior meant we hadn’t been that close as children. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my brother, but sometimes he acted more like my father than a sibling. I used to wonder if the age gap would matter less as time went on, but now I was twenty-five and he was almost thirty-five, and nothing had changed. He was still bossing me around.

      ‘And how would I make a living?’ I’d responded, although we’d been over this subject before. ‘I’m a journalist. Ironbark has no newspaper.’ Then, because it had to be said, ‘Newspapers are a dying breed.’

      ‘Start one up, then! Or … what about doing podcasts? They’re all the thing now. Or take over the town website. You know I’m a dinosaur when it comes to technology. And there’s always plenty to do coming up to the weekend—we could use an extra pair of hands.’

      These days, the Gold Hunt Weekend was what made Ironbark famous. Every year on the last weekend in November, the town celebrated an infamous hold-up by bushrangers, and visitors flocked in to search—in a tongue-in-cheek kind of way—for a chest of gold that had vanished over a hundred and forty years ago.

      With a population of just under three hundred, Ironbark hadn’t changed all that much, although at the time of the robbery it had been dying. In 1874, the Cobb & Co coach had been the only thing that still connected it to the world, and the railway deciding to go through nearby Garnamulla had put paid to that.

      Mrs Aurora Scott had owned Ironbark, more or less. At the time, she was a prominent businesswoman. Then the gold-chest-stealing gang of bushrangers swept into town and took her and several others hostage. The following day the police moved in to rescue them, but in the typical way of these things it went wrong, and there was a shoot-out. By the time the dust settled, Mrs Aurora Scott wasn’t there anymore. No one knew if she was dead or had run off. Or been forced to leave. She was just … gone.

      As well as the Gold Hunt, Christopher ran most things in Ironbark. Our father, Jason Lawson, had been born in the town, and he’d had an inflated sense of civic pride. His son had inherited that as well as the pub and several other Lawson properties. I understood why my brother wanted to keep things going, and I was happy to help. I just didn’t want to immerse myself in Ironbark to quite the same extent as he did. Let’s face it, small rural towns aren’t that exciting, and I’d always had bigger dreams.

      Going to university in Melbourne had been my first step in my escape plan. I could have stayed home—I’d almost bowed to the pressure I was feeling to stay—but my determination to expand my horizons had won out. Sometimes, growing up in Ironbark had made me believe I was suffocating. The town was small, everyone knew everyone else, and I was afraid if I stayed and made my life there I’d shrivel up and die. By the time I had finished high school I was desperate to throw myself into the big, wide world and experience all it had to offer.

      After uni, when Christopher had asked me if I would move back to help out, I’d smiled and lied and said I’d think about it. But I believed that my future was here in Melbourne, and although my job didn’t pay much because newspaper budgets were tighter than tight, and I struggled every week to pay my bills, I still hoped that one day all that would change. I hadn’t always planned to be a journalist, but I’d fallen in love with the profession. At least in the city you could pick and choose what you wanted to be, while career choices in Ironbark had been so limited. I enjoyed what I did, mostly, but the trouble with my current life was that there never seemed to be enough time to actually sit down and consider my future. Sometimes whole months passed by in a blur, and it made me uncomfortable to imagine that in ten years nothing might have changed. Was I stagnating? As much as I loved writing my pieces, was it enough? When I had moved to the city it had seemed as if my choices were limitless, but these days I was beginning to wonder if that feeling of suffocation wasn’t just a small-town thing.

      ‘What about what’s-his-name?’ Christopher had asked. ‘Is he coming up for the Gold Hunt, too?’

      What’s-his-name was no longer on the scene. He’d moved on to someone who knew what she wanted, unlike me, who was always searching for that elusive perfect relationship. I admitted to myself that, sadly, there hadn’t been anyone special in my life since we broke up six months ago. I’d told myself I was taking a breather, but I had actually started to worry about my poor choices when it came to matters of the heart.

      ‘I’m fancy-free again,’ I had said lightly.

      ‘You’ll meet the right man,’ my brother had said after a pause.

      ‘I think the right men are all taken.’

      ‘The wrong one, then,’ he’d joked.

      ‘Not everyone finds a soul mate,’ I had reminded him, still keeping it light. ‘You and Freida are special, you know that.’

      I wasn’t jealous that my brother and my best friend had made a life together. I was glad for them. Everyone deserved happiness, it was just that some people found that contentment in their career and their friends rather than a tall, dark stranger. I was beginning to suspect I might be one of those people, and I told myself I was content, but the truth was it depressed me.

      ‘Hugh’s still single.’ Christopher had to have the last word.

      I heard the sly edge to his voice.

      Hugh Nicholson, like me, had been brought up in Ironbark and now he was the law—the only policeman in town. Although we’d been good friends at school, and we’d even dated seriously before I went to Melbourne, it had ended messily. Our lives had taken different roads. I saw Hugh occasionally when I was in town, just to say ‘hi’, but I was sure he was as indifferent to my charms as I was to his. He was so much part of the community these days that his nickname was Constable Ironbark.

      ‘Hugh’s married to Ironbark,’ I had retorted, and changed the subject. My brother was worried about me. I’d had a string of short, failed relationships, and he thought if I came home he could keep an eye on me. It irritated me that he kept trying to get me back to Ironbark permanently. He didn’t seem to understand that having escaped once, it made no sense to come back. I’d outgrown my childhood home. Or at least that was what I told myself on those occasions when I lay awake at night, wondering what I was doing with my life. I wasn’t going to admit I might have been wrong, especially not to Christopher. I was just going through a rough patch, that was all. I’d sort it out.

      Right now, I knew that November was a long way off, and I had plenty to do before then. I stopped at a red light on Johnson Street and thought about my gangster story. It was a good one and I asked myself whether the editor would let me run it over two weeks—all that interesting information, it would be a shame to cut it down to the bare facts. I also meant to explore the possibility of a podcast—

      Christopher’s idea had been simmering in my brain.

      A woman with a pram hurried across in front of me just after the light went green. I slammed on my brakes, and my mobile phone sounded. My brother’s name flashed on the screen and I was tempted, but someone behind me tapped their horn, and I joined the slow stream of traffic. A siren sounded and we made way for an ambulance. My mobile continued to ring, but it still wasn’t safe to answer. I would be home soon, and Christopher would just have to wait until I got there.

      The call cut off, and then it rang again, and again.

      I glanced down and another horn blared. Anxious now, I turned down a side street and pulled over, and reached to answer.

      ‘Mel.’ Christopher’s voice sounded strange. I felt something in me drop away, and my hand tightened on the device. ‘Mel?’

      ‘Christopher? What’s wrong?’

      ‘There’s been a car accident,’ he said, as if the words were forced from him. ‘Mum …’ I heard the phone drop, heard murmurs in the background, and then, horrifyingly, Christopher was sobbing.

      ‘Melody?’ Freida came on the line. ‘It’s your mother. They’re taking her down to the Alfred in Melbourne. You need to meet her there. Don’t wait. Go now.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The hospital was bewilderingly big and busy. Freida had said that they’d airlifted Mum and she should be there by the time I arrived, but I didn’t know who to ask or where to go. In the end, I found someone to help and was directed to an upstairs waiting area.

      I kept hoping it would be all right, that somehow she would be saved. An hour or so had gone by, I think, when I was led down a hallway and into a room by a doctor. I knew then. I knew the moment I looked into his eyes.

      My mother was dead.
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            RAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 2017, Ironbark, Victoria

      

      

      He was standing at the door, a shadow against the coloured panels on either side of the solid wood, and when she opened it she felt the strangest sensation. As if time had turned around and all the years in between had vanished.

      He’d been ill for so long, been a stranger to her for so long, that to see him here, smiling at her and looking like he used to, was rather a shock. And Rain didn’t like shocks.

      ‘Rain!’ he said. ‘Can I c-come in?’

      She stepped back without thinking, and he waited while she closed the door and then followed her up the narrow staircase.

      ‘You’ve been away,’ she said.

      ‘But I’m b-back now,’ he replied with his familiar stammer. ‘I’ve been over to the pub to have a l-look at Aurora Scott’s mural.’

      He meant the painting that graced the wall inside the hotel lounge. The mural was how they’d first met all those years ago.

      He’d come into the pub and asked to see it, and she had shown him and they’d started talking.

      She led him into her comfortable sitting room, with its view over the main street. It was still early, so there weren’t many people about, and the sky had a grey cast to it, as if they were in for some rain.

      ‘Coffee? Tea?’ she offered.

      When they were settled with their mugs in their hands, he explained why he was here. At first she thought his mental health must have deteriorated even further, and gave him an unequivocal ‘no’. Because this was not a can of worms she ever wanted opened, and she’d thought he understood that—when he was capable of understanding reality as opposed to the fantasy world he seemed to inhabit most of the time.

      He was a brilliant man, with a brilliant mind, but it was fractured. Broken. And had been for years.

      ‘Please,’ he said to her. His eyes were near enough to yellow, with some green in the mix, and some brown, too. ‘I need to do this.

      I know I’m asking a g-great deal from you.’

      ‘But why?’ she asked, her throat tight and her eyes stinging. ‘You never pressed me before. You were happy to let it go.’

      ‘I’m not sure how much longer I have to live,’ he said quietly.

      There was something in the way he said it, something she only recognised later, when he had gone. Anger. And fear.

      ‘You owe me a f-favour, Rain, and I’m calling it in.’

      In the end he had his way. She listened and argued and eventually she agreed. Although it would turn her world upside down, she said ‘yes’ because he was right. He had done as she had asked, and now he was dying and she must give him what he wanted. Because Rain was at heart a compassionate woman.

      As he was leaving, he reached out and rested his hand on her hair, like a benediction. Or a lover’s touch.

      ‘Thank you, Rain,’ he said gently. ‘I am very grateful.’

      She didn’t have an answer, her throat was thick with tears, but it was only when she heard the door to the street close that she let herself weep.
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            MELODY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        9 October 2017, Ironbark

      

      

      The funeral was set for eleven am, but I’d been up for hours. Bundy, my mother’s dog, had attached himself to me from the moment I’d arrived. I’d taken him for a walk in the cool dawn air, although he wasn’t too happy about the leash.

      ‘He’s a free spirit,’ I remembered my mother saying.

      Caramel-coloured, with a rough coat, he was about the size of a terrier. He was certainly his own dog and usually he was happy to do his own thing. Today he wanted to stick close to me, and there was something comforting in that warm little body coming to rest against me whenever I sat down.

      I turned the eternity ring on my finger, feeling the worn metal and the markings on its surface. It had belonged to my mother and now it was mine. My father had given it to her after Christopher was born, and when I wore it I felt as if she was beside me. Some days, days like this, I needed her more than others. After the accident, there had been a delay before we could bury her—there were inquiries to be made, an autopsy to perform. The coroner was involved.

      Grief had to be put on hold.

      Mum had been living with Christopher and Freida before the accident. As Freida explained it, Rain had asked if she could stay while her place in the centre of town was undergoing plumbing repairs. They had been happy to agree, and when Rain stayed on for another week, and then another, they hadn’t worried about that either, although they’d wondered why.

      ‘Maybe she was lonely?’ Freida theorised. ‘Whatever the reason, it didn’t bother us. This is a big house, plenty of room.’

      Had she been lonely? And yet it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been used to living alone. She had told me once that she was comfortable with her own company. And what about all the community groups she belonged to, and all the friends she had? There was no need for her to be alone, not if she didn’t want to be. It was also odd that most of the townspeople I had spoken to hadn’t even known she’d moved out. She’d kept it quiet.

      The day of the car accident, the day my mother had died, she had been taking an old guy called Turbo—that was the name he answered to—into Garnamulla, presumably to the hospital clinic, but no one knew for sure. Turbo had died instantly. The police assumed that Turbo had asked Mum for a lift, and she had agreed to help. She was always helping; everyone in Ironbark knew that.

      After the accident, a relative had turned up to claim Turbo’s body, which seemed ironic when no one had wanted him when he was alive. I hadn’t been required to visit the morgue—I’d seen my mother’s body in the hospital room where she died—but I could imagine how distressing that would be. I twisted the eternity ring on my finger as I mused. It was comforting to know Turbo was with loved ones. Before he died, he was just one of the many old prospectors who lived on the fringes of places like Ironbark.

      I doubted anyone in town would remember him in a year’s time.

      I walked Bundy around some of the newer streets that had sprung up as people moved into Ironbark. Not in any great leaps and bounds, I noticed, yet slowly Ironbark was growing. Although Christopher and Freida lived among these incomers on the edge of town, their house was an original. It was called the Hoffman House, after Freida’s family, who were early German settlers. Her ancestor had been a doctor, and since then there had been a doctor in every generation.

      Unlike the Hoffmans, the Lawsons weren’t original settlers.

      We’d arrived around the time of the Depression and taken advantage of bargain-basement prices, but we’d also arrived with a huge amount of civic pride in our hearts. If it wasn’t for the Lawsons, most of Ironbark would have fallen down by now, or been bulldozed to make way for … well, nothing, perhaps. Just bulldozed.

      Even though I’d left after high school, I was proud of what my family had contributed to the town, and how my brother was carrying on the good work.

      I knew my mother also had been proud.

      By the time I got back to the house, Freida and Christopher were getting ready, and soon we were heading off to the small, white weatherboard church in the middle of town. People were already gathering, and when the funeral began there were so many extras that they overflowed into the grounds. The service was moving and painful, and afterwards we followed the hearse to the cemetery outside of town. My father, Jason, was buried there. He’d died when I was five, so I didn’t really remember him, only snippets—that he had a great laugh and he was kind rather than strict when it came to meting out punishments for misdemeanours.

      The cemetery could be a lonely place. Cold and windswept in the winter, and blazing hot and with bare brown earth in the summer. The earliest graves weren’t marked—people hadn’t had money to waste on the dead in the goldrush days. However, Christopher had taken the trouble to find out where anyone of significance lay.

      I could see a board set up in front of the graves of the bushrangers who had been shot dead in 1874, during the infamous hold-up. My brother was a traditionalist, and he’d seen to it that Mum would be buried next to my father. We both knew that was what she would have wanted.

      I didn’t think I had any more tears to shed, but it seemed I had an unlimited stock of them. To distract myself, I turned the ring on my finger. Freida and Christopher were being stoic, thanking those who came to offer condolences or chat about old times. I, on the other hand, didn’t feel as if I could manage that just yet. Besides, I was no longer a ‘local’ in the same sense as they were. Today, I felt very much like an outsider.

      There were so many memories in my head, too many to contain. The tightness in my chest moved to my throat. I didn’t want to make a scene. I could hear the voices in the background, the traditional words for burial, and suddenly, I didn’t want to witness my mother’s coffin lowered into the earth. I knew she was gone, but something about seeing that would be so final. So unbearably irrevocable.

      I walked off before the whole thing overwhelmed me. My vision was too blurred to see where I was going and it was pure chance that I found Anthony Maddox.

      The tightness inside me eased, and I dried my face with shaking hands. His was a recent grave—new in comparison to the others, anyway—and the wreath on it had a card that said, The late Anthony Maddox. So there could be no mistake despite the fact that there was as yet no headstone.

      Something I had learned since Mum died was that graves needed time to settle before you could place a headstone on them. At the moment, all Mr Maddox had to celebrate his life was bare earth and a metal marker with a number on it. And the faded wreath of native flowers.

      ‘He asked to be buried here. Even paid for his plot in advance.’

      Startled, I turned my head and found Hugh Nicholson standing behind me. Although I’d seen him inside the church, this was the first time we had spoken for … well, a year at least. His broad shoulders filled out his blue police-issue shirt; it was too hot for the uniform jacket.

      ‘He must have really liked the place,’ I said.

      He nodded. There had always been something reassuring about Hugh, the sense that you could rely on him. I supposed that was why the people of Ironbark loved their police constable. He was one of ours … theirs, I corrected myself, because these days I wasn’t sure I counted as a local.

      When I was growing up, the Nicholsons had owned a farm outside of town. After what had happened to Hugh’s father, his family had almost lost the property. Now, I wondered if he still retained the farm—he had a younger brother, who might have taken it over.

      I imagined that being a policeman was pretty much a full-time job for Hugh and wouldn’t leave too much room for shearing or lambing.

      Back then, I was so surprised he’d wanted to come back here when his police training was completed, and yet he had.

      He broke the silence. ‘I’m so sorry about Rain.’ No awkwardness, only genuine sadness in those grey eyes of his. Hugh probably had to offer his professional condolences quite often in his job, but I could see this was no polite expression of sympathy. He meant it.

      ‘Thank you.’ Again, the grief threatened to overwhelm me and I only just managed to hold it back. ‘Were you … I mean, was it you who went to the crash site?’ I asked, my hand clutching onto the surprising number of sodden tissues in my pocket.

      ‘Yes. I was leaving Garnamulla when word came through that there’d been an accident, so I went straight there.’ He seemed to be waiting, and I felt the tension in him. As if he expected me to ask for details. Maybe some bereaved relatives did that. Perhaps they thought that knowing specifics would help them to come to terms with why their loved one had died.

      ‘She must have lost concentration. That’s what Christopher says.

      She hadn’t been herself before it happened. As if she was worried about something. And then Turbo being in the car with her, perhaps she was distracted.’ I was really just rattling on, trying to push past the lump in my throat.

      Hugh’s gaze had sharpened. ‘Do you know what she was worried about?’

      ‘No. She left a message on my phone that morning, wanting to talk. Oddly enough, it was about Anthony Maddox.’ I glanced down at the grave at our feet. ‘I tried to call her back, but she …’

      Was probably already dead. I shook my head against the thought, hurrying on, my voice husky. ‘I can’t imagine what she wanted to tell me. As far as I know, Mr Maddox wasn’t one of her friends.’

      ‘I think she helped him out now and again.’

      ‘She helped everyone out, those that needed a hand. That was why she was driving Turbo to Garnamulla. You just have to see everyone who’s here today to know how much she was loved.’

      He put a hand on my shoulder as if to steady me and I felt the warmth of him.

      ‘Maybe she wanted to tell me something about Mr Maddox,’

      I struggled on. ‘I just don’t understand what. He died of a heart attack and Freida says it wasn’t unexpected. It’s niggling at me, not knowing what she wanted. I wish I’d answered her call straightaway, you know?’

      He nodded, but said nothing.

      Despite my determination not to cry, tears stung my eyes and I looked away. I felt his arm come around me, tugging me in close.

      Instinctively I froze, and then I leaned into him. He’d grown into a big man and I felt unexpectedly small and cherished, but he was also an old friend and I knew he was doing what friends do and trying to comfort me.

      I let myself soak up what he was offering. For a time we just stood together, letting the sounds of the mourners wash over us.

      ‘Okay?’ he asked me softly.

      ‘Thanks.’ I stepped back and he let me go. For some reason, I remembered the kiss we’d shared outside the school hall at Garnamulla Secondary School, during the Year Ten Formal—the clumsy heat of our mouths joining, the unexpected ache in my belly. Inside the hall, they’d been playing ‘Hook Me Up’ by The Veronicas, and I’d never been able to hear that song since without remembering the kiss. It was the beginning of something wonderful. We’d dated for the next two years. We were a couple, and Hugh had been my first and I was his. He was going to university in Melbourne with me—we had it all planned. And then the week we were leaving, Hugh was plunged into the tragedy of his father’s death. He stayed in Ironbark. I’d hoped that he’d still follow me, but as time went on, and his excuses grew more frequent and our telephone conversations less so, I realised that wasn’t going to happen. Would I have come home if he’d asked me to? By then, I was in the place and the life I had wanted for so long, so probably not.

      That I didn’t give up my dreams for him always made me feel a little awkward around him. I kept telling myself that we’d both moved on, but sometimes I wondered if he’d forgotten, or forgiven, our past.

      Now wasn’t the time to revisit those unhappy days.

      ‘That’s your mother’s wreath,’ he said, drawing my attention once again to the flowers on Mr Maddox’s grave. ‘No one else has laid flowers.’

      I ran a fingertip under my eyes, hoping my mascara really was waterproof. ‘Maybe she felt sorry for him.’

      ‘Could be.’ But I thought he sounded doubtful. Policemen, I supposed, were naturally suspicious, and this was a bit of a mystery.

      We both thought so.

      ‘Do you remember when we went out to the Starburst Mine and saw Mr Maddox there?’ This seemed to be a day for reminiscing about the past.

      He looked at me, surprised, and then suddenly he was smiling.

      Hugh had a nice smile, wide and all encompassing.

      ‘How could I forget?’

      At the time, I’d been six and had overheard Christopher and another boy talking about sneaking out to the old mine to look for gold. They’d made it sound like the sort of exciting adventure you might read about in a book or see on TV. I was keen to be an adventurer. I’d pestered Christopher to take me, too, but predictably he’d told me to beat it. Angry, feeling left out, I thought I’d go by myself.

      ‘You told me your plan,’ Hugh said, a sparkle in his grey eyes.

      ‘I said I’d come with you.’

      ‘It’s a wonder you wanted to hang out with me. Don’t six-year-old boys think six-year-old girls are the pits?’

      ‘Not so. I just knew you’d get yourself into trouble if I didn’t come along to keep an eye on you. Even though I was only a kid myself, I already had an inflated sense of responsibility.’

      I smiled back. ‘A promise of things to come, Constable Ironbark.

      Actually, I  was thinking that you’d come in useful to carry any treasure we might find.’

      The day had been bright and sunny, after a long, wet winter, and to a small child it seemed too perfect to be shut inside a classroom.

      I’d wanted to be free of all the sadness in our house. My father had died only the year before—diagnosed with cancer only a few weeks prior to his passing—and we were all still processing it.

      By nine-thirty, Hugh and I had been standing by the bandstand which sat in a patch of public garden and was as old as the town.

      I was a bit nervous as we listened to the school bell giving its final peal, but there was no going back. After we’d eaten some of our play lunch, sitting on the worn wooden steps in companionable silence, we set off along the creek.

      The Starburst was about five miles out of town; closer if you walked beside the creek.

      ‘It was a bit of a disappointment, actually,’ I admitted. ‘The mine, I mean. The old poppet head was still there, but the shaft was filled in, so even with the pulleys in place, there was no way to lower ourselves down.’

      ‘Yeah, shame about that,’ he said with a teasing shake of his head.

      ‘We looked for gold, though.’

      ‘We looked, but the place had been well picked over.’

      Eventually, we had found our way to the house that had once belonged to the manager of the mine, which everyone knew was now occupied by a recluse called Mr Maddox.

      The front of the house had looked ancient, the weatherboards desperately in need of a coat of paint. We climbed the steps onto the verandah and crept closer to the door. Hugh kept saying that we shouldn’t be here, and I refused to listen. I wasn’t going to back down now, not when Christopher had boasted about going inside the house and seeing all sorts of ‘cool stuff’.

      Then suddenly, the door opened in my face.

      A man stood there. At first, I thought he was a ghost because he was wearing the same sort of clothes as the old portrait that hung in the hotel—Christopher called the man in the painting

      ‘The Cowboy’.

      ‘I still remember what he was wearing,’ I said to Hugh. ‘It’s as if it’s seared into my brain.’

      A cracked leather waistcoat and a red neck scarf, and a broad-brimmed hat on his head. Around his shoulders he had some sort of cape, thick and heavy, which appeared to be made of the same leather as his waistcoat and boots, and his belt was fastened with a shiny silver buckle.

      Frozen, I stared up at him. He wasn’t young, but neither was he old, and his eyes were yellow like those of the stray cat that came when my mother put out food for it and refused to let us pat it.

      Maybe he had expected me to run away, and now I seemed stuck, he didn’t quite know what to do. In the end, he waved his arms and shouted, ‘Gotcha!’

      That did the trick. We were gone, running as fast as we could, terrified that he was behind us, his hands stretching out. Or worse, that he could fly  with the cape.

      We didn’t stop running for a long time, not until a stitch forced me to double over, pressing my hands to my side to ease it. Hugh stopped too, and I’d always thought that was courageous of him, to wait for me when his sense of self-preservation must have been screaming at him to keep running.

      ‘Did you ever tell Rain about it?’ Hugh’s voice brought me out of the past.

      I shook my head. ‘I didn’t have to. The school told her.’ Her reaction had been a bit strange, actually, but I didn’t want to go into that now. ‘What about you?’ I asked him.

      He pulled a face. ‘We were in the middle of a drought. No one was interested in me skiving off school for a day.’

      My gaze shifted again to the wreath. Mr Maddox had been our secret. I wondered if he’d ever remembered the two kids who appeared at his door all those years ago.

      Before I could speak my thoughts aloud, Christopher came to tell me the rest of them were heading back to the pub. The whole place had been booked out so that we could share drinks and food and memories.

      ‘Everyone’s welcome,’ he said to Hugh.

      ‘I’ll try to get by a bit later.’ They shook hands and then, with a glance at me, Christopher turned away. Hugh’s grey eyes met mine.

      ‘I’m really sorry, Mel,’ he said. ‘Your mother was one in a million.’

      I nodded, not trusting my voice, and followed my brother.
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      The Ironbark Hotel hadn’t changed much since Christopher came of age and my mother had signed it over to him. When I stepped into the bar, Freida caught my eye and beckoned me over. She was holding a glass of white wine, and I noticed someone had filled it to the brim. She wasn’t much of a drinker.

      ‘Do you want this?’ she asked, and I smiled and took it off her hands. ‘I saw you talking with Hugh,’ she went on.

      ‘Yes, he wanted to tell me how sorry he was.’

      She squeezed my hand. ‘The town will miss her.’

      ‘Yep.’ We exchanged a look and fell silent.

      I took a sip of the wine. ‘Hugh said Mum left the wreath on Mr Maddox’s grave. Were they friends?’

      Freida looked surprised. ‘Not that I know of. I suppose she could have felt sorry for him.’

      ‘That’s what I said.’ It didn’t matter, except that Mum had had something to talk to me about the morning she died, and that something concerned Mr Maddox.

      Others came up, offering sympathy, remembering old times.

      Trays of finger foods were being handed around and the dreariness that had hung over the gathering began to lift just a little. As latecomers piled into the bar, it grew more and more crowded, and noisier. Respectful voices were forgotten and I heard some laughter.

      I knew my mother would have liked that—she wouldn’t want long faces.

      I’d risen to fetch Freida a soft drink, when I noticed the door to the street open and someone paused, contemplating the crush.

      I thought it might be Hugh at first, and felt a stab of disappointment when it wasn’t. I didn’t recognise the man who stood there.

      He was around thirty, fair hair, smartly dressed in a charcoal suit. He was frowning, as if he was looking for someone, and I excused my way through the crush to reach him. He watched me come, the frown still on his face. It was a handsome face.

      ‘This is a private event,’ I began, but he interrupted me.

      ‘Miss Melody Lawson. Is she here?’

      The cool, professional way he spoke brought back unpleasant memories from the hospital. I expected him to give me more bad news, and perhaps he realised it.

      ‘That’s you?’ he said, gentling his tone.

      ‘Yes.’

      He flickered a look over my face with his brown eyes. ‘My name is Shawn Maddox.’

      I stared back at him. How many times now had I heard the name

      ‘Maddox’ in the past weeks? It couldn’t be a coincidence. ‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

      The frown was back. ‘I’m here on my stepfather’s behalf, Reginald Maddox. He was Anthony’s brother, his closest living relative, and until recently he thought he was Anthony’s sole heir.’

      I still didn’t understand, and he knew it. Something in him relaxed.

      ‘I could be talking Greek to you, couldn’t I?’ he said with a breath of laughter. ‘I thought you knew. The letter from the solicitor was sent weeks ago.’

      Letter? ‘I don’t know what letter you’re talking about.’ Tears stung my eyes. ‘This is my mother’s wake.’

      He looked about him. ‘I heard about the accident,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’ He put a hand on my arm, and he was so close I could smell his aftershave; it was an expensive one. ‘This is inconsiderate of me, but … is there somewhere we can talk?’

      No one was using the lounge, everyone had crowded into the bar as if there was safety in numbers, so I took him through to the quiet old room. The mural on the wall was no longer as vibrant as it must have been when Aurora Scott first painted it, and the bullet hole was still there, a reminder of the hold-up in 1874.

      I saw him looking at it as I closed the door, cutting down the noise to a hum.

      ‘You wanted to talk to me?’ I reminded him.

      He turned to face me. ‘Yes. I think there’s been a breakdown in communication. You should have received a letter, or your mother should have told you … Anthony made you his heir. He left you everything. The Starburst Mine and the house, and the land it stands on, as well as his property in Sydney. All yours.’

      I was shocked. I’m sure my mouth hung open. I wanted to say,

      ‘Are you sure? ’ or question his sanity, but he struck me as the sort of man who didn’t joke much, and never about family matters.

      A straight shooter.

      ‘Sit down,’ he said with a rough sort of kindness, and I felt his hand on my arm as he led me to the old leather sofa. I sat down and stared up into his face. ‘You really didn’t know?’

      I shook my head, because it was ridiculous, surely? It made no sense. And yet, somewhere at the back of my mind was a little bell chiming, reminding me of my mother’s missed call and the wreath on Mr Maddox’s grave.

      ‘I thought,’ he began, with a hint of embarrassment, and then stopped.

      ‘You thought I was some gold digger who saw a chance to swindle a sick old man out of his life savings?’ I spoke coldly.

      ‘I suppose I deserved that,’ he said.

      ‘I suppose you did.’

      He hesitated and then abruptly held out his hand. His cuff slipped back over the gold Rolex strapped about his wrist. ‘Let’s start again.’ It was the tone of a man used to taking charge and getting what he wanted. When I didn’t immediately respond he added, ‘Please,’ his tone softened.

      I reached up and felt the warmth and strength of his fingers as they gripped mine.

      ‘Shawn Maddox,’ he introduced himself again.

      I smiled; I couldn’t help it. I knew he’d set out to charm me, and in all honesty, despite everything, I was charmed. ‘Melody Lawson,’

      I responded.

      He nodded, then paused, those dark eyes looking into mine.

      ‘So. You have no idea why Anthony left you everything he owned?

      None at all?’

      ‘None at all. I didn’t receive a letter. My mother left a message on my mobile the day she …’ I waved a hand helplessly. ‘I never heard what she wanted to say. So no, I have no idea
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